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´,�ORYH�3XVK�+DQGV��$IWHU�P\�ÀUVW�3XVK�+DQGV�FODVV��
I was laughing I was so happy,” says Roger, age 47, a 
marketing manager. “It’s easy to relax when you do solo 
Tai Chi, but when you match up with someone who is 
trying to push you, this challenges you to maintain what’s 
going on both inside and outside of you. You have to be 
straightfor ward with your feelings, acknowledge where 
you are right away, and be honest with yourself.”

“By nature, I’m not an extrovert, but my role at work 
is to do pre sentations and run meetings,” continues Roger, 
who attends Tai Chi classes twice a week and does an 
hour of daily practice on his own. “I often found this was 
exhausting, but that doesn’t happen anymore. I recently 
gave a presentation at a large conference, and I was com-
pletely unfazed. I attribute this to Tai Chi and Push Hands 
to helping me feel more comfortable in leading.”

“I’ve also learned through Push Hands not to have an 
DXWRPDWLF�GHIHQVLYH�UHÁH[�ZKHQ�FKDOOHQJHG��DV�KDSSHQV�
to many people,” says Roger. “One of the objectives of 
Push Hands is to yield, wait, and then return the force. 
This comes up all the time in my work. If I express an idea, 
and someone gets defensive, I don’t get my hackles up any 
more. I’m less apt to get into a cycle of defensiveness, and 
my meetings are more productive.”

With diligent practice and a good teacher, and through 
the skillful appli cation of active ingredients, Tai Chi can 
EH�D�KLJKO\�HͿHFWLYH�ÀJKWLQJ�DUW��7R�GHYHORS�WKHVH�VNLOOV��
your Tai Chi training needs to include interactive partner 
exercises that complement your solo Tai Chi practice. 
“Tai Chi for two” exercises include techniques in simple 
pushing and yielding, rooting and strengthening, and both 
choreographed and free-form movements that stimulate 
G\QDPLF�EDODQFH��LPSURYH�UHÁH[HV��DQG�WUDLQ�\RXU�DELOLW\�
to neutralize and issue energetic attacks.

To become a good car driver, you need to learn more 
than the rules of the road. You need time behind the wheel, 
LQ�WUDF��DQG�RQ�WKH�IUHHZD\�WR�PDNH�SURJUHVV��7KH�VDPH�LV�
true for developing martial arts skills in Tai Chi. You need 
substantial two-person training to apply Tai Chi principles 
HͿHFWLYHO\�IRU�VHOI�GHIHQVH��+RZHYHU��WKH�EHQHÀWV�RI�SDUW-
ner work goes be yond martial training. Two-person Tai 
Chi exercises help you with your solo practice and your 
everyday life, even if you never thought about train ing in 
combat and self-defense.

For me, partner work is one of the most transforma-
tive and enjoyable aspects of practicing and teaching Tai 
Chi. Working with another per son allows you to explore 
the application of Tai Chi movements and physical prin-
ciples related to structure and movement. In addition, it 
provides a safe, structured, intimate framework to explore 
emotional and psychosocial issues. During physical in-
teractions with others in Tai Chi, most people exhibit the 
same behaviors they adopt during encounters with people 
in general. Your emotional reactions to the physical, ener-
getic pushing and pulling during two-person Tai Chi may 
mirror how you respond to suggestions from colleagues 

or advice from managers, or your preference to taking 
on a leadership or a subordinate role on work projects. 
You may learn how you typically handle uncertainty and 
how to learn from your mistakes. Partner work serves as 
a catalyst for prog ress in Tai Chi and, at the same time, 
can enhance your daily social encounters.

Most Tai Chi teachers integrate some form of two-
person interaction in classes. Some teachers introduce 
these exercises early on in training as be ginning students 
learn basic principles and solo forms. Others wait to teach 
these exercises to intermediate or advanced students who 
have al ready learned basic forms. In my Tai Chi school, I 
integrate interactive exercises into the most basic Tai Chi 
classes. Our Harvard team and other researchers have 
integrated simple two-person exercises into the protocols 
of clinical trials, including trials that target older or health-
impaired adults.

