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“The Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi is a significant milestone in the integration of Eastern and Western medicine. It deftly summarizes the scientific evidence for the healing potential of this traditional Chinese system of body movement and gives readers practical advice for using it in everyday life. I recommend it highly.”

—Andrew Weil, MD, Professor of Medicine, University of Arizona, and author of 8 Steps to Optimum Health

“Dr. Wayne gives us a magnificent and useful contribution for the betterment of our health and well-being through the proper integration of Tai Chi into our lives.”

—Herbert Benson, MD, author of The Relaxation Response and Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School

“Peter Wayne is that rare individual who is sufficiently ‘bilingual’ to introduce Tai Chi to a largely open-minded yet skeptical medical community and to sensitively and movingly celebrate its timeless poetry, power, and appeal. This is a book for all to learn from and enjoy.”

—David Eisenberg, MD, Harvard School of Public Health and the Samueli Institute, and Former Chief of the Division of Research and Education in Complementary and Integrative Medical Therapies, Harvard Medical School

“Evidence has shown that unhealthy lifestyle is the cause of most if not all chronic conditions such as diabetes, arthritis, and heart disease. Dr. Wayne’s book, with his expertise in medical research and Tai Chi, is a significant step towards modernizing Tai Chi—essential to making Tai Chi a central part of practical and effective solutions to the epidemic of chronic disease.”

—Dr. Paul Lam, director of the Tai Chi for Health Institute and author of Teaching Tai Chi Effectively and Tai Chi for Beginners 

“Peter Wayne has long been a leader in scientific research into how Tai Chi boosts health and well-being. In this brilliant book, he blends rigorous Western science with Eastern wisdom to present an illuminating and thoroughly modern view of a wonderful, life-enhancing art. I recommend it highly to anyone interested in Tai Chi, from novice to advanced practitioner.”

—Yang Yang, PhD, director, Center for Taiji and Qigong Studies, and author of Taijiquan: The Art of Nurturing, The Science of Power

“Highly readable and deeply informative. . . . This book has the potential of once and for all dispelling any lingering myths that Tai Chi and Qigong, and Western science’s growing understanding of its uses, are anything less than a profound health revolution that can help prevent or treat the majority of health challenges, and ultimately may save society hundreds of billions if not trillions in future annual health care costs. The Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi may well be that point we look back to and say, ‘That was the tipping point that unleashed the building wave of Tai Chi, which has now transformed modern health care.’”

—Bill Douglas, founder of World Tai Chi and Qigong Day and author of The Complete Idiot’s Guide to T’ai Chi and QiGong 

ABOUT THE BOOK

Conventional medical science on the Chinese art of Tai Chi now shows what Tai Chi masters have known for centuries: regular practice leads to more vigor and flexibility, better balance and mobility, and a sense of well-being. Cutting-edge research from Harvard Medical School also supports the long-standing claims that Tai Chi also has a beneficial impact on the health of the heart, bones, nerves and muscles, immune system, and the mind. This research provides fascinating insight into the underlying physiological mechanisms that explain how Tai Chi actually works.

Dr. Peter M. Wayne, a longtime Tai Chi teacher and a researcher at Harvard Medical School, developed and tested protocols similar to the simplified program he includes in this book, which is suited to people of all ages, and can be done in just a few minutes a day. This book includes:


	The basic program, illustrated by more than 50 photographs

	Practical tips for integrating Tai Chi into everyday activities

	An introduction to the traditional principles of Tai Chi

	Up-to-date summaries of the research literature on the health benefits of Tai Chi

	How Tai Chi can enhance work productivity, creativity, and sports performance

	And much more



PETER WAYNE, PhD, is Assistant Professor of Medicine at Harvard Medical School and the Director of Research for the Osher Center for Integrative Medicine, jointly based at Harvard Medical School and Brigham and Women’s Hospital. Prior to this appointment, Dr. Wayne served as the Director of Tai Chi and Mind-Body Research Programs at the Osher Research Center and Founding Research Director at the New England School of Acupuncture. He has more than thirty-five years of training experience in Tai Chi and Qigong and is an internationally recognized teacher of these practices.
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Foreword

Health care has always undergone change. Old diseases disappear or are conquered; new ones take their place. New cures sometimes bring unexpected problems. Personal and societal expectations for health and longevity shift tremendously. Western patients now are asking for more prevention and health sustenance. Many want “soft-touch” in addition to hard technology. While many acute problems seem to be under control, it seems that there are not enough solutions for living with or gracefully managing chronic illness. New discoveries and directions are continually being examined.

Part of the quest for new answers is re-examining older approaches to illness. Have therapies that can provide answers to new problems withstood the test of time? Certainly, the popularity and recent scientific research into acupuncture and Ayurvedic medicine suggest that, in parallel with globalization, there is a new opening to non-biomedical systems. I’ve had a ringside seat on this emergent global perspective with my own work building links between Asian medicine and modern medicine. Sorely missing has been a book that bridges the wisdom of Tai Chi with the scientific insights of biomedicine. This exceptional book has finally been written, remarkably within the context of a leading medical school; it provides the needed platform to link East and West.

The Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi is a wonderful, elegant book that embraces the tensions between science and art, modern research and traditional wisdom, movement and stillness, and effort and effortlessness. The authors have written a Tai Chi book that embodies the gracefulness of Tai Chi. Ideas, insights, concepts, overviews, and details, based on, for example, neuroimaging of the brain and Lao Tzu, move and swirl around in an elegant, rhythmic mixture that feels like Tai Chi. They make the Tai Chi movement called “Waving Hands Like Clouds” into both a visualization and an intuition, as well as a precise, measurable movement with quantifiable physiological effects.

