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What Is “T’ai Chi Chuan”?. 

When written in Chinese, the word “T’ai Chi Chuan” is made up of the following three characters1: 

 

 

The above Chinese characters can be Romanised in more than one way: “T’ai Chi Chuan” (according to the 

Wade-Giles Romanisation); and “Taijiquan” (according to the Pinyin Romanisation)2. Despite the 

differences in Romanisation, the meaning or range of possible meanings is the same. Each Chinese character 

can have a variety of sometimes subtly different meanings, depending on the context: 

T’ai:- big, great, thick, fat, grand 

Chi / Ji:- extreme, pole, end, ultimate, maximum, utmost, ultra-, hyper-. 

Chuan / Quan:- fist, respectful. 

It is obviously difficult to translate words directly from a language used by a culture with such radically 

different ways of thinking to our own. However, an appropriate translation might be “grand ultimate fist”.  

The Conceptual Origins of T’ai Chi Chuan 

It should be noted that the term “tai chi” came into existence long before the art of tai chi chuan. We know this 

because it is referred to in the I Ching (“Book Of Changes”). One of the more famous authorities on the I 

Ching, a book whose “origin goes back into mythical antiquity”, states that “nearly all that is greatest and 

most significant in the three thousand years of Chinese cultural history has either taken its inspiration from 

this book, or has exerted an influence on the interpretation of its text”3. In fact, both Confucianism and 

Taoism, two major branches of Chinese philosophy, find their roots in the I Ching. King Wen, one of the four 

holy men attributed as authoring the book, must have completed his work before 1150 BC. This must have 

been, as his son, Wu, was the first ruler of the Chou Dynasty which is dated 1150-249 BC. 

From this we can deduce that the I Ching is at least 3,146 years old. T’ai Chi Chuan, however, is unlikely to 

be more than about 900 years old. It is not really known exactly by whom and when T’ai Chi Chuan was 

created but most of the formal history attributes its creation to Chang San-Feng in the Sung Wei Dsung era  

c. 1101 AD. 

According to many schools of thought, both religious and scientific, at the beginning of time there was 

nothingness or complete emptiness. The Chinese call this Wu Chi (without extremity or boundlessness). From 

                                                 
1
 New Japanese-English Character Dictionary - Kenkyusha (with Chinese pronunciations). 

2
 The Importance Of Romanising Chinese Martial Arts Terms - Richard B. Florence, M.A. - Journal Of Asian Martial Arts 

(Volume 4 No. 1 - 1995). 

3
 I Ching or book of changes - the Richard Wilhelm translation. 
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this came the two extremes (Yin and Yang). The Chinese call this polarity “T’ai Chi”. Consequently, all 

things in the universe are composed of Yin and Yang and come from T’ai Chi4. 

Conclusion. 

From this Chinese ideology we can conclude a deeper meaning to the art of T’ai Chi Chuan. It is probable 

that the creator, or creators, of T’ai Chi Chuan were not merely saying that their art was the ultimate or best 

fighting method. It is more reasonable to assume that they were trying to represent that its principles follow 

the very essence of the universe, which is based upon dynamic equilibrium, the constant waxing and waning 

of Yin and Yang. Simply, the name T’ai Chi Chuan best described the art which the early masters had 

created. 

In summary, “Chuan” indicates that the art is primarily martial, but “T’ai Chi” indicates that it is far more 

than just a method of combat. It incorporates the principles of heaven and earth. If we follow the principles of 

heaven and earth (nature) then balance can be attained and we will endure. 
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4
 It is interesting to note that the Christian Bible describes similar phenomena, albeit using different words. In the book of John 

chapter 1 verses 1 to 5, John talks of the “Word of Life”. The explanation offered here of how all things began is very similar to  

the Chinese concept of Wu Chi, T’ai Chi and the harmony of Yin and Yang. 

 