This chapter delves into the advantages of partner 
work in Tai Chi. Partner work includes a great diversity 
of exercises and training goals. It is beyond the scope of 
this chapter to survey all of these exercises. Numerous 
excellent books are available that are entirely devoted to 
learning and mas tering interactive Tai Chi exercises.1 This 
FKDSWHU�EULHÁ\�LQWURGXFHV�KRZ�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�D�SDUWQHU�FDQ�
be an excellent vehicle for exploring the active ingredients 
RI�7DL�&KL��DQG�KRZ�LW�FDQ�LQÁXHQFH�\RXU�KHDOWK�

Learning through Interactive Tai Chi 

Tai Chi has evolved over many generations through 
the transmission of kinesthetic knowledge passed down 
from teacher to student. A great deal of this transmission 
takes place nonverbally through mindful touch, height-
ened sensory awareness, and shared movement. In addi-
tion to devel oping your awareness and sensitivity, two-
SHUVRQ�H[HUFLVHV�DOVR�HQKDQFH�\RXU�VWUHQJWK�DQG�ÁH[LELOLW\��

Mindful Touch 
In working with some of my Tai Chi teachers and 

other high-level practi tioners, I have had the sense that 
at the instant their hands touched my body, they knew a 
great deal about my physical and emotional state. Even 
before I could push them or evade their advance, they 
could sense my in tention and “beat me to the punch.” 
During these encounters, my teachers also seemed to 
convey nonverbal information intentionally; it was as if 
their touch and movements shared information with me 
about my move ments and energy patterns. Becoming 
aware of their physical, energetic qualities provided me 
with a reference against which I could calibrate my own 
qualities and abilities.

Enhancing Form and Function 
Touch is as important as vision and hearing for learn-

ing and retaining information. Tactile activities, such as 
playing with blocks, help children improve everything 
from their math abilities to thinking skills. Lack of touch 
can lead to emotional disturbances, as well as to lessened 
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intellec tual ability and physical growth, reduced sexual 
interest, and even im mune system weaknesses.2

Educators increasingly appreciate what is called 
haptic or kinesthetic learning—that is, a learning style 
that occurs primar-
ily through touch or 
movement. Hands-on 
physical engagement 
is the preferred learn-
ing style for approxi-
mately one out of ev-
ery three people. The 
connection between 
touch and learning is 
instinctual, begins in 
infancy, and continues 
throughout life.3

Recent develop-
ments in robotic en-
gineering have tar-
geted haptic learn-
ing to teach people 
complex motor con-
trol skills. Subjects 
in studies have im-
proved their piano 
playing by wearing 
a robotic glove that 
JXLGHV�SDV�VLYH�ÀQJHU�
movement related to 
VSHFLÀF�QRWH�VHTXHQF-
es. Also, adults learn-
ing to write Japanese 
and Arabic characters 
have become more 
proficient when ro-
botic devices applied 
provide gentle feed-
back to guide their 
hand movements dur-
ing writing.4 

Similarly, the tactile feedback you get from Tai Chi 
partner work can accelerate your understanding and 
practice of solo forms. Your body remembers the feelings 
of being rooted while pushing, of being relaxed and cen-
WHUHG��DQG�RI�EHLQJ�DOLJQHG�ZKLOH�ZDUGLQJ�RͿ�DQ�DWWDFN��
Kines thetically, your recall of these feelings adds intention 
and focus when you practice the solo form. Grand Master 
Cheng Man Ching regularly taught students to imagine 
an opponent in front of them while doing the solo form. 

One of my teachers, Robert Morningstar, used a fun 
exercise to illus trate how essential tactile feedback is for 
learning Tai Chi. He would ask students to raise their right 
LQGH[�ÀQJHU�LQ�WKH�DLU�DQG��ZLWKRXW�WKLQNLQJ�RU�SODQQLQJ��
touch it to their navel. Then immediately after releasing 
the right hand, without thinking, they would repeat this 
ZLWK�WKH�OHIW�LQGH[�ÀQJHU��+H�FDOOHG�WKLV�KLV�´1DYHO�$FDG-

emy Test.” Some people said they could accurately touch 
WKHLU�QDYHO�ZLWK�ERWK�ÀQJHUV��EXW�,�DP�QRW�VXUH�WKDW�DOO�RI�
them were being honest. Most people miss with one or 
ERWK�ÀQJHUV� 

Robert used this ex-
ercise to emphasize that 
even our own hands 
are not sure where our 
body’s center is. Some-
times, one hand “thinks” 
LW·V�LQ�D�GLͿ�HUHQW�ORFDWLRQ�
than the other one does. 