This book connects ancient traditions that look to the past with fast-paced, cutting-edge science that constantly re-envisions a new future. It respects both wisdom and experience from the East and science and experiments from the West. Separations become opportunities to see connections. Boundaries are seen just as convenient signposts to keep a conversation on a linear topic (for at least a while).

Peter Wayne himself is an embodiment of these tensions. His background—as a Harvard academician and medical researcher originally trained as an evolutionary biologist, an esteemed and revered Tai Chi teacher, and a down-home, no-nonsense Brooklyn guy with immigrant parents—has written an evidence-based book that captures the poetry of Tai Chi. This book is audacious. Ideas intersect, methodologies switch, and tensions nourish each other. Tai Chi is broken down into component therapeutic parts, while science is used to demonstrate the intersection of mind and body and the importance of the imagination and ritual. The natural world seen through the lens of evolution connects with the cosmological notions of yin and yang. Nature and culture are separate and yet still merge. Just as the book knows no boundaries, you will be gently guided to new, unexpected places. In the end, you will have tasted and experienced the vastness of a poem with limitless implications. Inspiring ideas about meditative stillness are balanced with information from randomized controlled trials. Both are enveloped by practical, nitty-gritty advice, such as how to find a good Tai Chi teacher.

Peter has written a timely book that is accessible and relevant to many audiences. This book nourishes many needs. If you want to learn Tai Chi and integrate it into your personal life, you will find this book to be an enticing adventure. If you are an experienced Tai Chi and mind-body practitioner interested in understanding the relevant emergent science, you will find a supportive guide. Physicians, allied health professionals, and alternative practitioners looking to advise their patients will find a fount of knowledge. Finally, health policy people with questions about Tai Chi will find their answers.

Chapter 1 is a clear, readable overview of Tai Chi’s history and current developments. The chapter goes beyond the mythic (though it tells us some of the myths) and presents Tai Chi as a constantly evolving practice that necessarily undergoes changes as it reaches the Western world and must engage science and medical research.

Chapter 2 introduces a particularly unique contribution of this book—the articulation of what Peter has coined the “Eight Active Ingredients of Tai Chi.” With links to Tai Chi classics and modern science, the chapter offers a clear explanation of the therapeutic components of Tai Chi. The discussion dissects Tai Chi into unexpected components, and yet somehow manages to recombine them into an elegant whole. It allows you to test the territory and encourages you to make some new movements.

In Chapter 3, the eight active ingredients are integrated into a very practical Tai Chi training program, similar to programs employed in Peter’s clinical trials. Throughout this chapter, you can hear Peter’s calm, embracing teaching voice. You’re actually in his class.

Chapters 4 through 9 present a very readable, exciting summary of medical and basic science research on Tai Chi. In a balanced, objective way, the research covers what is known about Tai Chi’s impact on health, ranging from fall prevention and cardiovascular risk factors to how it helps manage chronic pain and depression. In some cases, Peter creatively reaches outside of Tai Chi research to show potential and future directions. For example, Chapter 8, his discussion of clinical and physiological studies of motor imagery research is beautifully linked with the traditional Chinese concept of intention (yi). Here, the evidence is presented not so much to document what science knows so far, but rather to open doors for innovative discussion.

In Chapters 10 through 14, Peter realigns and brings together all the previous discussions of science and situates them into practical activities of everyday life. Tai Chi now informs the social interactions you navigate at work and at home, as well as your creative endeavors, including in the arts and sports. Finally, he provides practical information about developing a regular Tai Chi practice, finding Tai Chi classes, and knowing what to look for in a good Tai Chi program.

This book provides powerful insights and messages from multiple angles that somehow are pertinent to many different kinds of people. What is more amazing, Peter Wayne weaves these different perspectives into a single dance that is the essence of Tai Chi—an embrace of the flow and movement of the cosmos itself.



TED KAPTCHUK

Associate Professor of Medicine

Harvard Medical School

Author, The Web That Has No Weaver:

Understanding Chinese Medicine
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Introduction

East Meets West at Harvard Medical School
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In July 2009, along with six other Tai Chi and mind-body researchers representing leading US medical schools, I found myself sitting on a panel with five of the most renowned living grand masters of Tai Chi—the equivalents of Dalai Lamas of Tai Chi. This unprecedented meeting between Tai Chi researchers and masters was part of the First International Tai Chi Symposium on the campus of Vanderbilt University Medical School, a landmark event for the world of Tai Chi. For the first time, masters representing all major Tai Chi styles convened in one place to teach and personally share their passion for Tai Chi, show unity across all styles, and speak with one voice about the future of this ancient martial art. More than 500 Tai Chi enthusiasts, medical researchers, policy makers, and health-care lobbyists sat in the audience awaiting this historical event.

For me, the fact that this evening’s symposium was devoted to exploring the role that Western scientific research might play in informing Tai Chi’s development and integration into Western health care was even more remarkable. Working by day as a medical researcher objectively studying the science of Tai Chi and at night as a community-based Tai Chi instructor, for many years I have walked the metaphorical S-shaped line dividing the more rational and intuitive halves of the Tai Chi yin and yang symbol. Both as a scientist and a teacher/practitioner, I have explored how best to bridge the wisdom underlying my two vocations, or in the lingo of Tai Chi, how the yin and yang can inform one another.

