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BLURB: The martial arts are known more for their ability to harm our bodies than heal them, but Tai Chi continues to surprise Western scientists with its restorative powers. Malcolm Stone investigates this ancient form of exercise and the astonishing health benefits being discovered in its graceful, flowing movements.
By Malcolm Stone
For many of us, mention of the martial arts conjures up visions of Oriental combatants flying through the air or concrete blocks being shattered by Karate chops. Made famous by the likes of Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan, these images of violence and aggression can easily leave us thinking these arts are purely ways of developing combat skills, but to do so is to overlook an important member of the martial arts family. Tai Chi Chuan has developed way beyond such narrow confines and has attracted the attention of the Western medical establishment for its amazing ability to heal rather than harm.
One of the ‘soft’ or ‘internal’ arts, Tai Chi Chuan has evolved a very different approach to the challenge of staying alive, fit and healthy in an uncertain world. While it still contains a self-defence component, it is closer to Yoga than Karate or Tae Kwon Do. Built upon the foundations of ancient Oriental philosophy, it is often described as a form of ‘moving meditation’ because of its peculiar ability to calm and focus the mind while simultaneously invigorating the body. As the official Chinese instruction manual explains, “In practising Tai Chi Chuan, it is essential that movements be guided by consciousness and that there be stillness in movement – a unity of stillness and motion.”
Growing demand

Gauging the size of the community actively practising the art here in South Africa is not an easy task. Individuals are not required to register with an official organisation in order to receive instruction or practice. “It is very difficult to say”, agrees prominent South African Tai Chi master Edward Jardine, “but definitely at least several thousand people are interested.”

Head of the International Tai Chi Society, Jardine points to the fact that, since he started the movement in this country over 30 years ago, the Society has grown tremendously. “We now have 15 instructors teaching and schools all over the country.” A spokesperson for the Virgin Active health & fitness chain also confirmed that they are experiencing a steady rise in demand for Tai Chi Chuan lessons at their centres.
Boxing meets ballet
In China, the home of Tai Chi, seeing large numbers of people swaying and moving in slow-motion in the city’s parks first thing in the morning is a common sight. The art has been described as a cross between shadow boxing and slow-motion ballet and consists of a series of continuous, flowing movements that create and link together an extended sequence of self-defence poses or ‘forms’.

While it may look easy to perform its graceful, dance-like actions, many are surprised by how difficult it actually is. “It looks easy to do,” agrees Howard Reid, a film-maker based in Asia and student of the art since 1975, “yet when you first start practising it, you find that it calls upon muscles, energy, balance and control that you thought you had but which simply aren’t there.”

The meaning behind the movement
Tai Chi Chuan literally means “Supreme Pole Boxing” in reference to the “polar extremes” of Yin and Yang, light and shade, since the art is devoted to the balancing or harmonising of opposites. This essential principle of Tai Chi is expressed in the Tai Chi symbol, which most people in the West know as the Yin Yang symbol. Yin, the white area, and Yang, the black area, are the fundamental and complementary shades of the universe from which everything is fashioned.

The symbol also illustrates how each of the extremes contains the seed or essence of the other in the opposing dots. This is one of the art’s central tenets: that in softness there is also firmness and in yielding there is strength; a combination of opposites that is also reflected in the wonderful, figurative names given to the forms like “grasping the sparrow’s tail while warding off the tiger”.
The earliest records of the practice of Tai Chi Chuan date back around 300 years, but some experts argue it was developed much earlier. We do know that it was brought to Beijing in 1852 and spread rapidly throughout China from there. There are several schools of Tai Chi, the most well known of which are the Chen and Yang styles. The Chen style is the oldest, but the Yang style is arguably the more popular and more widely practised. 
Body of evidence

While practitioners often praise its psychological and even spiritual benefits, it is the effect Tai Chi Chuan has on the body that has attracted the attention of the Western medical establishment. The radical improvements in agility and balance regular practice can instil is being increasingly recognised and new studies continue to broaden the range of recognised health benefits.

“The health aspects of Tai Chi are well documented,” confirms Bob Weatherall, secretary of the British Council of Chinese Martial Arts. “It is used extensively in hospitals in China to improve the health of patients and hospitals in England have started using it too.”

Assessing a large proportion of the medical evidence available, doctors at Tufts-New England Medical Centre in Boston, America, concluded that regular practice could improve the overall health of practitioner’s hearts as well as balance and flexibility. Reporting their findings in The Archives of Internal Medicine in March last year, they confirmed it could also reduce stress, falls, pain and anxiety.
 “In many ways, researchers are just catching up to what tens of millions of people in China and Chinatowns around the rest of the world already know about Tai Chi,” explains Christine Gorman, alluding to the anecdotal evidence that Chinese people who practise Tai Chi Chuan regularly don’t exhibit anything like the high incidence of heart disease and high blood pressure that plague Westerners. The Chinese authorities’ own clinical tests that have repeatedly suggested that Tai Chi students tend to have more efficient circulatory and respiratory systems and metabolisms.
Not just for the elderly

Although increasingly accepted by Western scientists, the investigation into and application of Tai Chi Chuan has largely been restricted to ‘at risk’ groups, like reducing falls in the elderly. As the team behind a recent study into the potential benefits for healthy, younger age practitioners have noted: “In general, there is a paucity of research on the benefits of Tai Chi for the non-elderly population, possibly because of the unwarranted perception that Tai Chi is an exercise appropriate only for the elderly.”