He argued that this is 
why you need a good Tai 
Chi teacher—to adjust 
your posture physically, 
to help calibrate your 
alignment, to point out 
where you are holding 
tensions, and to note any 
musculoskeletal imbal-
ances. The nonverbal 
physical adjustments 
you get from your teach-
ers, in addition to the 
kinesthetic feedback you 
get through partner prac-
tice, help you develop a 
level of self-awareness 
not accessible through 
solo practice alone.

Not surprisingly, 
research supports that 
Tai Chi training leads 
to heightened sensory 
awareness regarding the 
position and movement 
of the joints. This likely 
underlies Tai Chi’s posi-
tive effects on balance 
and mus culoskeletal 

health.5 Other research conducted at Harvard Medical 
School by my colleague Dr. Cathy Kerr shows that experi-
enced adult Tai Chi practitioners have greater tactile acu-
LW\³IRU�H[DPSOH��KHLJKWHQHG�VHQVLWLY�LW\�LQ�WKHLU�ÀQJHUWLSV�
WR�GLVFULPLQDWH�ÀQH� WH[WXUHV��FRPSDUHG�WR�DJH�PDWFKHG�
controls.6

Enhancing Strength and Flexibility
Continuously shifting your weight back and forth in 

concert with another person, including yielding to and 
issuing even the most gentle pushes, builds up your leg, 
arm, and core strength. Interactive Tai Chi exercises also 
expose you to a variety of movement patterns. As you 
SUDFWLFH�ZLWK�GLͿHUHQW�SDUWQHUV�LQ�D�FODVV��\RXU�SDUWQHU·V�
size and movement patterns will vary. These variations 
in partners expand the diversity and range of motion of 
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the joints you typically use during two-person Tai Chi, 
as com pared with the solo form. With its emphasis on ef-
ÀFLHQF\�DQG�PLQLPL]LQJ�PXVFXODU�WHQVLRQ��LQWHUDFWLYH�7DL�
Chi training enhances the Tai Chi prin ciples of structural 
integration and connecting the body parts. The gains 
\RX�PDNH�LQ�VWUHQJWK�DQG�HFLHQF\�UHDGLO\�WUDQVODWH�WR�
everyday activities, such as lifting heavy objects without 
overtaxing or damaging individual body parts, in particu-
lar the back, shoulders, or knees. 

7R�GDWH��OLWWOH�UHVHDUFK�KDV�VSHFLÀFDOO\�HYDOXDWHG�WKH�
SRWHQWLDO�EHQHÀWV�RI�LQWHUDFWLYH�7DL�&KL�IRU�PXVFXORVNHO-
etal health. One small, randomized trial by researchers in 
China evaluated multiple forms of exercise for enhancing 
bone-mineral density in older post-menopausal women. 
Groups were assigned to rope skipping, Mulan Boxing 
(a Kung Fu–like dance form), Tai Chi solo form, Tai Chi 
Push Hands, and a control group that did no exercise. 
The Tai Chi Push Hands 
group made the greatest 
im provements in bone 
density.7

A s e c o n d  s t u d y 
helps interpret how 
Push Hands may im-
prove bone density and 
highlights other unique 
features of interactive 
Tai Chi. In this study, 
researchers studied the 
biomechanics of a Tai Chi 
master who had 40 years’ 
worth of experience as he 
defended himself against 
being pushed. His move-
ments were compared to 
those inexperienced in 
Tai Chi. Move ments were 
videotaped and digitized 
using a motion-analysis 
system, and the activity 
of muscle groups and 
the force of the feet on 
the ground were also 
measured.

Not surprisingly, the 
master maintained his 
balance by making mul-
tiple subtle adjustments 
in his posture, whereas 
those who had not done 
Tai Chi before fell over 
easily. The master shifted his body weight from the front 
to the rear foot and adjusted his center of gravity in re-
sponse to the direction of incoming pushes. What’s more, 
measurements showed the muscles in his arms and torso 
remained relaxed, while his leg muscles, in particular the 
hamstring muscles in the back of the leg, were very active. 

The combi nation of increased muscle and joint loading 
in the legs suggests that Push Hands may enhance the 
weight-bearing qualities of Tai Chi and therefore make it 
HͿHFWLYH�IRU�PDLQWDLQLQJ�ERQH�KHDOWK�8

Interactive Tai Chi as Applied Philosophy
“Push Hands gives you the opportunity to develop 

new capacities in yourself and to become more sensitive 
to others,” says Florence, age 55, who started doing Push 
Hands one and a half years ago after practic ing Tai Chi for 
���\HDUV��´,�IHOW�WKDW�,�GLGQ·W�JHW�LW�DW�ÀUVW��EXW�LW·V�D�OHVVRQ�
in perseverance and building inner strength. You learn 
about yourself and other people when you’re interacting.”

