
Taiji or not Tai Chi?
What’s in a Name.

On the language of Tai Chi 
by Sam Masich 

Classical Chinese language is based largely on monosyllabic 
written characters which give no phonetic clues as to their 
pronunciation. Depending on the publication, one may see many 
spellings for Chinese words. Indeed the variations Tai Chi, T’ai-chi, 
Taiji, Tai Chi Chuan, T’ai-chi Ch’uan, Tai Chee Chwan, Taijiquan, Tai 
Ji Quan and Taiji Quan have all been used to Romanize the same 
Chinese characters. 

Some of these variations are abbreviations, some are 
simplifications and some are just plain errors which have come into 
common use. Plus, these examples are only for Mandarin 
pronunciation! Cantonese or Japanese speakers pronounce these 
characters completely differently and other transliteration methods 
apply. 

To further confuse the issue Tai Chi, the variation most of us are 
familiar with, is a shortened and simplified version of T’ai-chi Ch’uan 
or Taijiquan, and reflects both conceptual and linguistic errors. 
Finally, both of the full, correct terms lead to mispronunciations due 
to inherent features of the transliteration methods. For example 
Taijiquan which should be pronounced Tai Jee Chwen is often 
mistakenly spoken Tai Jee Kwan, since ‘qu’ is always ‘kw’ in English.

This makes the teaching and promotion the art extra difficult. Imagine 
trying to explain these issues quickly and clearly to a local news 
reporter who has come to do a short article on your club’s annual 
Canada Day demonstration. Rarely are terms ever published 
correctly in these kind of situations. Students, when first introduced to 
the art, often find these considerations frustrating and difficult. 

Yoga by contrast is always spelled and pronounced Yoga and 
much of its popularity I’m certain, is do to the fact that people are 
conditioned to respond to and remember repeatedly presented 
‘name-brands’. 

So what to do? Some contemporary ‘reformers’ struggle 
tremendously, trying to present Taijiquan terminology respectfully, 



only to find that their readers don’t want to make the effort to sort it all 
out, even when it is clarified to them. 

As for me, I say simple is better, at least when it comes to 
promotion. You can’t educate anyone if they haven’t walked through 
the door. I generally use ‘Tai Chi’ , a term which has more or less 
made its way into popular usage, to refer to the art when addressing 
the larger and less educated  public. However, I  encourage my 
students to understand the full terminology and the difference 
between Wade-Giles and Pinyin systems of transliteration. When it 
comes to the this side issue of language, I think Mahatma Ghandi 
said it best, “My commitment is to truth not consistency”.