In many ways, the symposium was very successful. Some rich exchanges between the masters and researchers highlighted the promise of Tai Chi for improving health in our aging population; for example, by preventing heart disease and fall-related fractures. Other exchanges centered on the potential for cutting-edge scientific instrumentation to elucidate the impact of Tai Chi on physiological processes in the brain, heart, and musculoskeletal system. A brief discussion suggested how modern technology might help understand better the traditional Chinese medicine concepts foreign to most Westerners, such as Qi, or energy flow in the body.

Yet, despite these unprecedented exchanges of ideas, toward the end of the evening, I found myself a little dissatisfied and wanting much more. On a very simple level, I felt as if a few hours’ time was far too little to devote to such rich topics. However, even more fundamentally, I felt that the depth of the discussions was limited by the huge cultural, linguistic, and epistemological barriers between the Tai Chi masters and the scientists. We do not yet have a well-developed language or framework to facilitate the bridging between the practice and the science of Tai Chi. As I sat on stage at the interface of two very different cultures—Eastern healing arts and Western science—I saw clearly how much work still was needed to build bridges. Part of my calling, and a central purpose of this book, is to explore this interface between the East and West through Tai Chi.

The science of Tai Chi is just now catching up with and substantiating what Tai Chi practitioners have known for centuries—Tai Chi often leads to more vigor and energy, greater flexibility, balance and mobility, and an improved sense of well-being. Cutting-edge research now lends support to long-standing claims that Tai Chi favorably impacts the health of the heart, bones, nerves and muscles, immune system, and the mind. This research also provides insight into the underlying physiological mechanisms that explain how Tai Chi works. This knowledge has enabled researchers like my Harvard Medical School colleagues and me to shape the essential elements of Tai Chi into programs that are well suited for a modern Western lifestyle and to integrate Tai Chi training efficiently into the rehabilitation and prevention of many health conditions.

“YIN AND YANG—THE MOTHER OF TEN THOUSAND THINGS”

As this quote from Lao Tzu suggests, Tai Chi derives its name from the concept of yin and yang [image: ], also known as the Tai Chi symbol. Yin and yang is a central concept in traditional Chinese medicine, philosophy, and science, and it is one of the deepest pillars of Chinese culture. The yin-yang symbol, now a very popular symbol in the West as well, depicts two complementary polar opposites that, together, create a dynamic, balanced, integrated, and inter-dependent whole.

Tai Chi training embodies this yin-yang concept at multiple levels. At the most obvious, physical level, Tai Chi is an exercise that aims to strengthen, stretch, balance, and coordinate and integrate the left and right halves of the body, the upper and lower halves of the body, and the extremities of the body with the inside or core. At a more subtle level, Tai Chi integrates body and mind. Body movements are coordinated with rhythmic, conscious breathing and multiple cognitive and emotional components—including focused attention, heightened self-awareness, visualization, imagery, and intention.

At perhaps an even more subtle level, Tai Chi sensitizes and integrates you with your social and physical environment. At an interpersonal level, being in tune with other people in your social environment helps you to learn to read and appropriately respond to their cues. This internal/external integration is one of Tai Chi’s secrets as a martial art—by becoming extremely sensitive to your opponent’s moves, you learn to lead by neutralizing and following. Connecting with nature can also be an integral part of Tai Chi training. Practicing outside in a park may provide a sense of being recharged or nourished by the natural environment. For some, heightened conscious awareness of oneself, and our connection to and integration with the greater natural world, can also afford a spiritual dimension—enhancing a sense of being part of some larger vital, unfolding natural process.

To an outsider watching a master practice or perform Tai Chi, successful yin-yang integration is reflected in the seamless connection of graceful movements, with one flowing into another, as well as a sense of focus, calmness, and peacefulness. You can sense that the master has both inner and outer integration and awareness, and is in tune with himself or herself and the surrounding environment. In Tai Chi, as with yin and yang, everything is interconnected. The Tai Chi master reflects what Professor Ted Kaptchuk, my Harvard Medical School colleague and scholar on Chinese medicine, calls a “Web that has no Weaver.”1

This Eastern holistic and ecological view of the body, mind, and health now is becoming increasingly appreciated and adopted within the Western medical community. Elements of this holistic perspective have been implicit throughout the history of what we now call conventional medicine, or biomedicine, but the modern Western medical community increasingly has relied on a reductionist framework for defining health, managing disease, and training physicians. The central tenet of this modern reductionist model is to focus on root causes of disease, for example, infectious agents, genetic or developmental abnormalities, or injuries. The reductionist approach assumes that complex problems can be solved by dividing them into smaller, simpler parts, or into more tractable units. Another Harvard Medical School colleague and collaborator, Dr. Andrew Ahn, has called this strategy “divide and conquer.”2

Of course, reductionism in modern medicine has led to tremendous successes, including the development of medications, genetic markers, imaging, and curative surgery. However, reductionism has its limits and downsides. As Ahn says, “Reductionism becomes less effective when the act of dividing a problem into its parts leads to a loss of important information about the whole.”3

This limitation inherent in dividing a problem is especially the case in complex chronic diseases such as diabetes, coronary artery disease, or recurrent low-back pain, where a single factor rarely is implicated as being solely responsible for the disease development or presentation. Rather, multiple factors are often identified, and the disease evolves through complex interactions between them. In addition to missing the forest for the trees, some other concerns of reductionism include the loss of the whole person, depersonalization of medicine, lack of communication among specialists, and even greater costs due to lack of coordinated care.