´,W·V�DPD]LQJ�KRZ�GLͿHUHQW�HYHU\ERG\�LV��3XVK�+DQGV�
VKLQHV�D�VSRWOLJKW�RQ�GLͿHUHQW�ZD\V�RI�IHHOLQJ��,W·V�DQ�LQWL-
mate experience,” says Florence, who works in retailing. 
“Some people go hard and fast, oth ers soft and slow, and 

WKLV�DͿHFWV�KRZ�\RX�ZRUN�
with them. If I push with 
three people who are hard, 
,�IHHO�GLͿHUHQW�ZKHQ�,�SXVK�
with someone who is a soft 
person. This puts a lens on 
their personalities, and my 
personality and habits, and 
how we all interact. I have 
to per severe through real 
difficulties at work, and 
Push Hands has given me 
more courage to try more, 
and to relax instead of be-
ing fearful.” 

Practicing interactive 
exercises can bring to life 
the philosophical wisdom 
inherent in Tai Chi. It’s 
one thing to hear a phrase 
OLNH�́ JR�ZLWK�WKH�ÁRZµ�DQG�
think: okay, that makes 
sense. In two-person prac-
tice, you get to ex perience 
genuine physical and emo-
tional yielding, to stay 
relaxed, yet alert, in the 
presence of an aggressive 
action. This type of Tai Chi 
training manifests what 
often sounds like lofty, 
esoteric principles. This 
embodied experience helps 
you progress with solo and 

LQWHUDFWLYH�7DL�&KL�DQG�FDQ�ÁRZ�LQWR�RWKHU�VRFLDO�LQWHUDF-
tions as well. 

One of my teachers, Arthur Goodridge, often de-
scribed interactive Tai Chi as a conversation or dialogue. 
He also emphasized the importance of “listening” with 
the entire body. Just as you must be a good listener to be 
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fully engaged in a verbal conversation, you must develop 
what the Tai Chi classics call tien jin (“listening energy”) 
to interact physically and ener getically during two-person 
Tai Chi.

Tai Chi classics regard the ability to listen to your part-
ner’s movement and energy as one of the most fundamen-
tal skills. Of course, you do not do Tai Chi listening with 
the ears, but rather with the body. You listen with your 
skin, and with other poorly understood neurophysiologi-
cal receptors, to detect what an opponent might do from 
the moment you make physical contact (commonly with 
forearm or palm, but it could be any body part). Listening 
provides information on the strength and direction of the 
up coming attack. As you listen, you simultaneously tune 
in to your partner, and yourself. From this place of contact 
and with heightened sensitivity, you can apply many other 
Tai Chi techniques, such as yielding to neutralize and dis-
sipate your opponent’s force. Following an evasive action, 
you can take advantage of your partner’s loss of mechani-
cal advantage, which is often called “borrowing energy,” 
and advance with your own mindful, stra tegically directed 
VWUHQJWK��7KH�QHW�UHVXOW�LV�WKDW�\RX�OHDG�E\�ÀUVW�IROORZLQJ��
Regardless of the techniques you use, listening is the key 
fundamental prin ciple that underlies many practical and 
philosophical Tai Chi principles.

In introductory Tai Chi classes, I encourage students 
to explore a sim ple, informative exercise that involves 
leading and following. After pairing up in teams of two, 
RQH�SHUVRQ��ZKR�LV�GHVLJQDWHG�WKH�OHDGHU��RͿHUV�WKH�WRS�
of the left wrist to the partner; the designated follower 
places his or her right palm on the leader’s left wrist. The 
leader then is instructed to walk around the room freely 
and move the left limb up and down to provide a mild 
challenge for the partner to follow. The follower, without 
grasping, must stay attached to the leader’s arm. 

Many interesting things emerge from this simple ex-
ercise. First, begin ning students often quickly forget Tai 
Chi principles when “attached” to another person. That 
happens even with my regular reminders to walk in a 
relaxed manner and maintain good posture, feel the feet 
on the ground, and keep breathing. The quality of their 
movements is far from meditative. 

