
Tai Chi   
 

Tai Chi is an ancient martial art, one that was practiced for 

centuries in China as an exercise and a way to improve the 

internal flow of energy in the body.    

It consists of a series of slow, fluid movements that are 

more graceful than they are aggressive. It involves a series 

of postures that are coordinated with deep breathing.  There 

is little striking, offensive, or even defense techniques in the 

discipline. Tai Chi is a movement and breathing work 

employs all of the major muscle groups and joints in the 

body, helping to circulate internal energy, or chi. 

 

Also known as t'ai chi ch'uan (pronounced tie-jee chu-wan), 

the name comes from Chinese characters that translates as 

"supreme ultimate force." The concept of t'ai chi, or the "supreme ultimate," is based on the 

Taoist philosophy of yin and yang, or the attraction of opposites. The philosophy of yin and yang 

proposes that opposing but complementary forces to create harmony in nature. Under Taoist 

philosophy the thinking is, a person can bring this principle of harmony into their own life. A 

disturbance in the flow of ch'i (qi), or the life force, is what traditional Chinese medicine regards 

as the cause of all diseases in the body. By enhancing the flow of ch'i, practitioners of t'ai chi 

believe that the exercise can promote physical health. The belief is that  “chi” flows through the 

body along meridian lines and when the flow is interrupted, the body becomes ill.  Students of 

t'ai chi also learn how to use the exercise in the form of meditation and mental exercise by 

“centering” their cerebral powers. 

 

While engaged in tai chi's graceful and sequenced movements, the focused 

attention that is required can effectively absorb an individual into a 

meditative state. In fact, tai chi is sometimes referred to as "meditation in 

motion."  There are well over 100 possible positions and movements within 

the tai chi skill set. 

 

When practicing the art, the body will remain very soft and relaxed, just like it was suspended 

from the top of the head with the joints being similar to that of a puppet. The mind of the student 

is focused on each movement, focusing on the flow of energy.  The thought behind this is that by 

being relaxed and focused, once can allow the energy to flow through your entire body. The 

energy that flows through your body never stops, it keeps you moving. It emphasizes correct 



form and feeling with each and every movement, which is why it 

is always taught to be practiced in a slow and gentle fashion. 

In combat, the Tai Chi student uses his opponent's energy against 

him. The stylist is very relaxed, believing that the energy of the 

opponent can be used against him. There is little to no strength 

involved. When the opponent becomes weak and tires himself out 

- the stylist attacks. This way, there is very little energy left for 

defense or even attacking. 

 

The art of t'ai chi is many things to the many people who practice 

it. To some, it is a stretching exercise that incorporates a deep-

breathing program. To others, it is a martial art—and beyond this, 

it is often used as a dance or to accompany prayer.  People who 

practice tai chi report a T’ai Chi sense of well-being. The exercise 

component provides benefits of improved coordination, balance, 

and body awareness. Those in search of harmony between the 

mind and the body practice this "dynamic relaxation." 

 
While visiting China, one can see many people, often elderly 

people, practicing this type of exercise in the park during early 

morning hours.  One might consider it as common a sighting as 

seeing bamboo in the park. This form of exercise is growing in 

popularity among Westerners and the potential health benefits of 

this form of exercise and meditation are now being studied.   If 

you decide to take up the sport, you can now be more informed of 

the background, origins and philosophy behind this meditative 

martial arts endeavor.  Read the sidebar to learn about one of the 

legends behind the origins of Tai Chi.  

The origins of t'ai chi are rooted deep in the martial arts and 

Chinese folklore, causing its exact beginnings to be based on 

speculation. The much-disputed founder of t'ai chi is Zhang San-

feng (Chang San-feng), a Daoist (Taoist) monk of the Wu Tang 

Monastery, who, according to records from the Ming-shih (the 

official records of the Ming dynasty), lived sometime during the 

period from 1391–1459. Legend states that Zhang happened upon 

a fight between a snake and a crane, and, impressed with how the 

snake became victorious over the bird through relaxed, evasive 
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speculation. The much-disputed 

founder of t'ai chi is Zhang San-

feng (Chang San-feng), a Daoist 

(Taoist) monk of the Wu Tang 

Monastery, who lived sometime 

during the period from 1391–

1459. Legend states that Zhang 

happened upon a fight between a 

snake and a crane, and, impressed 

with how the snake became 

victorious over the bird through 

relaxed, evasive movements and 

quick counterstrikes, he created a 

fighting form that copied the 

snake's strongest attributes. With 

his experience in the martial arts, 

Zhang combined strength, 

balance, flexibility, and speed to 

bring about the earliest form of 

t'ai chi. 

Historians also link Zhang to 

joining yin-yang from Taoism and 

"internal" aspects into his 

exercises. This feeling of inner 

happiness,--of becoming “one 

with nature," remains a primary 

goal for those who practice t'ai 

chi. Although its ancient 

beginnings started as a martial art, 

t'ai chi was modified in the 1930s 

to the relaxing low-intensity 

exercise it is today.  

 

 



movements and quick counterstrikes, he created a fighting form that copied the snake's strongest 

attributes. With his experience in the martial arts, Zhang combined strength, balance, flexibility, 

and speed to bring about the earliest form of t'ai chi. 

Historians also link Zhang to joining yin-yang from Taoism and "internal" aspects together into 

his exercises. This feeling of inner happiness, or as a renowned engineering physicist and t'ai chi 

master, Dr. Martin Lee, states in his book The 

Healing Art of t'ai Chi, of becoming one with 

nature," remains a primary goal for those who 

practice t'ai chi. Although its ancient beginnings 

started as a martial art, t'ai chi was modified in the 

1930s to the relaxing low-intensity exercise that 

continues to have the potential to be transformed 

into a form of self-defense, similar to karate or 

kung-fu. 

 

 

 

 