HARVARD LOOKS TO THE EAST

At Harvard Medical School, as well as at many other academic medical centers across the United States, signs of holistic thinking are evident in medicine at all levels, from clinicians to researchers to educators, including a vibrant program evaluating the medical benefits of Tai Chi and related mind-body practices. In 2000, the Harvard Medical School Council of Academic Deans established the Division for Research and Education in Complementary and Integrative Medical Therapies. The program was charged with facilitating interdisciplinary and inter-institutional faculty collaboration for purposes of: (1) research evaluation of complementary and integrative medical therapies; (2) delivering educational programs to the medical community and the public; (3) and investigating the design of sustainable models of complementary and integrative care delivery in an academic setting. Since its inception, and now under the auspices of the Osher Center for Integrative Medicine jointly based at Harvard Medical School and Brigham and Women’s Hospital, faculty and collaborators have received dozens of National Institutes of Health grants, published hundreds of peer-reviewed scientific papers, and are affecting significantly the care received across Harvard hospitals. Today, nearly all of the Harvard hospitals have programs that provide some form of integrative medicine. At both Brigham and Women’s Hospital’s Osher clinic and Massachusetts General Hospital’s Benson Henry clinic, physicians and complementary alternative medicine practitioners see patients, and prescriptions might include a course of Tai Chi, meditation, yoga, and counseling on diet and lifestyle, alongside conventional medicine. Harvard Medical School hospitals are examples of how insight and credible research supporting the therapeutic promise of Tai Chi and related mind-body practices can catalyze the integration of these practices into conventional medical practice.

This book seeks to show, in a scientifically balanced and objective manner, the clinical promise for Tai Chi and to provide insights into the underlying physiological processes that explain how Tai Chi improves health. Tai Chi includes a rich mixture of therapeutic components—what I’ve organized as the “Eight Active Ingredients.” Articulating knowledge of these ingredients has enabled my Harvard Medical School colleagues and me to sharpen the focus of Tai Chi for our modern Western lives and target more efficiently rehabilitation and prevention for many health conditions. With this knowledge, we have formulated a variety of simplified Tai Chi protocols that have been tested in numerous clinical trials at Harvard Medical School and affiliated hospitals, the essential elements of which I share in this book.

MY LIFE IN TAI CHI

My interest in Tai Chi research has grown out of a long-term personal passion for martial arts and Eastern philosophy, which started when I was in high school, around the same time my interests in science started forming. My Tai Chi training, which is still ongoing, has included many great teachers—from both the East and the West. While I have been studying for more than 35 years, it still feels as if I have only touched the surface of this rich, ancient art. Since 1985, I have taught in the Boston area at a community school that I founded, which gives me an opportunity to share what I have learned with a wide range of people and to think about the best ways to transmit this information; teaching there also provides a place to integrate what I learn from my Harvard Medical School research. I loosely view my Tai Chi classes as the equivalent of my medical colleagues’ clinical practice.

My journey to becoming a scientific Tai Chi researcher has not been a linear one, but rather one that has taken many twists and turns. After doing an undergraduate interdisciplinary study in human ecology and two years in plant-population biology research in Europe, I completed a PhD in Evolutionary Biology at Harvard University. In 2000, following a trip to China and additional formal training in Tai Chi and Qigong, I decided to make a significant career shift, bringing my two worlds together and employing my research skills and ecological framework to study the clinical and basic aspects of Chinese medicine, including Tai Chi. My first position was as founding Research Director at the New England School of Acupuncture. I obtained National Institutes of Health grants, and then established and led a formal collaboration with Harvard Medical School centered on Asian medicine. In 2006, I formally became a faculty member at Harvard Medical School. As director of the Tai Chi and Mind-Body Research Program, and more recently, as overall Research Director for the Osher Center for Integrative Medicine, I have found my dream job. Both as a scientist and a Tai Chi thinker, I love looking for connections and building bridges.

Being both a researcher at Harvard Medical School and a community-based Tai Chi practitioner is a yin-yang balancing act. As a scientist during the day at Harvard Medical School, I adhere to the rules of objective, unbiased, rigorous scientific research. My work is not to find results to prove that Tai Chi is good; in other words, I am not an advocate researcher. Rather, I seek dispassionately to understand what works, what doesn’t work, what is safe, and if there is promise for a certain population or medical condition, to explore how best to integrate Tai Chi with state-of-the-art health care. My colleagues and I use rigorous research designs that minimize bias, and we follow strict scientific codes. This assures that bias does not affect the research.

In my own Tai Chi practice and when teaching Tai Chi classes, my research informs my experience and teaching, but sometimes I need to abandon the framework of science. Part of the practice of Tai Chi and other meditative arts requires turning off rational thinking and tapping into other, less understood processes, like intuition and imagination. For example, Tai Chi classics say, “Belief or mind moves internal energy (Qi) and Qi moves the body.” At this point in my Tai Chi training, on a good day, this idea is very clear to me. I can readily shift into a meditative Tai Chi flow. But the scientific community is still far from defining or quantifying Qi, or knowing all the neurophysiological pathways involved in mind-body-energy connections.

