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        I C hu an is  a ma rtial  arts  trai ning metho d tha t w as  deve loped  by W ang

H si angch ai. T here are f ive e lemen ts to  this  trai ning:  stan ding,  w alk ing, test of

ene rgy, push hands , and  soun d. I have been attem pting  to l earn the a rt of  I

C hu an un der t he gu idanc e of S ifu G rego ry F o ng si nce J anuar y 199 6. I began 

att endin g S if u F on g's c lass as a new  y ear's  reso lutio n and  it i s the  only 

res oluti on I have kept to da te. I  am a  phys ical thera pist by pr ofess ion, and t hus

hav e stu died the b ody a nd ho w  it w orks .

        My de dicat ion a nd di scipl ine w axes and w anes w hich  cont inual ly af fects 

my progr ess. T he f ollow ing i s my under stand ing o f S if u F on g's t eachi ngs o f the 

sta nding  elem ent o f I C huan.  I w i ll al so tr y to addre ss so me of  the physi cal a nd

men tal b enefi ts of  stan ding. 



S T A N D IN G  P O S T U R E 

        T he p ostur e I d escri be is  the one S ifu F ong u ses t o ins truct  begi nning 

stu dents . A  g enera l des cript ion i s to stand  w ith  feet  hip w idth  apar t or sligh tly

w id er, f eet p ointi ng fo rw ard , kne es be nt ap proxi matel y 30 degre es, p elvis  is

tuc ked u nder to fl atten  the low  b ack, spine  is s traig ht ke eping  shou lders  dire ctly

ove r the  hips , arm s are  out in fr ont a ppear ing t o cra dle a  larg e bal l w it h han ds

jus t bel ow  th e umb ilicu s { be lly b utton } , fi ngers  are point ing t ow ard  each  othe r,

pal ms ap pear to be  hold ing a  smal l bal l as w ell,  chin  is s light ly tu cked,  and head

is pushi ng up .

        O ne c an pi cture  a st ring suspe nded from the c eilin g to the h ead, w hich 

hol ds th e bod y up.  T he chest  shou ld be  rela xed, but n ot ca ved i n w hi le th e bel ly

exp ands.  O ne accom plish es th is by  lett ing t he ri b cag e go and a llow i ng th e bel ly

to expan d w it h the  full ness that w as i n the  ches t. O u r cul ture tends  to h old t he

che st up  and suck the b elly in. T his i s the  oppo site of th e goa l of stand ing. T he

spi ne sh ould be ke pt st raigh t, mi nimiz ing t he cu rves.  F or the a rms, an im age t o

try  to r ecrea te is  the feeli ng of  pres sing the b ack o f the  hand s ont o a t able.  T he

res istan ce sh ould be sl ight,  but maint ained . T he  elbo w s an d w ri sts s hould  be

sli ghtly  bent  at a n ang le de termi ned b y eac h ind ividu al's body shape . T he 

fin gers have a sli ght b end t o the m as w ell and l ook a s tho ugh t hey a re ho lding 

the  imag ined ball cradl ed in  the palm to ke ep it  from  roll ing o ff th e pal m. T h e

kne es ar e kep t ove r the  feet  but push out s light ly. O ne ca n ima gine holdi ng a

bal l bet w een the k nees. 



B A L A N C E  A N D  T H E  S I X  D IR E C T IO N S 

        T he c ore o f sta nding  is a chiev ing b alanc e thr ougho ut th e ent ire b ody.

B eg in w i th sp inal align ment.  O ne must "pick  up t he he ad" b y ext endin g the  neck 

upw ard a s muc h as possi ble w ithou t cre ating  tens ion o r tig htnes s in the r est o f

the  body . O ne  coun ters this upw ar d mov ement  w ith  "sit ting dow n"  by e xtend ing

the  sacr um do w nw ar d w it h a s light  pelv ic ti lt to  flat ten t he lo w er b ack. T he h ead

can  not exten d upw ard w ithou t the  pelv is tu cking  unde r sli ghtly . T he  chal lenge 

is to ma intai n eff ort i n bot h dir ectio ns an d to have them equal  each  othe r to

can cel t he ot her's  effe ct. A s thi s is very diffi cult to ma intai n, on e w il l not ice a n

up and d ow n m oveme nt of  the body as th e opp osing  forc es ov er co me ea ch

oth er. T he id eal r esult  is b oth s ets o f mus cles respo nsibl e for  each  move ment

w or k con tinuo usly.  B ala nce r eferr ed to  in t he re st of  this  pape r w il l ref er to  this 

con cept.  T her e w il l be sligh t bod y mov ement s w it h bre athin g, bu t all  othe r "

vol untar y" or  move ment from the e ffort  of " stand ing u p" an d "si tting  dow n "

sho uld b e min imize d.

