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For my granddaughter Ella—

may she one day recognize and embrace the profound legacy of China,

both as heritage and as a living philosophy.

Taijiquan is the pearl of human nature—

dusted in mundane desires and activities, mystified by preconception and misconception.

​​
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​Preface
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For most practitioners, Taijiquan remains as mystical as it was the moment they were first drawn to it. Though I first learned a simplified set at age eleven, my true journey began four years later when a neighbor handed me a yellowed, timeworn book—"Taijiquan.” In 1967, such a book was a rarity, as most works on traditional Chinese culture had been destroyed or banned.

As I curiously flipped through the worn pages, one line stopped me cold: “Taijiquan is an art of a needle hidden in cotton.” A sudden fear gripped me—I flinched, sensing an invisible sharp point closing in. Then more words followed: “Beating big power with little power, subduing hard with soft,” and “governing movements with the power of mind, not muscle strength...” and “Taijiquan moves like rolling waves of a great river—surging one after another, ceaseless and unstoppable...”

At first, fear dominated. But gradually, wonder took hold. It was as if I stood at the threshold of a realm beyond—catching a glimpse of something so grand and distant: beyond my experience, beyond anything I had ever heard or even dared imagine. 

Since that fateful encounter, the question of why Taijiquan possesses such mysterious power—and how I might acquire its finesse—has haunted me. Over the course of more than fifty years, I broadened my studies across disciplines: Chinese literature, philosophy, traditional and modern martial arts, economics, psychology, sociology, statistics, and computer science. My professional career in statistics, finance, and computer system development further sharpened my approach to observation, research, and analysis.

I consider myself fortunate that all these strands of knowledge have converged into a driving force—compelling me to explore—and gradually decode—the myths surrounding Taijiquan. In probing its essence, I have drawn evidence not only from ancient texts but also from observations, physical and mental experiments, and analyses that connect Taijiquan to philosophy, history, culture, and scientific inquiry. This comprehensive approach lays the foundation for explaining Taijiquan in a way that resonates with modern readers, and this lifelong pursuit has given rise to the structure and ideas presented in this book.
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​​About the Book
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This book aims to demystify Taijiquan—making it accessible not only to practitioners but also to academic researchers and scientists from various fields. By doing so, I hope to highlight its universal benefits in modern life.

To achieve this, the book examines Taijiquan through multiple lenses. It explains core concepts in plain language, offers step-by-step, self-testable methods, and illustrates their broad applicability through concrete examples. The book is structured into eight parts:


	
Part One: A broader and more realistic exploration—through observation and reflection—of Kung Fu and Taijiquan across Chinese history and culture—challenging assumptions and uncovering overlooked perspectives.

	
Part Two: An overview of mainstream Taijiquan—its origins, evolution, protocols, Forms, styles, and performance aesthetics.

	
Part Three: A deep dive into foundational concepts, such as Jin, Relaxation, and Yi, explored through daily experiences, simple experiments, and self-assessment methods.

	
Part Four: An intuitive study of Taijiquan’s martial skills, with detailed explanations of Push-Hands.

	
Part Five: A comparative analysis of Taijiquan and other martial disciplines, helping practitioners refine their expectations.

	
Part Six: A depiction of the Taijiquan practitioner’s journey—including milestones, joys, frustrations, progress, and setbacks.

	
Part Seven: A discussion on integrating Taijiquan practice into daily life as a refined, holistic way of living.

	
Part Eight: An exploration of Taijiquan’s future, its challenges, and a new framework for Scientist-Practitioners aiming to lead diversified applications.



Afterword: A final reflection on Taijiquan’s philosophy and its influence on practitioners’ mindset.

