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Preface

If you've practiced Tai Chi or Qigong, you've heard the word “Qi” countless times. It’s often translated
as “energy,” but this simplification hides a rich and practical reality. In Chinese medicine and internal

arts, Qi is not a single substance—it’s a family of related concepts describing how life functions, how
the body organizes itself, and how we can cultivate health and vitality.

This guide brings together seven in-depth articles that explore Qi from every angle: its philosophical
roots, its relationship with Western science, the five distinct types of Qi, how to actually feel it in your
body, and finally how to embody it in Tai Chi practice. Whether you’re a complete beginner or a
seasoned practitioner, this is your one-stop resource for understanding Qi—not as a mystical idea, but

as a living experience.

We are honored to share this knowledge with you.

— The Tai Chi Wuji Team
Mike Sang, Master Gu, Master Mingde Chen, Dr. Jing Li



Part I: The Foundation

Chapter 1: What Is Qi?

Definition
Qi (R) is the vital energy that flows through the body's meridian network, cultivated through tai chi and
gigong practice to support health, internal power, and the development of mind-body awareness.

Most people assume Qi means energy. Some think it's mystical. Others think it's outdated. Both views
miss the point.

Qi is the most fundamental concept in Chinese medicine, Taoist philosophy, and internal martial arts—
and also the most frequently misunderstood. In the West, it tends to get filed under one of two
categories: mystical life force that defies explanation, or pre-scientific metaphor that modern medicine
has superseded.

Neither is accurate.

Qi is a precise functional concept describing something real about how the body works. The debate is
not whether it exists but how best to describe what it does.

What the Character Reveals

The character < has evolved considerably over Chinese history, but its earliest forms depicted steam
or vapor rising—something invisible yet unmistakably present, something that moves and transforms
rather than sitting inert. Later forms combined this steam element with the character for rice (3K),
suggesting the vapor that rises during cooking: something that emerges from transformation, that
nourishes, that cannot be held but can be directed.

This origin is not trivial. It tells you immediately that qi is not a substance in the Western sense—not a
particle or a fluid with measurable weight and volume. It is more like a process, a quality of activity, a
way that life expresses itself through living systems.

Where Western medicine tends to ask "what is this made of?", Chinese medicine asks "how does this
move, transform, and relate to everything else?"—and qi is the answer to that second question.



Qi in Chinese Medicine and Philosophy

In traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), qi is not a single uniform substance but a family of related

concepts describing different aspects of physiological function.

« Yuan Qi (7tXK, original qi) is the fundamental vitality inherited at birth, stored in the kidneys, and

constituting the deepest layer of the body's energetic reserve. It is finite—it depletes over a

lifetime—which is why longevity-oriented gigong practices emphasize its preservation and

replenishment.

e Gu Qi (&K) is derived from food and digestion—the qi extracted from what we eat and drink.

Together with air-qgi (from breathing), it forms the basis of the qi that circulates through the

meridians daily.

« Zong Qi ((R|, gathering qi) accumulates in the chest and governs the coordination of breathing

and cardiac rhythm.

« Ying Qi (&%, nutritive qi) flows through the meridians nourishing the organs and tissues.

« Wei Qi (B%, defensive qi) circulates at the body's surface, protecting against external

pathogens.

The Five Qi Types in Practice

Qi
Type

Yuan
Qi

(TR)

Gu Qi
(BR)

Alternative
Names

Original Qi,
True Qi

Grain Qi,
Food Qi

Gathering Qi

Core Function

Life's fundamental
driving force;
promotes growth,
development,
activates organ
function

Provides post-natal
nourishment and
energy; material
basis for other qi
types

Governs breathing,
assists heart in blood
circulation, affects

Yin-Yang
Attribute

Yin
(foundational
ai)

Neutral
(post-natal
foundation)

Yang
(propelling qi)

Qigong Practice
Connection

Yi focus on Dan Tian,
return breath to origin,
stiliness practice to
preserve root

Regulate
Spleen/Stomach,
combine diet with
practice, enhance energy

transformation

Breath regulation
training, deep breathing
methods, sound guiding
(e.g., Liu Zi Jue)



Qi Alternative . Yin-Yang Qigong Practice
Core Function . )
Type Names Attribute Connection

voice and pulse

strength

Transforms into o
Focus on meridians,

Ying Nutritive Qi, blood, nourishes ] . o
. . . Yin (nutritive seek movement within
Qi Constructive organs and tissues, . .
e . o qi) stillness, promote
(EX) Qi maintains ,
, qi-blood harmony
metabolism
Defends against Dynamic qgigong (e.g.,
o pathogens, warms Baduanijin), consolidate
Wei Qi _ . _ Yang
. Defensive Qi surface tissues, ) , surface yang, protect
(=) (protective qi) , ,
regulates sweat against wind-cold
pores invasion

How These Five Qi Types Work Together

e Gu Qi is the source of all post-natal qi, transformed by the Spleen and Stomach from food and
drink.

e Zong Qi is formed in the chest by combining Gu Qi with the clean air inhaled by the lungs—
serving as the crucial link between breathing and heart-driven blood circulation.

» Ying Qi and Wei Qi both arise from further differentiation of Gu Qi. One is Yin, the other Yang;
one moves inward, the other outward—together they maintain internal balance and external
protection.

» Yuan Qi is the fundamental root, driving the entire qi transformation process, while constantly
relying on Gu Qi for replenishment.

Qigong practice—through regulating body, breath, and mind—harmonizes the movement of these five
qi types, leading to the state of "sufficient qi, robust blood, and clear spirit" (S/E. MMEE. #75) that
defines true health.

For most Tai Chi and Qigong practitioners, daily practice centers on two things: cultivating and
regulating the True Qi (Internal Qi) that flows through the meridians, and preserving the foundational
Original Qi that sustains vitality at its deepest level.



