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We tend to understand the acquisition of body techniques as an essentially
pre-reflexive process, beyond the reach of conscious thought and language, taking place as a
non-verbal, bodily communication among members of a particular cultural group such as a martial art
school or a dojo. This widespread understanding finds its theoretical expression in Bourdieu’ s
sociology. This research project challenges such understanding of acquisition through extended
empirical research of two tai chi classes, in Xinxiang, China and Manchester, UK. Using various
methods including participant observation, interviews and video recording, we demonstrate that tai
chi’ s universal efficacy as martial art and health exercise enables its transmission across
different cultural groups. We also point to the role of a particular kind of interpersonal
relationship, which we call an * intercorporeal relationship’ , created through pedagogic gestures
and language, in the perception of such universal efficacies.
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