Taijiquan is a fascinating field, not only for traditional practitioners but also for scientists across disciplines. This book is a step toward paving the way for deeper studies and broader understanding of Taijiquan in the modern era.
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​​Note on Citation
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This book introduces the Modern Framework of Taijiquan (Xu, 2025) along with a number of original definitions and reinterpreted concepts. Readers, researchers, and educators who adopt, expand upon, or reference these ideas are kindly asked to cite this work as their original source.
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Glossary of Terms
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The terms defined in this glossary serve as cornerstones of analysis and reasoning throughout this book.

Many core terms in this book—though they share names with those used in conventional Taijiquan circles—have been explicitly redefined to fit this book’s conceptual framework. For example, “Relax” or “Relaxation” is not defined by its commonsense or dictionary meaning, but rather as:

A Taijiquan term that refers to either:


	A state in which muscles not actively involved in maintaining posture or executing movement remain at a minimal level of tension. 

	A process of gradually reducing unnecessary muscular tension to approach that optimal state.



In this book, Relaxation is not a vague or general idea but a concept with a clearly defined scope—particularly in terms of muscle engagement and timing.

Additionally, new terms have been introduced to articulate previously undefined concepts—such as Counter-Movement—or to reclassify skills and abilities in a more structured manner, including Flash-Suppression, U-Turn, and Holding-Power. These terms aim to make Taijiquan’s principles more tangible and accessible—especially for practitioners with a modern educational background.
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​Terms and Capitalization
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Once formally defined—whether in the main text or the Glossary—key concepts in this book are capitalized. For example, “external force” appears in lowercase until Chapter 26. From that point onward, it is capitalized as “External Force” to indicate its specific technical meaning within this system.
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Naming Conventions
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Throughout this book, certain terms originating from Chinese philosophy and culture—such as Five-Elements, Eight-Gua, and Tiangan-Dizhi—are presented with modified hyphenation and formatting. This is an intentional choice to distinguish my reinterpretation of these concepts from traditional readings that adhere closely to the literal meanings of ancient texts. My analysis reframes these ideas through the lens of human nature, the historical function of ancient philosophy, and modern insights drawn from contemporary science, technology, and Western philosophical thought. This subtle typographical distinction signals a renewed approach, inviting readers to engage with these ideas beyond their conventional interpretations.
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Note on Chinese Names
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For clarity and consistency, this book presents all Chinese names using the Western order: given name first, family name last (e.g., Wangting Chen, Luchan Yang). This format is used for both historical and modern figures.

The traditional Chinese order places the family name first (e.g., Chen Wangting). Readers familiar with Chinese conventions should note this intentional reversal for ease of reading in English.
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​​Disclaimer
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The availability of videos and other online content referenced in this book is subject to change, as such materials may be updated, moved, or removed over time.

​

Axiom I

Taijiquan is a discipline revealing the interplay of mind and muscles occurring in movement.
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Part One: Historical Background
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Part One provides a broader and more realistic observation and reflection on Kung Fu and Taijiquan through Chinese history and culture—making these once-mysterious phenomena more tangible and accessible.

This part consists of Chapters 1 to 5.​​​
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Chapter 1: The Origins of Kung Fu
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Taijiquan has long been associated with Chinese Kung Fu, yet the true origins of Kung Fu remain shrouded in mystery when relying solely on historical chronicles or legends. However, since ancient people—though distant in time—were essentially human like us, we can reasonably make certain assumptions about where Kung Fu began.
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​1. Early Discoveries and Mind-Body Connections
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Thousands of years ago, Chinese sages immersed themselves in profound contemplation, stripping away worldly distractions to reflect upon the universal laws governing existence—including the origins and destiny of humanity. In this state of unparalleled serenity, they made unexpected discoveries about the inner workings of both the mind and the body. Through their explorations, they came to understand that the mind, when properly trained, could consciously direct the muscles—a realization later encapsulated in the maxim: “The mind is the master, while the body is the servant.”