Qi and the Meridian Network

Qi does not float freely through the body—it flows along specific pathways. The jingluo (£8£%) meridian
system is the map of these pathways: twelve primary meridians, each associated with a specific organ
and one of the Five Elements phases, running bilaterally through the body in a continuous

twenty-four-hour cycle.

The classical principle is stated directly in the Huangdi Neijing (2548, Yellow Emperor's Classic):
where qi flows freely, there is health; where qi stagnates or is blocked, there is pain and disease. This
is not metaphor—it is the diagnostic and therapeutic logic of an entire medical tradition.

For practitioners, the most practically relevant meridian pathways are the Governing Vessel (B#k, Du
Mai) running up the spine and over the crown, and the Conception Vessel ({Efk, Ren Mai) running
down the front centerline. Together they form the primary circuit of the Microcosmic Orbit—the first qi
circulation pathway developed in advanced gigong and neigong practice.

Key points along these vessels—Bai Hui at the crown, Hui Yin at the perineum, Lao Gong in the palms
—serve as focal points for intention during practice.

How Qi Is Cultivated

The cultivation of qi is the central purpose of both qigong and tai chi practice—though the two
approaches differ in emphasis and method.

« Zhan Zhuang (i4##, standing meditation) is the most direct method of qi cultivation available to
beginners. Holding a stable, relaxed posture for extended periods gradually draws qi toward the
Dan Tian, builds sensitivity to its presence, and develops the internal stiliness that allows subtler
gi sensations to become perceptible.

« Dantian Breathing (FHMI%) develops qi cultivation through the breath. The rhythmic expansion
and contraction of the lower abdomen drives qi into the Dan Tian and gradually increases its
density and mobility there.

» Slow tai chi form practice cultivates qgi through movement. The continuous, connected quality of
well-executed tai chi—silk reeling running through every transition—creates a kind of internal
pumping action that circulates qi through the meridian pathways.

« The practitioner's yi (intention) plays a crucial role: the classical principle yi dao qi dao (EZIS %)
—"where intention goes, qi follows"—means that the quality of mental attention during practice
directly affects where gi accumulates and how it moves.



Yi Leads Qi: The Internal Hierarchy

The classical statement of gi's role in tai chi and gigong is precise: EZIS%I, SEFHE—where
intention arrives, qi arrives; where qi arrives, force arrives. This hierarchy—yi leading qi, gi leading
force—is not just a theory. It describes a specific training orientation.

A practitioner who tries to generate force through muscular effort is working from the bottom up: body
— qi (maybe) — yi (as an afterthought). A practitioner working according to the classical hierarchy
does the opposite: yi initiates, gi follows, the body moves as a consequence.



Part Il: Clarifying the Concept

Chapter 2: Qi vs Energy — Why Qi Is Not Just “Life
Force”

If you search for “What is Qi?” the most common answer you'll find is “life energy.” It's a convenient
translation. It fits neatly into a Western worldview that already has a place for “energy”—from the
calories you burn to the electricity that powers your phone.

But here’s the problem: Qi is not energy.

Not in the way physics defines energy. Not in the way your fitness tracker measures it. Not even in the
way most people imagine it. This isn’t just semantics. How you understand Qi determines how you
practice Tai Chi and Qigong—and whether you ever feel it at all.

Before You Read Further: A 30-Second Experiment

Place your hands in front of you, palms facing each other about six inches apart. Slowly bring them
closer together, then move them apart—like gently squeezing and releasing a soft balloon. Do this for
30 seconds. Breathe naturally. Don’t force anything.

What do you feel between your palms? Warmth? Tingling? A gentle pressure, almost magnetic? A
sense that something is there, even though you can’t see it?

That sensation—familiar to countless practitioners across centuries—is your first direct experience of
Qi. Not energy. Not metaphor. Felt experience. Hold onto that feeling. It's the anchor for everything
that follows.

A Historical Accident: How Qi Became “Energy”

In the 19th century, when Western missionaries and sinologists first encountered Chinese medicine,
they faced a problem: there was no word in English for “S.” So they reached for the closest concept
they had— “energy.” At the time, energy was becoming the star of Western science. The laws of
thermodynamics were newly formulated. The principle of energy conservation was revolutionizing
physics. “Energy” was in the air.



It was a convenient translation. But convenience came at a cost. The translation was never meant to
be precise. It was a placeholder, a bridge between two worlds that barely understood each other. But
that placeholder hardened into dogma. Today, “Qi is energy” is repeated so often that few stop to

question it.
Yet the mismatch is profound:

e Energy can be measured in joules and calories. Qi cannot.

» Energy follows strict conservation laws. Qi can be depleted and replenished in ways that defy
simple accounting.

e Energy is a scalar—it has magnitude but no direction. Qi flows through meridians, rises and sinks,
enters and exits.

If Qi were energy, these differences would be impossible. So what is Qi really?

Qi Is Process, Not Substance

The Chinese character for Qi originally depicted steam rising from rice—something invisible yet
undeniably present, something that moves and transforms rather than sitting inert. This origin is telling.
Qi is not a thing in the Western sense—not a particle, not a fluid, not a form of energy. It is a process,
a quality of activity, the way life expresses itself through living systems.

The Zhuangzi puts it plainly: “The birth of a human being is the gathering of Qi. When Qi gathers,
there is life; when it disperses, there is death.” Notice what this says: Qi is not something you have. It
is something that gathers. Life itself is a temporary concentration of Qi, like a whirlpool in a river.

The great scholar of Chinese philosophy Roger Ames writes: “Qi is best understood not as a
substance, but as the dynamic process through which the world continually forms and transforms.”
Energy, by contrast, is a substance-like quantity that can be stored, transferred, and converted. It
doesn’t “gather” or “disperse” in the way Qi does. It simply changes form.