My primary goal as a teacher is to use whatever tools I can to help students have meaningful experiences, so to teach only from pure science would be inefficient and unethical. The practitioner half of me remains skeptical of science and thinks maybe science can never address some issues. Nevertheless, my two jobs, one as a daytime researcher and the other as an evening Tai Chi teacher, involve a dynamic dance between yin and yang, both informing one another and incubating rich thoughts, and they have led to my unique style of teaching and practicing Tai Chi.

Throughout this book, I will be clear which half of me is talking. When scientific evidence exists, I will provide the link to published research. I will distinguish this evidence from my personal experiences or experiences my students share, or principles that Tai Chi classics purport or my teachers and other masters espouse.

ABOUT THE HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL GUIDE TO TAI CHI

The Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi grew out of my long-standing training in Tai Chi, my interest in mind-body research, and my balance as both a practitioner and a researcher. Through my Tai Chi classes and research studies, I have been fortunate enough to help people in their twenties and thirties improve their athletic abilities and martial arts practices, provide an outlet for those in their forties and fifties to reduce the stresses of the work world, and help people in their sixties, seventies, eighties, and nineties find a gentle form of restorative exercise.

This book puts down on paper how to use the concepts of Tai Chi to enhance your health. It shows, step by step, how the Eight Active Ingredients of Tai Chi can heighten bodily awareness and inner focus, make body movements more graceful and efficient, enhance natural breathing and heart health, and help attain peace of mind. The growing problems associated with our fast-paced, multitasking, overstimulated, more-is-better, Western lifestyle can be counteracted by the “meditation in motion” of Tai Chi. The dynamic changes derived from a regular Tai Chi practice provide a practical strategy for navigating life with less stress and more balance. I assemble and integrate in this book a diverse set of knowledge from both the East and the West—from the simplified Tai Chi exercises outlined to the ancient roots of Tai Chi and the modern science substantiating its health claims—with the sincere intention and hope that it will enrich your life and help provide you with a roadmap for your own Tai Chi journey.

One explicit goal of this book is to make Tai Chi more accessible and easier to practice regularly. Just like having a doctor’s prescription for a medication, a diet, or an exercise regimen, these therapies only work when you adhere to them. In addition, despite your best intentions, because of a busy lifestyle—whether it’s being an overworked executive, a fast-moving soccer mom, or an athlete with limited time for cross training—you may need a program that is not only effective, but also practical. The simplified program this book introduces is very easy to learn and allows you to focus on the essential principles of Tai Chi. What’s more, in addition to a formal program, you will learn numerous simple exercises that you can easily sneak into your everyday life at home or at work, adding a little more energy and flow to help you think and perform all your tasks better.

In this book, you will find:




	An introduction to the traditional principles of Tai Chi, as viewed through the lens of modern medical science

	A simplified Tai Chi protocol, including extensive descriptions and photos of the exercises that you can do on your own, similar to regimens that a number of clinical trials have demonstrated to work

	Insight into the underlying physiological processes that explain how Tai Chi can improve your health

	State-of-the-art, objective summaries of the research literature that highlight what is and what is not yet known about the health benefits of Tai Chi

	How the Eight Active Ingredients of Tai Chi can be integrated into personal and professional relationships, improve work productivity, enhance creativity, and boost sports performance





We hope that, in reading this book, you will come to the conclusion that Tai Chi addresses a critical need for novel approaches in today’s health care and, most importantly, that the integration of Tai Chi into the medical world can help prevent the progression and personal and economic burden of chronic diseases.

Part of the goal of mixing scientific evidence with Eastern wisdom—again, this yin-yang concept—is that knowledge gives you power. If you understand how the body works and the amazing degree to which it can regulate itself, and you understand how Tai Chi accentuates multiple selfhealing processes, this knowledge can allay much of the fear associated with illnesses as they arise and empower you to play a leading, central role in your own health. Gaining a more intimate knowledge of how your body works may even catalyze your progress in Tai Chi training. My hope is that this knowledge will also intrigue Tai Chi instructors to become more interested and knowledgeable about the research so they are better able to communicate and collaborate with the conventional medical community and better serve their students.

The Harvard Medical School Guide to Tai Chi also offers you information about developing a regular Tai Chi practice, locating Tai Chi classes, and knowing what to look for in a good Tai Chi program. My hope is that by following the instructions this book provides, you can achieve the same positive changes I see every day in my students and in the volunteer participants in our studies; they provide their stories in their own words, describing what it’s like to learn Tai Chi and how it has affected their lives. I also provide my personal experiences working with Tai Chi masters to show how you, too, can improve your health, strengthen your heart, and sharpen your mind.


PART ONE
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Tai Chi and Its Essential Elements


1

The Ancient Promise of, and Modern Need for, Tai Chi
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“You don’t have to have a health issue to do Tai Chi. But if you do, you should find a way to incorporate Tai Chi into some part of your life,” says Faith, age 54, an attorney who began Tai Chi to manage her back pain. “You can do it anywhere and practice it with no special equipment. Whether it’s 10 minutes a day on your own or 60 minutes in class a few times a week, you will be better for it. There’s something with these ancient arts. They don’t last for centuries for nothing.”