Today, many meditation and Qi Gong practitioners report experiences reminiscent of these early insights. In everyday life, our minds continuously generate a cascade of random thoughts and associations. Yet by consciously interrupting this flow—quieting our mental chatter—we can attain a state similar to that of our ancient predecessors, where even subtle bodily activities become apparent. Although this initial awareness represents only a primitive step in understanding the mind–body connection, with persistent practice, this link grows stronger, enabling the mind to more precisely regulate muscle tension—either by inducing relaxation or by contracting them to produce greater force.
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​2. Core Principles of Kung Fu
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Building on these discoveries, practical application demonstrated that the human mind could orchestrate muscle activity to serve specific functions. For instance, by deliberately tightening certain muscles while relaxing others that might resist movement, an individual can maximize physical power. 

Although such findings might seem revolutionary today, the thinkers themselves saw them as incidental—far less important than the broader philosophical questions they were trying to answer. And in an agricultural society that prized sustained, repetitive movements over bursts of maximal force, these insights held limited practical value.

It wasn’t until later that practitioners, inspired by these ancient observations, recognized a valuable application in martial arts. By the late Ming and early Qing Dynasties (17th century), the methods evolved from exclusive and lofty theories to more accessible practices. By consciously relaxing non-essential muscles during movement, a martial artist could not only optimize power output but also allow the body to move in the desired direction at the right moment.

Moreover, facing external forces, this approach enabled one to absorb and redirect energy—a concept known as “borrowing power”—most famously embodied in Taijiquan. In this way, individuals of modest physical stature could overcome larger, stronger opponents by using their mind to coordinate and control muscle activity. In combat, harnessing an opponent’s power through mindful redirection replaced raw instinct with deliberate control, achieving the desired effect with minimal effort.

Over time, these practical applications became known simply as Kung Fu—a term partly reflective of the dedication and time required to master such abilities. This foundational theory—that “the mind is the master, while the body is the servant”—has shaped all Kung Fu styles, with Taijiquan being just one of many ways it is practiced and understood.
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​3. Summary
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Kung Fu is an applied extension of the ancient realization that the human mind can regulate muscle activity. While early sages discovered this connection thousands of years ago, it wasn’t until much later—just a few centuries ago—that practitioners transformed arcane theory into practical technique.
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Chapter 2: Kung Fu’s Emergence
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Although substantial evidence suggests that Kung Fu gradually gained prominence during the Ming Dynasty, many enthusiasts still insist that its history spans thousands of years. However, an analysis of three of China’s most influential epic novels presents compelling clues that challenge this traditional timeline.

The table below summarizes key literary works whose narratives span extensive historical periods but offer little reference to refined Kung Fu techniques:



	Novel

	Written in

	Approx. No. of Characters

	Approx. No. of Main Fighters




	The Investiture of the Gods

	About 1572 AD

	N/A

	Over 365




	The Romance of the Three Kingdoms

	About 1368 AD

	1191

	About 436




	All Men Are Brothers

	About 1524 AD

	577

	Over 108












	
The Investiture of the Gods recounts the wars between the declining Shang Dynasty and the rising Zhou Dynasty around 1040s BC. 

	
The Romance of the Three Kingdoms describes military conflicts among major feudal powers between 180s–280s AD.  

	
All Men Are Brothers portrays a major rebellion in the 1120s AD.



Despite their expansive narratives, these novels depict heroes as exceptionally strong, physically imposing figures rather than as martial artists employing refined techniques. The Investiture of the Gods stands as an exception, featuring gods and semi-gods wielding divine powers. However, when it comes to combat between humans, the emphasis remains on brute strength and exaggerated physical attributes rather than internal mastery or skillful redirection of force—suggesting that, for over 2,000 years, raw strength was valued far more than the intricate techniques later associated with Kung Fu.