Two Different Worldviews — Qi Monism vs. Western Atomism

The Western View: Atoms and Energy

Western science, from the ancient Greeks onward, has been shaped by atomism—the idea that the
world is made of tiny, discrete particles moving in empty space. Democritus said it 2,400 years ago:
“Nothing exists except atoms and the void.” Energy fits neatly into this picture. It's a property of
particles, a quantity that can be calculated and conserved. Even when we talk about “fields”—
electromagnetic fields, gravitational fields—we tend to think of them as something that particles have



or generate. The method that flows from this worldview is reductionism: to understand something,
break it down into its smallest parts. Find the particles. Measure the energy.

The Chinese View: Qi as Continuous Field

Chinese philosophy, by contrast, is built on Qi monism—the understanding that the world is a
continuous, unified field of Qi. There are no gaps, no void. As the Song dynasty philosopher Zhang Zai
wrote: “The Great Void is nothing other than Qi. ... It contracts and expands, rises and falls, moves
and turns—never for a moment does it cease.” In this view, the world is not a collection of separate
things. It is a single, dynamic process differentiating into temporary forms—rocks, trees, animals, you.
When something seems “solid,” it’s just Qi moving slowly. When something seems “empty,” it's Qi
moving too subtly to perceive.

Qi isn’t something things have. It's what things are.

Why This Matters for Understanding Qi

When you try to understand Qi through the lens of atomism and energy, you’re asking the wrong
questions:

o “What particle carries Qi?"—There is none.
e “How many joules of Qi does a person have?”—The question is meaningless.
e “Can Qi be converted into other forms of energy?”—This misunderstands what Qi is.

From a biophysical perspective, some researchers suggest that Qi may be better understood as a
systemic state of the body—the integrated functioning of the nervous, endocrine, immune, and
circulatory systems. When these systems work together smoothly, Qi flows. When they’re disrupted,
Qi stagnates. Energy metabolism is part of this picture, but it's only one part. Qi includes information
flow, coordination, timing, and relationship—things that don’t reduce to joules.

Why This Distinction Changes Your Practice

If you think of Qi as energy, your practice will look one way. If you understand Qi as life process, your
practice will look very different.

If You Think Qi Is Energy:

You try to accumulate it—as if it were a substance you could store.

You focus on feeling more—stronger sensations, bigger experiences.

You might force your breath or tense your body, trying to make something happen.

You ask: “How do | get more Qi?”
The result? Tension. Frustration. And ironically, less Qi flow—because tension blocks it.



If You Understand Qi as Process:

You focus on removing blocks—relaxing, releasing, letting go.

You trust that when conditions are right, Qi naturally gathers.

You attend to alignment—body structure, breath rhythm, mental intention.

You ask: “What’s preventing Qi from flowing?”

A common teaching in traditional Tai Chi lineages puts it simply: “Qi is not something you use. Qi is
something you cultivate. You cannot force it. You can only invite it.”

Yi Leads Qi — The Role of Intention

One of the most famous principles in internal arts is “yi leads Qi” (E£)S%]). Where intention goes, Qi
follows. If Qi were energy, this principle would be nonsense. Intention can’t move energy. But if Qi is a
process—the integrated functioning of body and mind—then intention is part of the process.

Think of it this way: When you intend to lift your arm, your nervous system coordinates hundreds of
muscles in perfect sequence. You don’t think about each muscle. You just intend, and the arm moves.
Intention organizes the process. It's the same with Qi. When you intend to sink your Qi to the Dan
Tian, your whole system responds—breath deepens, tension releases, awareness settles. The Qi
“follows” because intention guides the process.

Conclusion: Qi Is Not Energy — It’s Life Itself

The translation of Qi as “energy” was a historical accident—a 19th-century placeholder that became a
modern dogma. It's time to retire it. Qi is not a form of energy. It’s not a substance you can measure in
joules. It's not something you “use up” or “store.” Qi is the process of life itself—the gathering, flowing,
transforming that makes a body alive.



Part lll: Philosophical Depth

Chapter 3: The Philosophy of Qi — From Cosmic
Origin to Modern Relevance

If you've practiced Qigong or Tai Chi, you’ve been told that Qi is “energy.” But that translation is
incomplete—and misleading. In Chinese philosophy, Qi is not just the energy inside your body. It's the
substance of the cosmos, the rhythm of the seasons, the foundation of morality, and the bridge
between matter and consciousness.

Before Philosophy, There Was Experience

Before Qi was a philosophical concept, it was a felt experience. Perhaps you've noticed it yourself: the
warmth that rises in your palms after a few minutes of standing still; the sense of fullness or gentle
pressure in your lower abdomen when you breathe softly; the way your body feels heavier, more
rooted, after a slow Tai Chi form. These sensations are familiar to many practitioners. Ancient Chinese
thinkers had these same experiences. They simply asked a question that changed everything: What if
these sensations are not separate from the world—what if they are the world, experienced from the
inside?

Philosophical Foundations — Qi as the Origin and Vitality of
the Universe

Qi Monism: The One Substance That Becomes All Things

Ancient Chinese philosophy holds that Qi is the most basic constituent of the cosmos. It is formless yet
continuous, dynamic yet unified. As the Zhuangzi states: “The birth of a human being is the gathering
of Qi. When Qi gathers, there is life; when it disperses, there is death.” This passage reveals two
profound insights: Qi is the material cause of all existence; life and death are merely different states of
Qi’s concentration and dispersion.

The Interplay of Yin-Yang and Five Phases

Qi is not a homogeneous blob. It differentiates into Yin Qi and Yang Qi, whose interaction generates
the Five Phases (Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, Water). These phases, in turn, drive the cycles of nature
and the functions of the human body. The Song Dynasty philosopher Zhang Zai famously declared:
“The Great Void is nothing other than Qi. ... It contracts and expands, rises and falls, moves and turns



—never for a moment does it cease.” For Zhang, Qi is not just a passive stuff; it is active,
self-organizing, and inherently intelligent.