One challenge I face in my academic talks on Tai Chi simply is how to define Tai Chi. I’ll sometimes begin my talk with a slide of a large lightbulb with the title “What Is Tai Chi?” I’ll then admit that Tai Chi is hard to define and explain that a common Tai Chi lightbulb joke helps us understand why: How many Tai Chi players does it take to change a lightbulb? Answer: 100. One to change the bulb and the other 99 to say, “We do not do it that way in our style of Tai Chi.”

The diversity and richness of Tai Chi derives from a few reasons. First, Tai Chi is made up of multiple components, including many physical, cognitive, and psychosocial ingredients. Just like making soup, the more ingredients you begin with, the greater is your potential for diverse recipes. Second, because Tai Chi’s long history is embedded within an ever-changing social and cultural background, many Tai Chi styles have developed that emphasize slightly different characteristics.

I often use some variation of the following broad definition: Tai Chi is a mind-body exercise rooted in multiple Asian traditions, including martial arts, traditional Chinese medicine, and philosophy. Tai Chi training integrates slow, intentional movements with breathing and cognitive skills (for example, mindfulness and imagery). It aims to strengthen, relax, and integrate the physical body and mind, enhance the natural flow of Qi, and improve health, personal development, and self-defense.


TAI CHI: WHAT’S IN A NAME?

What we refer to as Tai Chi throughout this book is a simplified abbreviation of the more formal name Tai Chi Chuan, variously written as t’ai chi ch’uan, taijiquan, tai ji quan, or tai ji chuan, depending on the styles of transcription.1

Tai translates literally as “great” or “large.” Chi is used as a superlative, for example, “biggest” or “most ultimate.” Together, they are used to characterize the philosophical concept of the all-encompassing yin-yang principle, often translated as Supreme Ultimate.
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Chuan generally is translated as “fist” or “boxing.” Sometimes, it is described as a manifestation, as the closing fist expresses a sense of practical materialization.
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Together, Tai Chi Chuan is variously translated as Supreme Ultimate Boxing, Great Extremes Boxing, and Grand Ultimate Fist. It describes a form of boxing or exercise that is based on the principles of yin and yang, dynamic change and transformation, integrating the body and mind, and the internal and the external. Chi vs. Qi and Tai Chi vs. Qigong The character for “Qi” is different from the “chi” of Tai Chi. Qi is like the word snow in the Eskimo language—it means many things, and yet it is hard to define. “Qi” refers to vital energy, information, breath, or spirit. Qi is not unique to humans, but rather is what pervades the whole universe.

Qi is the first part of a very diverse set of mind-body practices called Qigong. Broadly speaking, Qigong translates as the cultivation or mastery of Qi. Some styles of Qigong are oriented more toward health and spirituality, in which you sit and do breathing and meditative exercises. Other styles are more vigorous and are designed to enhance your martial art skills. Most people think of Tai Chi as a form of Qigong because it cultivates, moves, and helps manage Qi.

[image: ]



THE HISTORICAL ROOTS OF TAI CHI

Tai Chi has a relatively stable nucleus of movement principles and internal energetics, but a cell membrane that interacts with great fluidity to its environment.2

—DOUGLAS WILE, TAI CHI HISTORIAN AND SCHOLAR

Tai Chi is viewed best as a diverse set of living and evolving practices—practices that have been informed by the insights of a long lineage of devoted practitioners, molded and adapted over time to ever- (and still-) changing cultural needs and social landscapes. This diversity is enhanced further by Tai Chi’s rich and intertwined historical origins, including threads linking it to Asian martial arts, healing arts, philosophy, and spiritual practices that span thousands of years. Even within its relatively recent history over the past three centuries, Tai Chi has shown dynamic adaptation to changing cultural needs and opportunities in China. It has evolved from a secret, orally transmitted self-defense system in the 1700s to the early 1800s; to a more widely shared fighting art used to train the military; to a publicly shared method for personal development and longevity exercises in the mid-1800s to mid-1900s; to a national exercise, sport, and performing art the government promotes and showcases to the rest of the world as a national treasure.

Tai Chi’s expansion into the West over the past 50 years, including its interface with science and evidence-based biomedicine, along with Westerners’ hunger for holistic health and philosophical wisdom from the East, has dramatically catalyzed its evolution. Tai Chi is now taught in hospitals, sports clubs, colleges, and community centers across the United States, and hundreds of Tai Chi books are available to the Western public. Tai Chi has blended and mixed with other practices, including Qigong, yoga, meditation, and contemporary mind-body practices, such as Feldenkrais and the Alexander Technique. Like the philosophy of Taoism that animates it, the art and practice of Tai Chi continues to evolve and “go with the flow.”

Like many ancient traditions, the early history of Tai Chi is a mixture of fact and myth. This history includes the interweaving of three deep influences of Chinese culture. Those three influences are martial arts, healing arts, and philosophy.3

MARTIAL ARTS INFLUENCE

Chinese culture is notorious for its long, diverse history of martial arts. Hand-to-hand combat and weapons practice were important in training ancient Chinese soldiers and rival clans. Skilled fighters also were highly valued as bodyguards, providing protection to wealthy government leaders and traveling merchants or messengers. China’s rich diversity of martial arts often is depicted in Kung Fu movies, usually set in old temples and depicting battles between warring states or feuding families seeking revenge.

Martial arts also have played a prominent role in Chinese performing arts and theater. Demonstrations of martial arts prowess, fixed sparring routines, acrobatics, and lion dances have been a key component of public performances. These continue today and have recently reached Western and international communities through tours by the Shaolin monks and Peking acrobats.