$IWHUZDUG��VRPH�VWXGHQWV�VD\�WKH\�KDG�GLFXOW\�VWD\-
ing centered and grounded because of the physical chal-
lenges of unpredictable movements and concerns about 
balance. More frequently, they describe psychological 
challenges. Some students honestly admit it was very hard 
not to be in control, while others feel very uncomfortable 
taking the responsibility for leading. In both cases, the 
students recognize the challenge of staying mindful while 
being engaged with another. I suggest students learning 
Push Hands actively look for situations outside of class 
that challenge their ability to remain centered, or to play 
a leadership or subordinate role, at work or at home.

In practicing even the simplest of interactive Tai Chi 
exercises, like the one above, it becomes very obvious 
that learning is more than just physi cal. Touch and joined 

movement can catalyze emotional and psychosocial 
awareness. Angus Clark, a highly regarded Tai Chi teacher 
in England, nicely describes how partner work can raise 
awareness and help transform emotions and behaviors: 

Tai Chi is not a form of psychotherapy, but it reaches 
the art of dealing with emotions on a physical level. For 
example, partner practice encourages people to honestly 
look at themselves. The shape or position of the body and 
LWV�HͿHFWLYHQHVV�LQ�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�D�GLFXOW�VLWXDWLRQ��VXFK�DV�
an incoming push, is a good indicator of a person’s stance 
in life. In exchanges of pushing and yielding, receiving 
and giving, there are moments when partners of over- or 
under-assertiveness become clear. Tai Chi guides people 
toward achieving a balance.9

Social Support and Interaction
“My favorite thing to do with my two boys, Brian (age 

9) and Jacob (age 6) is to wrestle with them,” says Andy, 
a 43-year-old attorney, who has gone to Tai Chi class two 
or three times a week for the past two years. “Practicing 
Tai Chi has allowed me to play more actively with them. 
My older son now has a brown belt in karate, which is an 
outer martial art. I’m trying to give him a hint of the inner 
strength of Push Hands. 

“It’s fun to push around with someone. I remember 
that feeling from when I was a kid, now that I have my own 
kids. It’s energizing and good exercise, too. The challenge 
of Push Hands is to draw on your energy and the other 
person’s energy at the same time. When you go back to 
the Tai Chi form, it brings your form up to another level, 
and makes it more of a martial practice.”

Safe, playful physical interactions in Tai Chi classes 
may help compensate for what may be a shortage of 
touching in contemporary Western society, particularly in 
America. One study observed sets of American, French, 
DQG�3XHUWR�5LFDQ�IULHQGV�LQ�FRͿHH�VKRSV�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�
an hour to determine how frequently they made physical 
contact. Friends in the United States tend to touch each 
other an average of only twice an hour, whereas French 
friends touch 110 times, and Puerto Rican friends touch 180 
times.10 As discussed in earlier chapters, being a member 
of a com munity, like a Tai Chi school, provides important 
social support. The depth and intimacy of social interac-
tions may become even greater when you regularly share 
physical contact with a Tai Chi partner. 

However, know that even the simplest interactive 
exercises must be in troduced in the context of safety and 
respect. Students may have undis closed histories of abuse, 
trauma, or physical injuries, which make some aspects of 
interactive Tai Chi feel unsafe. For example, in my basic 
intro ductory Tai Chi classes, before starting an interactive 
exercise, I let every one know what we are going to do 
and what the students can expect from the interactions. 
I emphasize that, like solo exercises that may cause dis-
comfort, participation in interactive exercises is optional 
DQG�VLWWLQJ�RXW�LV�MXVW�ÀQH�
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The 70-percent rule of Tai Chi applies equally to emo-
WLRQDO�DQG�VRFLDO�HͿRUW�DV�LW�GRHV�WR�SK\VLFDO�VWUDLQ��)RU�
similar reasons, my more advanced Push Hands classes are 
limited to students who have been part of our com munity 
for an extended period, and we rarely allow “outsiders” 
to partici pate. We are not hiding training secrets, but re-
specting the intimacy of interactive Tai Chi work. Through 
long-standing relationships 
in class, students have the 
time to get to know each 
other. This time affords 
them a level of trust and 
familiarity, which is critical 
for our approach to partner 
work. 

Partner work is a rich 
component of Tai Chi that 
goes well beyond martial 
training. It informs your 
understanding and depth 
of solo Tai Chi training, has 
KHDOWK�EHQHÀWV��DQG�FDQ�EH�
applied to everyday ac-
tivities. As you explore Tai 
Chi’s interactive principles 
in everyday life, you may 
well see changes in activi-
ties as varied as how you 
open doors, walk down 
crowded, busy streets, and 
interact with colleagues 
and family members.
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