This latest study, released by a team from the University of Liverpool and the Centre for Exercise Nutrition Science in the UK, examined the effect of regular practice on women aged between 33 and 55 years and confirmed its excellence as an exercise regime for middle-aged adults. “The large and positive outcomes reported” the team concluded, “confirm that Tai Chi can be a good choice of exercise for middle-aged adults, with potential benefits for ageing as well as the aged.”

And the art can prove popular with the very young as well. A primary school in Greater Manchester, for example, has started offering the art to its pupils at the start of their day. “It is a great way to prepare for mental work,” enthuses Cheetham Hill community school Headmaster, Paul Barnes, noting that pupils have expressed their delight and the staff have said they want to continue the daily exercise programme.

The perfect exercise?
Although people claim that prolonged, regular practice can cure aliments from asthma to arthritis, most Tai Chi instructors are quick to point out that this reveals an incorrect understanding of how the art works. “Regular practice prevents the onset of illness rather than curing it” clarifies Howard Reid. Local Tai Chi master Edward Jardine agrees, arguing that Tai Chi, in itself, has never cured anyone of any aliment directly. “It is simply a system for toning and balancing the body, and creating the environment in which it can heal itself,” he explains.
Jardine prefers to concentrate on how both feeling healthy and knowing how to defend yourself makes an individual feel great which, in turn, stimulates the release of natural ‘feel good’ endorphins that boost the body's immune system. An attitude he shares with many other well-known advocates of the art. Stephen Russell, Tai Chi instructor and author of the Barefoot Doctor’s Guides advocates practising the art as often as you can because “no matter how negative, miserable, afraid, despairing or depressed you feel at the start, you always feel better at the end.”
A report published in Time Magazine last year even suggested the art might be “the perfect exercise” because of its suitability for people of all ages and fitness levels. “As all Tai Chi exercise is practised slowly, no oxygen debt is built up” explains Reid, “so this art is suitable for many people, even those who suffer chronic illnesses such as high blood pressure.” Most clinical trials have also reported very high levels of ‘adherence’ — that once people start practising the art they tend to carry on — and the Time report argued that this was probably because “it helps when something that is good for you is also fun”.
The theory behind Tai Chi
To understand how Tai Chi can improve health, it is important to understand the basic theory behind the art. The sage Lao Tzu, who lived over 2,000 years ago, founded the philosophy known as Taoism which underlies all of the soft martial arts. Based on the idea of living a life according to the laws of nature, the ‘Tao’ in Taoism means ‘Way’ and is the natural law or ‘Way’ of the universe.

Taoism believes that all things are faced by light (Yang) and backed by shade (Yin) and animated by the energy of the universe or ‘Chi’. Chi flows through the universe and our bodies along channels called meridians and a blockage or interruption in this flow causes both mental and physical sickness. The main aim of Tai Chi is to prevent such blockages and help Chi to flow freely. That is also why many Chinese practise these exercises outside under the trees in the early morning, where the natural Chi is thought to be most potent and most readily absorbed by the performer.
“We either accumulate chi and store it, like a battery, and use it to boost our health or we dissipate it through lifestyle habits, as well as stress, trauma, pollution and the competitive urge,” confirms Jardine. “When the body’s stores of chi run low,” he explains, “we become increasingly prone to fatigue and illness.”

A new way of living

The popularity of Tai Chi continues to surge, both here and internationally, and many experts agree that it reflects more than the urge to find new, novel ways of exercising. “As our lives become more stressful and complex, we naturally seek solutions that will restore us to a more balanced, harmonious, and satisfying way of living” suggests Tai Chi instructor Ted Kardash. Local instructors also point out that an exercise regime that teaches students self-defence is particularly attractive here in South Africa. “If nothing else, you are less likely to be an attacker’s target if you move with the confidence that you can defend yourself,” states Jardine.
Useful names and numbers

Below is a list of some of the clubs and centres offering instruction around the country, but remember to always check with your doctor before starting any new exercise programme.
International Tai Chi Society

18 Rollo Street, Cyrildene, Johannesburg

Tel: (011) 648-5527

Chinese Martial Arts & Health Centre

No 67 - 10th Street, Parkhurst, Johannesburg

Tel: (011) 788-2684

UCT Tai Chi Club

Tennis Club House, Ring Road, Upper Campus, University of Cape Town
Tel: (084) 612-0996
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