Moreover, the fact that all three novels were written between the 1360s and 1570s suggests that, until this period, Kung Fu was either little known or not regarded as significant enough to warrant detailed attention—even by the most learned observers of the time. We must not only acknowledge Kung Fu’s history realistically, but also demystify its underlying theories by reexamining them through the lens of traditional Chinese thought.
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​​​Chapter 3: Development of Taijiquan Theory
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Like many Chinese studies on natural phenomena, Kung Fu—and Taijiquan in particular—evolved along two fundamental lines of thought: the practical and the philosophical. Initially, exploration centered on practical methods, and over generations, these early discoveries were gradually perfected and enriched by philosophical inquiry. However, it is important to recognize that even these profound theories remain constrained by the traditional modes of thinking and the limited knowledge base from which they emerged.
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​​1. Practical Approaches
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The practical approach in early Chinese studies was rooted in careful observation of cause-and-effect relationships in nature. Once a consistent correlation was noted, early thinkers—rather than uncovering the underlying mechanisms—created symbols to represent those elusive processes. These symbols were not definitive explanations but rather a blend of assumption, imaginative inference, and figurative expression. They signified that something lay between the observable cause and its effect—an element that remained unknown at the time—and served as a prompt for further exploration.

For thousands of years, such symbols proved psychologically useful, bridging the gap between what could be observed and the mysteries beyond. They enabled practitioners to apply verified insights without being hindered by incomplete explanations. Yet, this reliance on symbolism was a double-edged sword: it also sparked confusion and controversy when later scholars attempted to assign fixed, literal definitions to these abstract representations.

In the context of Taijiquan—a discipline that explores the dynamic interplay between mind and body—the initial revelation was that the human mind could command muscular activity with focused intent, thereby optimizing physical power. However, the true mechanism underlying this mind–body connection remained shrouded in mystery. To bridge this gap, symbols such as Qi, Jin, and Yi were introduced:


	
Qi has been used in various disciplines to denote the source or flow of energy within the body—and, in some contexts, even as an elusive force believed to underlie a dynasty’s prosperity.

	
Yi represents focused intention, though interpretations vary: some see it as focusing on the direction of movement, others as focusing on muscles, and so on.

	
Jin is widely described as a type of power distinct from muscular strength. Some explain that Jin originates from the bones; others attribute it to tendon tension (since “tendon” and “Jin” share the same pronunciation in Chinese); still others suggest that it arises from Qi.



These inherited symbols continue to circulate within Taijiquan circles, often leading to misinterpretation when practitioners try to understand them in strictly literal terms. For example, the Chinese word “Qi” literally means air or gas—causing some to equate it with the air we breathe, while others envision it as a gas-like substance coursing through the body. Although many practitioners report sensing this so-called Qi—and observe that its perception intensifies with diligent practice—it remains unclear whether Qi is an intrinsic property present in everyone (with Taijiquan merely enhancing our ability to sense it) or whether Qi is generated by the practice itself. In fact, it is possible that Taijiquan, as an art, may have little to do with the literal existence of Qi. For now, however, Qi and its precise connection to Taijiquan remain undefined and elusive.

Despite ongoing debates and chronic confusion, these symbols contribute both psychologically and logically to the completeness of Taijiquan’s theory. While practical approaches use symbolism to bridge gaps in knowledge, philosophical approaches push abstraction even further by developing simplified models intended for universal application.
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​​​​​2. Philosophical Approaches
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Compared with practical approaches—which rely on symbols to denote hidden relationships—philosophical approaches significantly expand and systematize abstract symbols, rendering them more universally applicable. Although these abstract concepts may seem mysterious at first, they can be translated into intuitive, visual terms. The core methodology involves transforming our intricate, multifaceted world into a simplified virtual realm. In this realm, complex details—whether physical, chemical, social, geographical, meteorological, or otherwise—are stripped away and recast into basic, abstract properties. Among these properties, some remain inherent and static, while others are dynamic, changing in relation to other elements or their own previous states.