An important landmark in the history of Chinese martial arts is the Shaolin Temple in Henan Province, considered the cradle of Chinese martial arts. Legend has it that the Bodhidarma, who brought Chan (Zen) Buddhism to China in the sixth century, arrived to find the monks at the Shaolin temple in extremely poor health and fitness. He taught them a series of exercises to strengthen their minds and bodies for meditation. These exercises evolved into what are now called Shaolin Boxing, Wushu, or Kung Fu.4

A key semi-mythical figure in the history of Tai Chi, often called the father of Tai Chi, is Chang San-feng, generally thought to have lived in the thirteenth century C.E. It is widely told that Chang San-feng was a Shaolin monk who decided to leave the monastery to become a Taoist hermit. In the Wudang Mountains, he gave up the harder Kung Fu fighting style he had learned and formulated a new art based on his observations of nature and Taoist principles of softness and yielding. Legend has it that he had an “aha” moment after watching a fight between a snake and a crane. Every time the crane would try to attack the snake’s head, the snake would yield, evade, and hit the crane with its tail. When the crane would try for the snake’s tail, the snake would yield and bite the crane. This process resulted in the emphasis of the basic Tai Chi (yin-yang) concepts of evading, yielding, and attacking. Chang developed a martial art based on natural principles that used softness and internal power to overcome brute force.5 For this reason, Tai Chi and related martial arts that emphasize yielding and mindful or intrinsic strength, or Jin, are commonly classified as internal (or inner) styles. In contrast, many forms of karate and Kung Fu that typically rely on muscular strength and speed are classified as external (outer) styles.6

The early history of how core principles and movements attributed to semi-mythical characters, such as Chang San-feng, became codified into today’s formalized Tai Chi forms is not agreed upon fully or understood. Some historians and scholars believe that many of the distinctive postures and names associated with contemporary Tai Chi may be attributable to Ming dynasty general Ch’i Chi-kuang (1528–87), author of the “Boxing Classic.” Many of the movements this text describes are included in the martial art systems that were subsequently developed in the Chen family village of Henan—the home of Chen-style Tai Chi. Chen style is the oldest of all formal Tai Chi systems and the one back to which all other contemporary styles can be traced. Specifically, Chen-style Tai Chi is attributed to Chen Wang-ting (1580–1660) in the mid-seventeenth century. Similar to the legend of Chang San Feng, Chen Wang-ting is thought to have combined contemporary boxing techniques with meditative and health-promoting Qigong exercises, resulting in a more internalized martial art that emphasized softness, circular movements, and Jin.

Another key figure in Tai Chi’s martial development is Yang Lu-ch’an (1799–1872), who learned this art in Chen village. Some accounts suggest Yang Lu-ch’an was an aspiring young martial artist who witnessed Chen masters apply their secret art and was so impressed that he had to learn it. So, he moved to Chen village to be a servant and learned by clandestinely watching family disciples train under master Chen Chang Shing. After watching these lessons, he practiced diligently on his own in secret. Apparently, one day when master Chen Chang Shing was not home, a troupe of martial artists visited the village and challenged the Chen family practitioners to a fighting match. After the troupe defeated Chen’s family members, Yang emerged, defeated the troupe, and defended the Chen family’s honor. This earned him the respect of Master Chen, who accepted Yang as his first “outside” (non-family) student. Master Chen also gave Yang permission to leave the Chen village and teach others.7 In 1852, Yang Lu-ch’an moved to Beijing to teach what he called “soft boxing” or “cotton boxing.” His high martial skills earned him the title “Yang the Invincible.” In addition, among other teaching activities, he was appointed to teach his art to the Imperial Guards and members of the Qing court. Yang also adapted his teaching methods for a broader growing public audience who was increasingly interested in health and personal development; this approach included a less-strenuous regimen with less emphasis on martial applications.

Yang’s teaching, along with the teachings of his children, and especially one of his grandsons, Yang Cheng Fu, laid the foundation for what is now called Yang-style Tai Chi, the most widely practiced style in the world today. Many of Yang’s senior students and disciples also played a significant role in the evolution of numerous other prominent Tai Chi lineages, including the Wu, Wu/Hao, and Sun styles (see “Tai Chi Styles and Forms” below).

While the majority of practitioners today practice Tai Chi for health, the martial arts aspect is still popular and is central to the art’s evolution. Martial skills are no longer tested in hand-to-hand battles to the death, but they are tested in regulated sports competitions. Some events include full-contact sparring, like boxing and contemporary mixed-martial arts. More commonly, martial skills are tested in two-person events called “Push Hands,” where the goal is to uproot physically an opponent while keeping one’s own feet rooted. Almost as if by magic, the highest-level practitioners appear to exert no apparent effort in pushing hands. When pushed, they are able to relax, evade, and deflect an opponent’s incoming force, and sometimes, send their uprooted opponent flying a great distance.

However, even for students not interested in self-defense training or Push-Hands competition, many teachers, including myself, consider it essential to teach functional, martial applications of Tai Chi, such as rooting, structural connectedness, and yielding. Developing these interactive skills can provide students with critical kinesthetic experiences that catalyze the comprehension and integration of the core principles of Tai Chi into their solo practice routine. This training can also provide students with functional benefits to more general everyday activities, such as lifting heavy objects, maintaining balance in a fast-moving, crowded marketplace, or staying centered during emotionally challenging interactions.


