The 70 Percent Rule in Tai Chi:  an Essential Principle





By Bruce Kumar Frantzis p.35-37 The Big Book of Tai Chi

A central principle that governs and underlies how you do all tai chi techniques and enables you to achieve its benefits is that it teaches students to practice and live with moderation-the 70 percent rule.  The 70 percent rule lies at the heart of the living philosophy of the Tao.  It is a powerful antidote to the all-pervasive stress that turns so-called success into ashes in our mouths.  Above all else the 70 percent rule helps condition the mind and body to soften and relax.

This 70 percent rule will appear many times throughout this book.  Each time, it will be talked about from the point of view of how to use it in a variety of specific contexts.

The 70 percent rule states that you should only do a tai chi movement, or any inner chi-energy technique, to 70 percent of your potential capacity.  Striving for 100 percent inherently produces tension and stress because as soon as you strain or go beyond your capacity, your body has a natural tendency to experience fear and to begin, even with you being aware of it, to tense or shut down in response.

At 70 percent capacity, you throw 100 percent of your energy and effort into your practice.  And by only going to 70 percent, you still generate 100 percent of the possible chi that a tai chi movement is capable of producing.  Going beyond the 70 percent point in fact drains rather than increases your energetic reserves.

Staying within 70 percent of your capacities produces optimum physical accomplishment and, simultaneously, reduces psychological stress.  The you more you relax, the more chi- energy, stamina, and strength you will have.

The 70 percent rule powerfully counters the prevalent Western philosophy to never give less than 150 [percent, as embodied in the phrase, “No pain, no gain”.  People who don’t give their all are branded as lazy slackers who will never get anywhere, much less succeed.  This philosophy of strain and stress helps keep our generally over-scheduled, overwhelmed society in a state of anxiety.  It is a root cause of the stress syndrome, and a contributing factor to medical illness.

The core of the 70 percent rule is a creative art, not a science.  It says you should use your full effort and energy, but not to the point of strain.  Maintaining a natural comfort zone without using force brings the following benefits:

· It allows you to challenge our capabilities and progressively increase them without over-exhaustion, damage to your nervous system, or physical injury

· You can absorb and integrate inside yourself what you learn more easily, both in tai chi and in your life, and to build on it, ultimately enabling you to grow and flourish more as a human being

· It enables you to start storing chi, so that you have a reserve of energy when you most need it.  Some stressful situations are unavoidable.  Tai chi provides the reserves to cope with them and maintain that reserve under all circumstances.

· Moderation mitigates against internal resistance, which is inherently a survival mechanism against excess.  Internal resistance is a major reason why people can’t maintain any regular exercise program, including tai chi

· The absolute amount (100 percent) of what you are capable of doing at any one time continues to increase upwards, smoothly and easily.  As you reach each new pinnacle of health, strength, and stamina and continue to practice at 70 percent of your improved capabilities, you will progress in terms of absolute accomplishment, at times exponentially, without stress on your system.  This gives you the will and the courage to set higher and higher goals for yourself and to achieve them.

As it is in tai chi, so it is in life.  Sometimes, the improvements are so smooth and gradual that you will not recognize them until you find yourself remembering what your capabilities were like when you started.  You might look back and remember that you do not get sick as often, or that you can lift heavier objects, or work harder, make decisions faster, and come home more relaxed.