        T he k ey to  acco mplis hing this lies in ex tendi ng th e nec k and  allo w ing the

res t of the b ody t o be heavy  and be pu lled dow n by gr avity . In order  for energ y

to circu late,  the low er  bell y mus t be relax ed to  allo w  it to ex pand in al l

dir ectio ns, t he si x dir ectio ns, n ot ju st to  the front . S if u tal ks ab out m ainta ining 

the  six direc tions  w hil e sta nding  and movin g. O n e mus t und ersta nd th e con cept

of balan ce to  gras p the  conc ept o f the  six direc tions . T he  idea  is t o exp and t he

bod y as if it  w ere  a sp here.  T his  mean s to expan d for w ard and b ackw a rd, l eft

and  righ t, as  w ell  as u p and  dow n . E xp ansio n can  be v iew ed  as p ushin g out w ard

in 360 d egree s, as  if t o fil l the  sphe re eq ually  in a ll di recti ons a s the  same  time .

U p and d ow n w as to uched  on a bove.  It i s the  firs t pai r to w ork on, i n tha t, if  it i s

not  main taine d, th en th e res t of the b ody a lignm ent w ill b e off  or w rong.  E ach 



pai r mus t hav e bal anced  effo rt w i thin its o w n pa ir, t hen m ust b alanc e bet w een

the  othe r pai rs. A t a b eginn ing l evel,  a st udent  can w ork on on ly on e pai r, or 

may be on ly pa rt of  one pair at be st. T he ad vance d stu dent w ill w ork on al l pai rs

sim ultan eousl y. T h e exp ansio n is done on a macro  leve l { th rough out t he en tire

bod y at the s ame t ime} ,  as w ell a s on a mic ro { l evel w ithi n eve ry jo int} . 

        O ne k ey to  bala ncing  the direc tions  is t o hav e equ al de gree of mu scula r

con tract ion w hile using  the least  amou nt of  cont racti on to  acco mplis h the 

bal ance.  T his  help s to minim ize t ensio n tha t occ urs w hen e xcess ive c ontra ction 

is used.  O ne then can i solat e sin gle o r a f ew  mu scles  at o ne ti me, i nstea d of

mak ing t he en tire extre mity or bo dy co ntrac t. O n e beg ins t o sta nd in telli gentl y,

w it h the  mind  cont rolli ng th e bod y sel ectiv ely, inste ad of  blin dly t ellin g all  the

mus cles to co ntrac t. O n e exp ands forw a rd to  same  degr ee as  back w ard and i s

rep eated  for each pair at th e sam e tim e. T h is re quire s gre at ph ysica l and  ment al

eff ort t o mai ntain  this  bala nce w ithou t all ow ing  the muscl es to  rest . R es t in this

con text happe ns as  the contr actio n of one o pposi ng mu scle group  decr eases . T he 

opp osing  pair  then  is a llow e d to chang e the  angl e of the j oint by co ntrac ting

str onger  than  the its o pposi ng mu scle group .

        T his leads  to a nothe r key  of b alanc ing t he di recti ons. E ach of ou r mus cles

hav e an optim um le ngth it ca n con tract . O ne  must  lear n to find that lengt h w hi le

sta nding . T he re ar e tw o  grou ps of  musc les t hat a ct on  a jo int. O ne f lexed  the

joi nt w h ile t he ot her e xtend s the  join t. T h ese a re ca lled agoni st an d ant agoni st

mus cles.  O ne must find the e xact joint  angl e tha t all ow s t hese tw o m uscle 

gro ups t o w or k aga inst each other  w ith  the same effor t to creat e the  desi red

bal ance. 



P H Y S IC A L  B E N E F IT S 

        A  phy sical  bene fit o f sta nding  achi eving  an e ntire  body  w ork out i n 10

min utes if it  is d one c orrec tly. S tand ing w orks as ma ny mu scles  as o ne ca n

man age a t a t ime. T he m uscle s one  w ant s to w ork are n ot th e maj or mu scle

gro ups w e typ icall y use  for daily  acti vitie s. T h e ide a is to w o rk th e sup porti ng,

sma ller muscl es th at w e  do n ot us e, th at w e  allo w  to atrop hy an d the n w il l not  be

abl e to use a s w e age. T his is th e old  "use  it o r loo se it " ada ge.

        P hysi ologi cally , if w ork is di strib uted throu ghout  the body,  fati que i s

les sened  in t he pr imary  musc les t ypica lly u sed. T his w ill also decre ase r isk o f

inj ury t o an indiv idual  grou p as the w ork l oad i s dis tribu ted t o sev eral muscl es.

B y w orki ng so  many  musc les a t the  same  time , the  hear t bec omes condi tione d

by askin g it to su pply oxyge n to so ma ny mu scles  at o ne ti me. I n tim e, on e's

hea rt be comes  more  effi cient . T he  body , par ticul arly the m uscle s, mu st le arn

how  to p erfor m phy siolo gical  func tions  w hil e und er st ress so it  has no ch oice

but  to b ecome  effi cient  over  time . B lo od su pply is in creas ed to  all muscl es,

w hi ch w i ll pr omote  heal th by  brin ging fresh  nutr ients  and carry ing a w ay c ellul ar

met aboli c w as te pr oduct s.

