
Shi San Shi 十三勢 The Thirteen Powers:

What are the Shi San Shi?
The Shi San Shi or ‘Thirteen Powers’ are universally regarded as the energetic and conceptual 
core of Taijiquan training. They are considered to be the the source of all stylistic variations of 
Tai Chi and the universal key which unlocks the secret of all Taijiquan. It is said that without Shi 
San Shi at the root, one’s art cannot be called Taijiquan. The Shi San Shi consist of thirteen 
specific power qualities used in martial arts. These are broken into two main categories, the first 
of which contains eight components associated with the structure and operation arms and 
hands. These are called Peng, Lü, Ji, An and Cai, Lie, Zhou, Kao (Ward-off, Roll-back, Press, 
Push and  Pull-down, Split, Elbow, Shoulder). The second category contains five components 
which relate to the structure and operation of the legs and feet. These are called Jin Bu, Tui Bu, 
Zou Gu, You Pan and Zhong Ding (Advance Step, Retreat Step, Left-side Gazing, Right-side 
Looking and Central Settling). The theory is not fanciful. It supports a reasoned and practical 
methodology for adroitly managing the dynamics of interaction within a specific range of hand 
combat. In the Song of Sparring attributed to Wu Chengqing the importance of the Shi San 
Shi is emphasized:

“Be serious in the practice of Peng, Lü, Ji, An. 
In Cai, Lie, Zhou, Kao pay attention to bending and extending. 

In Jin Bu, Tui Bu, Zuo Gu, You Pan, Zhong Ding, 
You must stick, connect, adhere and follow, distinguishing full and empty.”

Shi San Shi and the ‘mid-range’
The Thirteen Powers theory deals primarily with the inherent dynamics of hand combat 
situations which involve a struggle for control of the ‘mid-range’. As such it enjoys an almost 
exclusive status amongst martial arts theories, as few styles have evolved which build their 
approach from the mid-range. 

Shi San Shi is the foundation and raison d’etre for virtually all of Taijiquan’s solo and partner 
forms as well as for it’s renowned martial strategies which employ a wide array of specialized 
jin (勁; kinetic force energies). Tai Chi’s unique approach to body positioning, structural 
alignment, and the use of qi (氣; vital energy) is known for providing vibrant health benefits. 
What is less known is that all of these methods stem from the Shi San Shi martial theory. 