TAI CHI STYLES AND FORMS

Over time, various Tai Chi styles have evolved. These styles share many basic or core Tai Chi principles. As Tai Chi has evolved, some of the principles, and the manner in which they are expressed practically in practice regimens, also have evolved. In a sense, Tai Chi is like the kid’s game of telephone where one person whispers a phrase into another’s ear, and after many whispers, the phrase often becomes quite different. Tai Chi has morphed with insights and specific emphases of each master and the students who carry on the tradition. Among the most common styles today are the Chen, Yang, Wu, Hao, and Sun. Each of these five styles is named after the founder’s family name. Many other less popular styles exist, and new ones continue to evolve, including shortened and simplified protocols for research similar to the one found in this book.

Forms and Movements

Within each style, you will find many choreographed routines. The language used to describe these routines may vary, but they are most commonly called forms or sets. Each form, whether done with bare hands or weapons (for example, sword, staff, or spear), has a certain number of movements or postures. For example, within Yang-style schools, some teach a form having as many as 150 movements, while others teach as few as eight movements.



HEALING ARTS INFLUENCE

Tai Chi shares a common historical pathway with the development of traditional Chinese medicine, which explicitly includes prescriptions of exercise and lifestyle, along with herbs, diet, acupuncture, massage, and other modalities for maintaining health and longevity. One of the earliest texts of traditional Chinese medicine, “The Internal Canon of the Yellow Emperor” (c. 2000–1600 B.C.E.),” mentions how the Yellow Emperor practiced health-promoting exercises based on the movements of animals. A later famous physician, Hua Tuo (c. 145–208 C.E.), is credited with developing a fitness training regimen also patterned after animal movements. Often called the five animal frolics, Hua Tuo’s exercises apparently were developed so that each exercise targets a specific internal organ within the framework of traditional Chinese medicine.8 For example, the tiger exercise targets the energetic functioning of the lungs, and the bear exercise targets the kidneys. The fundamental goal of these exercises, as is the case with Chinese medicine in general, is to enhance and balance the circulation of Qi among the organ systems and throughout the body as a whole. Movements in contemporary Tai Chi forms, such as “Snake Creeps Down,” “Crane Cools Its Wings,” and “Step Back to Repulse the Monkey,” reflect and extend this tradition of observing nature, mimicking elements of naturalistic, animal-like movements, and applying them to health and self-defense.

To be a successful, enduring, high-level martial artist, practitioners needed to be healthy in body and mind. During Tai Chi’s evolution as a martial art, practitioners likely recognized and appreciated its health benefits because it emphasizes internal development, and for some, but not all, also was associated with health-promoting philosophies and lifestyles.9 However, only after Yang Cheng Fu began teaching Tai Chi more widely in the early- to mid-1900s, drawing students interested in martial arts as well as the elite intelligentsia, did Tai Chi begin to be practiced more widely for health promotion and self-development. This growing public interest in Tai Chi for health coincided with a national “self-strengthening” movement the government advocated, which sought to improve Chinese society and its self-image by preserving Chinese values yet adopting, when appropriate, ideas and technology from the West. A line in a Tai Chi classic poem entitled “Thirteen Posture Song” reads, “What is the purpose of this discipline? To lengthen one’s life, extend one’s years, and to give one an ageless springtime.”10

A noteworthy development in Tai Chi’s widespread promotion for health was the development of a 24-posture simplified form, or the Beijing Form. This form was developed in 1956 by the National Physical Culture and Sports Commission of the People’s Republic of China as part of the drive to standardize Tai Chi training for social reform and sport. This form was part of a national fitness program.11 Today, you can go to parks across China and see millions practicing Tai Chi. This practice is clearly part of the country’s health maintenance system, and many Chinese hospitals integrate Tai Chi into rehabilitation. The recent development of shortened forms of all major styles of Tai Chi has made it easier to teach and to learn Tai Chi, and learning one of these short forms is now mandatory for most Chinese college students.

PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCE

Tai Chi’s roots also are intertwined with multiple Eastern philosophies and religions, among which Taoism is the most prominent. The oral tradition of Taoism is believed to extend back in Chinese history to 3,000 B.C.E. One of earliest and most seminal Taoist writings, the “Tao Te Ching,” is attributed to Lao Tzu and is dated about 2,500 years ago.12 At the core of Taoism are multiple principles for guiding a person’s path through life. In fact, one literal translation of Tao means “way” or “path.” Exactly how principles of Taoism and other Eastern philosophies were infused into Tai Chi is not clear due to its long, complex history and the poorly written records. Nevertheless, it is very clear when reading Lao Tzu and other Taoist texts that several key principles of Taoism resonate with the practice, philosophy, and spirit of Tai Chi.

One example is Tai Chi’s emphasis on softness and yielding. Lao Tzu wrote, “Nothing in the world is as soft and yielding as water. Yet for dissolving the hard and inflexible, nothing can surpass it. The soft overcomes the hard; the gentle overcomes the rigid.” A second example is self-awareness and responsibility for one’s self, which applies to health, relationships, and martial interactions. Lao Tzu wrote: “Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom. Mastering others is strength; mastering yourself is true power.”13

Some branches of Taoism also offer a cosmological framework, a way of seeing oneself as connected to something larger and as part of nature. Nature and its organic forces and processes offer us a kind of inspiration for life, something we continuously can be nourished by and learn to grow from if we listen and observe. Lao Tzu wrote
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