Qi and Life: The Energetic Blueprint of the Body

In the Huangdi Neijing, Qi is the very fabric of human life: “Heaven and Earth combine their Qi to
produce the human being.” Within the body, Qi differentiates into functional types: Yuan Qi, Zong Qi,
Ying Qi, and Wei Qi—each with a distinct role in sustaining health.

Qi as Moral Spirit: Mencius’ “Floodlike Qi”

Qi also possesses a moral dimension. The Confucian philosopher Mencius spoke of cultivating a
“floodlike Qi” (&SR ZR): “It is the Qi that is supremely vast and unyielding. If one cultivates it with
integrity and does not harm it, it will fill the space between Heaven and Earth.” This “floodlike Qi” is not
a physical substance but a state of moral courage and spiritual power. It arises from acting in
alignment with one’s conscience.

Historical Evolution — From Visible Vapor to Cosmic Principle

Period Key Developments

. Qi refers to natural phenomena: clouds, wind, breath. The Guanzi
Pre-Qin (before 221 BCE)

introduces “jing Qi” (refined Qi) as the essence of life.

Wang Chong develops “Yuan Qi” (Primordial Qi) theory, arguing

Han Dynasty (206 BCE— , . . ,
that the universe is spontaneously generated from Qi—a direct

220 CE) "

challenge to superstition.
Song-Ming Zhang Zai and Zhu Xi integrate Qi with “Li” (principle). Zhang’s
Neo-Confucianism (960— “Great Void is Qi” becomes foundational. Zhu Xi sees Qi as the
1644) material that Li patterns.
Late Imperial China (17th— Wang Fuzhi asserts the primacy of Qi: “Outside Qi there is no
19th c.) isolated Li.” Qi is fully real and independent.

This evolution shows a steady deepening: from concrete vapor to metaphysical substrate, from
passive matter to active intelligence. Qi becomes a concept flexible enough to serve medicine,
cosmology, and ethics simultaneously.

Core Characteristics — How Qi Behaves

1. Continuity (TcH;TkR)

Qi is formless and fills all spaces. Unlike discrete particles, Qi has no gaps; it is a continuous field.



The Guanzi says: “Below, it produces the five grains; above, it becomes the arrayed stars. It flows
between Heaven and Earth.”

2. Dynamism (S{£3717)
Qi never rests. It constantly undergoes transformation: condensing to form matter; dispersing to
return to the formless; rising and falling to create cycles. Every Tai Chi movement embodies this
principle: opening and closing, storing and releasing, rising and sinking.

3. Holism (A#1—X)
Because everything is made of Qi, everything is interconnected. The same Qi that flows through
your meridians also circulates in the atmosphere, moves the planets, and shapes the mountains.
This is not mystical oneness—it’s a practical principle of resonance.

East Meets West — Qi vs. Air, Atom, and Energy

Aspect Chinese Qi Western Analogues

Abstracted from natural . )
o . Ancient Greek pneuma (air, breath) —
Origin of concept phenomena (clouds, wind,

Anaximenes’ “air is the origin”

breath)
Philosophical Pragmatic: serves medicine, Theoretical: seeks truth about the
direction ethics, self-cultivation world’s ultimate nature
Modern Compared to quantum fields, Superseded by atomic theory, but
resonance dark matter, biofields “field” in physics echoes Qi’s continuity

Today, modern physics is rediscovering the value of field concepts. Quantum field theory describes
particles as excitations of underlying fields—a picture not unlike “Qi condensing into form.”

Conclusion: Why Qi Philosophy Matters for Your Practice

Understanding the philosophy of Qi transforms your Tai Chi or Qigong practice in three ways:

o Depth — You realize that every movement is a microcosm of cosmic processes.

e Connection — You feel less separate from your surroundings. The Qi in your Dan Tian and the
Qi in the trees are the same substance.

o Purpose — You see self-cultivation as participation in the larger order.

The philosophy of Qi is not a relic of the past. It is a living framework—one that is increasingly relevant
in a world searching for holistic solutions to complex problems. For practitioners, understanding this
deeper philosophy turns practice into a profound dialogue with the cosmos.






Part IV: Scientific Perspectives

Chapter 4: Why Western Science Struggles to
Understand Qi — And What We Can Learn From It

Imagine you were a scientist from another planet. You have instruments that can measure
temperature, pressure, electrical fields, and chemical signals with exquisite precision. You observe a
human placing their palms together, closing their eyes, and reporting a sensation of warmth and subtle
pressure between them. Your instruments detect small changes in heat and electrical activity—but not
the experience itself. The person insists something is there. Your instruments show nothing your

programming recognizes as a discrete phenomenon.

Would you conclude the experience is unreal? Or simply that your instruments are measuring only part
of what is happening? This is precisely the situation Western science finds itself in when it encounters
Qi. The phenomena are real to those who experience them. The effects are measurable in clinical
studies. Yet Qi itself remains elusive—not because it doesn't exist, but because the tools designed to
measure one kind of reality struggle to capture another.

Why Qi Is Hard to Measure

The Instrument Problem

No device currently exists that can "detect Qi" directly. We have EEG for brain waves, fMRI for blood
flow, thermography for heat patterns, and sensitive electrical meters for skin resistance. Each of these
can measure something associated with Qi practice: acupuncture points exhibit lower electrical
resistance than surrounding tissue; Qigong practitioners show distinct brainwave patterns; infrared
cameras sometimes reveal warmth following meridian pathways. But these are correlates—traces left
by something we don't yet know how to capture.

The Context Problem

Qi is not a fixed substance waiting to be detected. It is state-dependent—arising under specific
conditions of relaxation, intention, and body alignment. Laboratory environments often disrupt these
conditions. Being covered with electrodes while lying in an MRI machine is not conducive to the subtle
internal awareness that makes Qi perceptible.