        A noth er be nefit  of s tandi ng is  body  aw ar eness . B od y aw a renes s is

inc rease d by const antly  moni torin g exa ctly w hich  musc les a re us ed an d to w hat

deg ree t hey a re us ed. B enefi ts of  this  are injur y pre venti on an d ear ly il lness 

det ectio n w he n it is ea sier to tr eat. O ne c an le arn t o con serve  ener gy by  exer ting

onl y the  amou nt of  musc ular and m ental  effo rt ne eded to ac compl ish t he ta sk.

T he  resu lt is  grea ter e ndura nce a nd av oidan ce of  inju ry fr om ov er ex ertio n. T h is

is seen at th e lev els o f the  enti re bo dy as  w ell  as o f ind ividu al mu scle group s.



N E U R O L O G IC A L  B E N E F IT S 

        O n th e neu rolog ical side,  body  aw ar eness  come s fro m the  mind  bein g

"aw are" or "c onnec ted" to th e res t of the b ody. O ne c an ma ximiz e the 

int erpre tatio n of infor matio n fro m the  sens ors o f the  prop rioce ptive  syst em.

P ro prioc eptio n rec eptor s in the j oints  and muscl es gi ve th e bra in fe edbac k as to

its  posi tion in sp ace a nd th e per forma nce o f a t ask. In or der t o ens ure t he

req uirem ents of st andin g { ma intai ning the s ix di recti ons} ,  one must be ac utely 

att uned to th is co nstan t fee dback  and make corre ction s imm ediat ely. A s on e can 

ima gine,  this  is v ery d emand ing m ental ly. T he la g tim e bet w een inter preti ng th e

fee dback , see ing t he er rors,  and makin g the  corr ectio ns ca n dec rease  only 

thr ough pract ice. O ne c ould think  of t his c ycle as a "musc le": the m ore i t is

w or ked w ith, the s trong er it  w ill  beco me an d the  quic ker i t can  reac t.

        O ne c an ch allen ge th e bra in, t heref ore, by ch allen ging the b ody. In or der t o

mai ntain  the ideal  join t ang le, t he pr oper degre e of muscu lar  contr actio n, an d

the  corr ect b ody a lignm ent, the b rain has t o be const antly  moni torin g the se

req uirem ents and m aking  adju stmen ts. T his i s a t w o w a y con necti on: t he bo dy

pla cing deman ds on  the brain  and vice versa . It start s w it h the  brai n or nervo us

sys tem a nd on ly co ntinu es as  long  as t he br ain i s eng aged in th e mon itori ng

act ivity . T he  more  the brain  is c halle nged over time,  by a sking  it t o mon itor

mul tiple  task s, th e gre ater it's abili ty to  dete ct sm all m oveme nts o r cha nges in

the  syst em. O ne co uld s ay th e bra in be comes  more  sens itive  and the b ody

the refor e doe s as w ell due t o the  conn ectio n the y sha re. T hroug h pla cing such

dem and o n the  nerv ous s ystem , sta nding  keep s all  the neura l con necti ons t o the 

mus cles alive . O ne  is b orn w ith m illio ns of  syna pses,  axon s, an d neu rons.  If o ne

doe s not  use them,  they  atro phy a nd lo se th eir c onnec tion.  B y k eepin g thi s

sys tem c halle nged,  one incre ases one's  reac tion time above  that  of a n ind ividu al



tha t doe s not  stan d. O n e can  even  have  a re actio n tim e tha t is consi dered  norm al

for  a mu ch yo unger  pers on. T he id eal i s to have the b ody r eact to a situa tion

bef ore t he th inkin g or consc ious part of th e bra in re giste rs th e nee d for  acti on.

        S tudy ing T ai C h i w it h a s trong  I C h uan b ase h as pr ofoun dly c hange d my

lif e. I have learn ed a great  deal  abou t my perso nalit y, as  aw ar eness  skil ls I

gai ned f rom p hysic al ob serva tions  have  spil led o ver i nto p sycho logic al

obs ervat ions as w e ll. I  am g ratef ul fo r the  pati ence S ifu F ong demon strat es in 

eve ry cl ass. H e se eming ly is  tire less in re peati ng th e sam e thi ngs t o me for o ver

fiv e yea rs: s tand up an d sit  dow n , rel ax yo ur ch est, too t ight and t oo w e ak, s it

bac k, no t eno ugh, and y ou ar e day  drea ming.  A s I  w rot e thi s pap er, I  real ized

tha t it w ill never  be c omple ted, that my un derst andin g is const antly  chan ging, 

thu s I c ontin ued t o rev ise t his p aper.  S o i t is w ith I C hu an, I  w ill  neve r com plete 

my study  of i t. My  goal  is t o inc orpor ate t he pr incip les o f sta nding  disc ussed 

abo ve th rough  ever y mov ement  I ma ke du ring the d ay. T his w ill t hen r esult  in

the  grea t hea lth b enefi t tha t I C huan offer s.
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