This method is analogous to a strategic game that abstracts the complexities of the real world. In such a game, only a handful of archetypal characters—each endowed with distinct abilities—participate within an environment distilled down to a few key features. The outcome of every encounter hinges solely on these characters’ intrinsic attributes and the fundamental qualities of the terrain they occupy. In this abstraction, numerous factors—ranging from education, age, and social conditions to ambient environmental influences—are condensed into a few essential, abstract qualities such as raw fighting skill and the core characteristics of the landscape. This simplified analogy vividly illustrates how our multifaceted reality can be mapped onto an abstract, virtual realm where outcomes are deduced from the abstract natures of the engaged parties and a set of known, immutable rules.

Two foundational classifications emerge within Chinese philosophy: Yin-Yang, which describes the dynamic interplay of opposites, and the Five-Elements, which represent inherent qualities. These dual concepts form the structural backbone of Chinese philosophical thought and, as a result, shape various applications—including the theoretical framework, practical strategy, and training methodology of Taijiquan.
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​​3. Philosophical Symbols
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These symbols employed in philosophical approaches encapsulate the essential ideas of Chinese philosophy. Among these, Yin-Yang is most directly relevant to Taijiquan, but a few additional symbols are included here to provide a more complete background.


	
Yin-Yang:  
	
Definition: Yin-Yang represents the fundamental differences that permeate the universe. It acknowledges that everything is distinct—not only in relation to other entities but also within itself, constantly shifting from moment to moment. These differences are measured and marked by the interplay between Yin—often associated with softness, passivity, or smallness—and Yang, which is linked to strength, activity, or largeness. For example, while upward movement is generally considered Yang and downward movement Yin, such categorization remains relative rather than absolute, denoting a state rather than a fixed property.

	
Common Misunderstandings: Among ordinary people in China, a literal application of Yin-Yang to concrete objects and fixed properties remains widespread, and such misunderstandings run deep. For example, many mistakenly assume that hot is inherently Yang while cold is invariably Yin. In reality, Yin-Yang distinguishes relative intensities rather than fixed states—hotter is Yang and colder is Yin. Similarly, it does not universally assign male as Yang and female as Yin; instead, it views these characteristics on a spectrum, such that manliness is considered Yang and femininity Yin, always measured in relative comparison rather than by absolute classification.





	
Five-Elements:  
	
Definition: The Five-Elements—gold, wood, water, fire, and earth—are intended to embody inherent and abstract qualities. The core idea is that despite the vast differences among things, the outcomes of their interactions stem from the interplay of these fundamental qualities. Although these elements are named after familiar materials, what matters is not the names themselves but the relationships between these abstract qualities. Elements can interact in suppressive, supportive, or compatible ways. For example, something of a gold nature may be suppressed by things of a fire nature, supported by things of an earth nature, and compatible with things of the same gold nature. 

	
Challenges: However, a critical challenge remains how to assign a concrete phenomenon of its proper nature. In many cases, such labeling can appear arbitrary or contradictory. Although the introduction of the Five-Elements in Taijiquan lent the art a sense of sophistication and orthodoxy, it has sometimes led to more confusion than clarity.





	
Eight-Gua:  
	
Definition: Eight-Gua consists of eight equally divided sections around a spot where the subject in question is located, which represents eight locations or directions. Each section has its own nature in terms of Five-Elements; two locations have nature of wood, two have that of gold, two have the nature of earth, one has the nature of fire, and one has the nature of water. 

	
Application: The idea of Eight-Gua believes that location is one of the pivotal factors affecting everything on our planet, whether it be a war, a tree, a career. For instance, when a troop with nature of fire marches towards the east, the direction with nature of wood, the action is considered favorable to this army, because the nature of wood is supposed to support nature of fire.





	
Tiangan-Dizhi:  	
Definition: This system consists of sixty time-indicators, each defined by a pair of elements drawn from the Tiangan and Dizhi series. Although these indicators serve as markers for sixty consecutive years, months, days, or even traditional Chinese time units (each equal to two hours), they are not conventional calendar units. Instead, they reflect the Earth’s position within the solar system. Because the Earth follows a regular orbit, each time-indicator corresponds to a distinct cosmic position.
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