An Honest Analogy
Love itself cannot be directly measured, but its physiological and behavioral correlates can be studied



—heart rate, hormone levels, brain activity. Few would conclude love doesn't exist because we lack a
"love meter." The same humility is appropriate when considering Qi.

Two Different Investigative Traditions

The Western Scientific Paradigm: Reduction and Quantification

Modern science is built on reductionism: break complex phenomena into their smallest components,
measure them precisely, and use those measurements to predict behavior. This approach assumes
that what is real can be quantified; what cannot be quantified is either unreal or not yet ready for
science.

The Classical Chinese Paradigm: Relation and Process

Classical Chinese medicine emerged from a different tradition: long-term internal observation by
generations of practitioners. Its method was not measurement but pattern recognition—noticing how
sensations, symptoms, and bodily states cohered into regular sequences over time. The result was a
map of relationships: meridians connecting organs, Qi flowing in cycles, the interplay of Yin and Yang.
Not a map of things, but a map of processes.

Two Traditions, Not Two Worlds

It's important not to frame this as "Western science vs. Chinese medicine" in opposition. They are two
investigative traditions asking different questions and using different tools. Both produce knowledge.
They simply illuminate different aspects of the same underlying reality.

Modern Research — Phenomena Associated with Qi

Science cannot yet measure Qi directly, but over the past several decades researchers have
accumulated a body of evidence describing phenomena consistently associated with Qi practice.

Acupuncture and Meridian Research

Acupuncture points have been shown to exhibit lower electrical resistance and higher conductance
than surrounding tissue—one of the most robust findings. More strikingly, tracer studies using
radioisotopes show that when injected at acupuncture points, the tracer follows pathways distinct from
blood or lymph circulation, pathways that correspond closely to classical meridian maps.

Physiological Changes During Qigong

Experienced practitioners show measurable shifts when entering Qigong states: alpha wave
synchronization in EEG, increased heart rate variability, changes in blood oxygen levels. Long-term
practitioners demonstrate enhanced immune function (elevated Natural Killer cell activity) and reduced
inflammatory markers.



Infrared Imaging and "Propagated Sensation"
Some studies have observed infrared temperature changes along meridian pathways during Qigong
practice. The classical phenomenon of "propagated sensation along meridians" (PSM)—a feeling of

warmth, tingling, or movement following meridian lines—has been documented in multiple studies.

A Researcher's Perspective

From a biophysical perspective, we are exploring the concept of a biofield—the continuous
electromagnetic, thermal, and informational field that surrounds and penetrates the living body. The
dynamic integration of these fields may be the physical basis of what traditional traditions call Qi.

Why the Struggle Is Valuable

Science at Its Best Meets Its Edge

Scientific history shows that difficult phenomena often lead to new paradigms. Quantum physics
emerged because classical physics couldn't explain subatomic behavior. Relativity emerged because
Newtonian physics couldn't explain light's constant speed. Qi presents a similar challenge—not
because it's unscientific, but because understanding it may require new scientific frameworks that can
accommodate non-local effects, state-dependent phenomena, and observer effects.

A Paradigm Shift in Progress?

Concepts like systems biology, complexity theory, and embodied cognition are moving science toward
more holistic frameworks. The idea that living systems are integrated, dynamic wholes resonates
deeply with classical Qi thinking. Qi research may contribute to, and benefit from, this broader shift.

What This Means for Practice

o Accept uncertainty without abandoning experience. Many important things in life are real
without being measurable: meaning, beauty, love. The same can be true for Qi.

« Cultivate inner sensitivity. Daily practices are methods for developing sensitivity to processes
that are always present but usually below the threshold of awareness.

» Science and practice are complementary. Science tells us about mechanisms; practice tells us
about direct experience. Both are valid.

A Final Suggestion

Don't be troubled by "science hasn't proven it yet." Science is just beginning to seriously study the
complexity of human consciousness. The complexity of Qi is no less profound. Give yourself time. Let
your body be your laboratory. Your experience is data too.



Part V: The Five Types of Qi

Chapter 5: Not All Qi Is the Same — The 5 Types of Qi
in Qigong and What They Do

If you've practiced yoga, you know prana. If you've tried Reiki, you've felt universal energy. But if
you've practiced Qigong, you've likely heard one word over and over: Qi. Here's the catch: Qi is not
one thing. In classical Chinese medicine and Qigong theory, there are five distinct types of Qi—each
with its own origin, its own job, and its own way of being cultivated.

Why This Matters: The Problem with "Qi = Energy"

In the West, Qi tends to be filed under one of two categories: a mystical life force that defies
explanation, or a pre-scientific metaphor that modern medicine has superseded. Neither is accurate.
In Chinese philosophy, Qi is not a substance—it's a process. It's the answer to the question: How does
this living system move, transform, and relate to everything else?

The Five Types of Qi: A Complete Reference

Qi Alternative . Yin-Yang Qigong Practice
Core Function . )
Type Names Attribute Connection

Life's fundamental

driving force; i Yi focus on Dan Tian,
Yuan o _ Yin o
_ Original Qi, promotes growth, ) return breath to origin,
Qi . (foundational . .
— True Qi development, . stiliness practice to
(7TH) : ai)
activates organ preserve root
function
Provides post-natal Regulate
) o nourishment and Neutral Spleen/Stomach,
Gu Qi Grain Qi, _ _ _ _
e _ energy; material (post-natal combine diet with
(B=) Food Qi . . . .
basis for other qi foundation) practice, enhance energy

types transformation



Qi Alternative

Type Names
Zong

Qi Gathering Qi
(=)
Ying Nutritive Qi,
Qi Constructive
(ER) Qi
Wei Qi Defensive Qi
(ER)

Core Function

Governs breathing,
assists heart in blood
circulation, affects
voice and pulse
strength

Transforms into
blood, nourishes
organs and tissues,
maintains

metabolism

Defends against
pathogens, warms
surface tissues,
regulates sweat
pores

Yin-Yang
Attribute

Yang
(propelling qi)

Yin (nutritive
ai)

Yang
(protective qi)

How These Five Qi Types Work Together

Qigong Practice
Connection

Breath regulation
training, deep breathing
methods, sound guiding
(e.g., Liu Zi Jue)

Focus on meridians,
seek movement within
stiliness, promote

gi-blood harmony

Dynamic qgigong (e.g.,
Baduanjin), consolidate
surface yang, protect
against wind-cold
invasion

e Gu Qi is the source of all post-natal qi, transformed by the Spleen and Stomach from food and

drink.

e Zong Qi is formed in the chest by combining Gu Qi with the clean air inhaled by the lungs—

serving as the crucial link between breathing and heart-driven blood circulation.

 Ying Qi and Wei Qi both arise from further differentiation of Gu Qi. One is Yin, the other Yang;

one moves inward, the other outward—together they maintain internal balance and external

protection.

e Yuan Qi is the fundamental root, driving the entire qi transformation process, while constantly

relying on Gu Qi for replenishment.

Yuan Qi (7t&) — Your Inheritance

Yuan Qi is the fundamental vitality you're born with. It's the battery that powers your entire life.

» Source: Pre-natal essence inherited from parents, stored in the Kidneys.

» Core Function: Drives growth, development, reproduction; root of all yin and yang.

o Cultivation: Zhan Zhuang, Dan Tian focus, return breath to origin, adequate rest.



» Scientific parallels: Stem cell activity, telomere length, mitochondrial function.

Gu Qi (3K) — Your Fuel
Gu Qi is the Qi extracted from food and drink.

e Source: Digestion by Spleen and Stomach.

e Core Function: Provides daily energy; material basis for Ying Qi, Wei Qi, and Zong Qi.
» Cultivation: Dietary awareness, Spleen/Stomach Qigong, Liu Zi Jue ("Hu" sound).

» Scientific parallels: Nutritional science, gut microbiome, metabolic function.

L
Zong Qi ((;RK) — The Pump
Zong Qi accumulates in the chest and governs breathing and heart function.

Source: Combines Gu Qi with inhaled air in the chest.

Core Function: Governs respiration, assists heart circulation, affects voice and pulse.

Cultivation: Deep abdominal breathing, extended exhalation, Six Healing Sounds, expansive
movements.

Scientific parallels: Heart rate variability, respiratory sinus arrhythmia, cardiopulmonary function.

Ying Qi (§5) — The Nourisher
Ying Qi flows inside the meridians, nourishing organs and tissues.

e Source: Refined from Gu Qi by Spleen and Stomach.

e Core Function: Nourishes all organs and tissues, helps form blood, maintains metabolism.
o Cultivation: Silk Reeling, acupressure (Zusanli, Sanyinjiao), balanced diet.

 Scientific parallels: Microcirculation, tissue oxygenation, hematopoiesis.

Wei Qi (BS) — The Shield
Wei Qi flows outside the meridians, protecting the body's surface.

e Source: Vigorous portion of Gu Qi, requires Kidney Yang warmth.

e Core Function: Defends against pathogens, warms skin and muscles, regulates pores.

o Cultivation: Dynamic Qigong (Ba Duan Jin), moderate sweating, tapping and brushing, protective
awareness.

o Scientific parallels: Immune function (NK cell activity), skin barrier function, thermoregulation.



A Simple Metaphor: Your Body as a Country

Yuan Qi: The national treasury

Gu Qi: Daily tax revenue

Zong Qi: Transportation network

Ying Qi: Food supply to every home

Wei Qi: Border patrol and military

A strong country needs all five. A healthy body does too.

Practical Guide: Which Qi Do You Need Most?

Focus
If you...
on...
Feel depleted, aging, recovering .
. Yuan Qi
from illness
Have poor digestion, low energy .
Gu Qi
after meals
Experience shortness of breath, .
. Zong Qi
weak voice
Look pale, feel "empty," have poor ] .
. . Ying Qi
circulation
Get sick often, feel chilly, sensitive to o
Wei Qi

weather

Simple practice

Daily Zhan Zhuang (5-10 min), early
bedtime

Gentle Spleen Qigong, warm cooked foods

Extended exhalation breathing,
chest-opening forms

Silk Reeling exercises, nourishing diet

Dynamic Qigong (Ba Duan Jin), warm
clothing

Conclusion: The Art of Balancing Five

The five types of Qi are a living framework that has guided healers and practitioners for millennia.

Understanding them transforms your practice: you'll stop asking "Is this working?" and start feeling

how it works—in your breath, in your body, in your daily life.



Part VI: Direct Experience

Chapter 6: How Qi Feels — A Beginner's Guide to
Sensation

You don't need to believe in Qi to feel it. Just as you don't need to understand meteorology to feel the
wind on your skin. Place your hands in front of you, palms facing each other about six inches apart.
Slowly bring them closer together, then move them apart—Ilike gently squeezing and releasing a soft
balloon. Repeat this several times, breathing naturally. Do you notice anything between your palms? A
slight warmth? A gentle tingling? A sense of resistance?

Whatever you're feeling—even if it's subtle, even if you're not sure—that's your first direct encounter
with Qi. Not as a concept, but as an experience.

The Five Most Common Qi Sensations

Not everyone experiences all of these, and they may appear in different orders. Your experience is
unique—and that's perfectly normal.

1. Warmth ()

o What it feels like: Like holding a warm pack, or a gentle current of heat flowing through the body.

o Where it appears: Often in the hands during standing meditation, in the lower back after practice,
or along the spine.

e Practice tip: Don't chase it or try to make it stronger. Simply notice it.

2. Tingling (F¥)

o What it feels like: A fine vibration, tiny bubbles moving under the skin, or a light prickling
sensation.

o Where it appears: Fingertips, palms, soles; can extend along arms and legs.

e Practice tip: Tingling is a sign that Qi is moving and nerve endings are becoming more sensitive.

3. Fullness (fk)

o What it feels like: A sensation of expansion or pressure, as if the body part is gently inflating from
within.



* Where it appears: Palms during "holding the ball" postures, lower abdomen during deep
relaxation.
e Practice tip: Fullness indicates Qi is gathering. Don't try to hold onto it.

4. Magnetism / Resistance (5/1%%)

o What it feels like: Like holding two magnets with the same poles facing each other—a springy,
elastic resistance.

o Where it appears: Between the hands during opening-closing exercises or preparatory postures.

e Practice tip: Trust your experience. The resistance is real, even if it doesn't register on
instruments.

5. Flow (izhiek)

o What it feels like: A gentle current moving under the skin, like warm water flowing through a
channel.

o Where it appears: Along classical meridian routes—the inside of the arms, front of the legs,
spine.

e Practice tip: Don't try to direct it. Let it move naturally.

Why Do These Sensations Occur?

These sensations have both physiological explanations and traditional interpretations. Neither is
"correct"—they are simply different languages describing the same experience.

Sensation Physiological Traditional
Warmth Vasodilation, increased blood flow Yang Qi rising
Tingling Increased nerve sensitivity, microcirculation Qi moving through meridians
Fullness Muscle relaxation, fluid redistribution Qi gathering at centers

) Subtle electromagnetic field, refined Qi filling the space between
Magnetism ) .

proprioception hands

Flow Efficient neural pathways, fascial transmission Qi circulating through meridians

Simple Practices to Cultivate Qi Sensation
Exercise 1: Standing Meditation (i4#)

o Stand with feet shoulder-width, knees slightly bent.



¢ Relax shoulders, bring arms forward as if holding a large ball.
e Breathe naturally. Hold for 5-20 minutes.
o What to expect: warmth in hands, fullness in abdomen, magnetic resistance.

Exercise 2: Opening-Closing Qi Practice (FF&HIS)

e Bring hands in front of chest, palms facing.
o Slowly open while inhaling, close while exhaling.
o Feel for resistance between palms. Repeat 3-5 minutes.

Exercise 3: Dan Tian Warming (B HE5F)

e Lie or sit comfortably, hands on lower abdomen.
o Breathe naturally, imagine warm energy flowing into Dan Tian.
¢ Continue 5-10 minutes, especially before sleep.

A Traditional Teaching
"Don't chase the sensations. Don't try to make them happen. Just set up the conditions—correct
posture, relaxed breath, soft attention—and let the sensations come to you."

Common Questions and Concerns

"l don't feel anything. Am | doing it wrong?"
No. People experience Qi at different rates. Don't measure progress by sensations. Measure it by
consistency.

"l feel something, but how do | know it's not imagination?"
Look for consistency, stability, and autonomy. Genuine sensations have their own rhythm.

"The sensations feel too strong. What should | do?"
Soften your attention, shift to your breath, or reduce practice time.

"l had strong sensations at first, but now they're weaker."
Normal. Sensations fluctuate. Progress is about sensitivity, not intensity.

Beyond Sensation — From Experience to Integration

Sensations are feedback, not the goal. They tell you about your current state. As you progress, the
focus shifts from having "big" sensations to perceiving very subtle ones. The ultimate aim is a state
where you no longer need to focus on sensations at all—Qi becomes simply part of how you move

and live.



A Traditional Teaching
"When you first learn to play an instrument, you hear every note separately. Later, you stop hearing
the notes and start hearing the music. The same with Qi."



Part VII: Integration in Tai Chi

Chapter 7: Qi in Tai Chi Practice — From Theory to
Embodiment

You've stood in Wuji stance and felt warmth in your palms. You've practiced opening-closing and
noticed the magnetic space between your hands. You've even begun to recognize the tingling,
fullness, and flow that signal Qi moving through your body. But then you start your Tai Chi form—and
somehow, the Qi disappears. Your attention scatters. Your movements feel mechanical.

This is one of the most common experiences—and also one of the most misunderstood. The problem
isn't that you've lost your connection to Qi. It's that you're trying to bring a static experience into a
dynamic practice without understanding how Qi actually works in movement.

A Common Misunderstanding — Qi in Tai Chi Is Not "Energy
Projection”

The Trap of Modern Language

Many contemporary descriptions portray Tai Chi as moving "energy" through the body. Beginners start
trying to push Qi with their mind, or force sensations through their limbs—exactly the opposite of what
allows Qi to arise naturally.

What Traditional Teaching Says

A common saying in Tai Chi lineages offers a crucial correction: "Do not move Qi directly. Move the
body correctly, and Qi will follow." Qi is not something you control with your will. It is something that
emerges when the conditions are right—when your structure is aligned, your breath is calm, and your
attention is present but soft.

The Three Conditions — Body, Breath, and Mind

1. Regulating the Body (i &)
Correct alignment allows force and pressure to distribute efficiently. Key elements: relaxed upright
spine, weight sinking through legs, open joints, coordinated waist movement.

2. Regulating the Breath (i§2)
Tai Chi breathing is slow, natural, and abdominal. Deep, relaxed breathing influences nervous system



balance, blood circulation, and internal pressure dynamics—described traditionally as "Qi descending
to the Dan Tian."

3. Regulating the Mind (iAity)
Attention is calm and continuous. The quality of soft awareness is what the classics mean by "Yi leads
Qi" (22K Z). Where attention rests, blood flow increases, tension releases, and sensation deepens.

Four Qualities of Qi in Tai Chi Movement

1. Continuity ()
Movements feel connected rather than segmented—Ilike drawing silk from a cocoon. Traditional
explanation: Qi flows continuously.

2. Elasticity (3¥1%)
Movement gains a spring-like responsiveness. Traditional explanation: Qi fills the body and creates

internal support.

3. Rootedness (iR%)
Stability without stiffness; force travels through legs into ground. Traditional explanation: Qi sinks to
Dan Tian and feet.

4. Effortless Power (FE/18977)
Power emerges with surprisingly little muscular effort. Traditional explanation: Qi moves the body;
muscles simply follow.

Qi in Classic Forms — A Practical Guide
Commencement (f£%%) — The First Breath of Qi

e As arms rise, inhale and feel Qi rising from ground to palms.
e As arms lower, exhale and feel Qi sinking to Dan Tian.
e Practice tip: Notice what lifts the arms—a sense of buoyancy.

Cloud Hands (=¥F) — The Flow of Qi

e |Imagine moving through a viscous medium. Feel resistance.
» Waist leads; hands follow like ribbons.
¢ Sensations: magnetic resistance, warmth, tingling.

Single Whip () — Gathering and Releasing Qi

o Gathering phase: Qi concentrates in hook hand.



e Release: Qi surges from Dan Tian through palm.
e Practice tip: Don't push with the arm; let Qi "push" it.

Grasp Sparrow's Tail (#i#) — The Four Essential Energies

» Ward Off: Qi expands outward, rounded and buoyant.
e Roll Back: Qi draws inward, guiding energy past.

e Press: Qi gathers and projects forward.

e Push: Qi sinks then issues forward.

Three Simple Practices to Deepen Qi Awareness

1. Slow Continuous Movement
Perform a short sequence extremely slowly. Notice continuity and sensation.

2. Weight Sinking
In any posture, allow weight to settle deeply through legs and feet. Cultivates "Qi sinking."

3. Breath Following Movement
Let breath synchronize naturally with movement. Over time, this becomes automatic.

The Five Qi Types in Tai Chi Practice

Qi Type Manifestation in Practice
Yuan Qi Vitality; practice without depletion
Zong Qi Breath-power; sustainable effort
Ying Qi Restorative feeling; nourishment
Wei Qi Resilience; sensitivity in push hands
Gu Qi Consistent energy throughout practice

Common Questions and Concerns

"l can feel Qi in standing, but lose it when | move."
Move more slowly. Reduce speed until you can maintain awareness continuously.

"My Qi sensations come and go."
Normal. Focus on consistency of practice, not intensity of sensation.



"How do | know if Qi is moving correctly?"
Correct movement feels comfortable, connected, and natural—not forced.

Conclusion: Qi Is the Body Working as One System

In Tai Chi practice, Qi is not something you add to correct movement. It is what correct movement
feels like from the inside. When your structure is aligned, your breath is calm, and your attention is
present—when body, breath, and mind work together as one system—the movement itself becomes

the expression of Qi.

The paradox: when you stop trying to control Qi and simply practice correctly, Qi appears on its own. It
was never something to acquire. It was only something to uncover.



Appendix A: Glossary of Key Terms

Term

Qi

Yuan Qi

Gu Qi

Zong Qi

Ying Qi

Wei Qi

Dan Tian

Jingluo
Yi

Zhan
Zhuang

Ba Duan
Jin

Liu Zi Jue

Silk
Reeling

Bai Hui
Hui Yin

Lao Gong

Chinese

=
=

dl
A

i

A
A

il
A

=
A

248

Al

b

Definition

The fundamental, ever-moving substance that constitutes the
universe and all life within it.

Original Qi inherited at birth, stored in the kidneys, the deepest life
force.

Grain Qi extracted from food, providing daily energy.

Gathering Qi formed in the chest from breath and food, governing
respiration and circulation.

Nutritive Qi flowing in meridians, nourishing organs and tissues.
Defensive Qi circulating under the skin, protecting against pathogens.

The primary energy center in the lower abdomen, where Qi is stored
and cultivated.

The meridian network through which Qi flows.

Intention; the mental faculty that leads Qi.

Standing meditation, the foundation of Qi cultivation.

Eight Brocades Qigong, excellent for Wei Qi.

Six Healing Sounds Qigong, targeting specific organ Qi.

Spiral movements that circulate Qi through the limbs.

Crown acupoint, upper terminus of the Governing Vessel.
Perineal acupoint, base of the Microcosmic Orbit.

Palm acupoint through which Qi is emitted and received.



Appendix B: Recommended Reading

How to Breathe in Tai Chi: A Beginner's Guide to Natural Rhythm

Qigong for Beginners: The Complete Guide to Starting Your Practice
Liu Zi Jué: Discover the 6 Healing Sounds of Qigong

Tai Chi vs Qigong: The Honest Comparison Every Beginner Needs
The 5 Stages of Learning Tai Chi — see how Qi awareness develops through practice


https://www.taichiwuji.com/en/tai-chi-breathing
https://www.taichiwuji.com/en/qigong-for-beginners
https://www.taichiwuji.com/en/liu-zi-jue
https://www.taichiwuji.com/en/tai-chi-vs-qi-gong
https://www.taichiwuji.com/en/tai-chi-5-stages
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Afterword

We hope this guide has served you well. Understanding Qi is not an end in itself—it is the beginning of
a deeper relationship with your own body, breath, and awareness. The concepts and practices
presented here are invitations. What you do with them is up to you.

Remember: Qi is not a mystery to be solved, but a process to be lived. Every time you stand in
stiliness, every time you move with intention, every time you breathe and simply notice—you are
cultivating Qi.

May your practice be fruitful, your health abundant, and your spirit clear.

— The Tai Chi Wuji Team
Mike Sang, Master Gu, Master Mingde Chen, Dr. Jing Li

This ebook is a free resource from Tai Chi Wuji. Visit www.taichiwuji.com for more articles, courses,
and community.
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