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Mahjong How To
Play Beginners

Introduction to Mahjong: A
Beginner’s Guide

Mahjong is a captivating game of skill, strategy,
and a little bit of luck, deeply rooted in Chinese
culture and now enjoyed worldwide. If you've
ever been curious about the colorful tiles and the
clacking sounds, but felt intimidated by the
complexity, you're in the right place. This guide
on Mahjong how to play beginners will break
down the fundamentals in a clear, step-by-step
manner. By the end, you’'ll understand the tiles,
the basic rules, the flow of a game, and how to
start playing with confidence. Whether you want
to play the classic Chinese version, Hong Kong
style, or the popular American variation, the core
concepts remain similar. Let’s take the mystery
out of Mahjong and turn you from a curious
observer into a capable player.
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Understanding the Mahjong
Set

Before you can learn Mahjong how to play for
beginners, you need to know the pieces. A
standard Mahjong set contains 144 tiles (some
versions add flower and season tiles). The tiles
are divided into three main suits, honor tiles, and
bonus tiles.

The Three Suits

These are similar to the suits in a card deck.
Each suit has tiles numbered 1 through 9, with
four copies of each tile (so 36 tiles per suit, total
108).

e Bamboo (also called Stick): Depicted
with green bamboo sticks. The 1-bamboo
is often a bird.

e Characters (also called Crack): Shown
with the Chinese character for “10,000”
and a number.

e Dots (also called Circle or Ball):
Represented by red or blue circles.

Honor Tiles

These are special tiles without numbers, split
into two groups:
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of each, 16 total.

e Dragon Tiles: Red (Chun), Green (Fa),
White (Pai Ban). Four of each, 12 total.

Bonus Tiles

These do not belong to any suit and are used for
extra points:

e Flowers: Usually four distinct tiles (e.qg.,
plum, orchid, bamboo, chrysanthemum).

e Seasons: Another four tiles (spring,
summer, autumn, winter).

e Note: Many modern sets combine flowers
and seasons into eight unique bonus tiles.

The Objective of Mahjong

The goal in a standard game is to be the first
player to complete a legal winning hand, known
as a “Mahjong” (also called “Hu”). A winning
hand typically consists of 14 tiles: four sets (each
either a triple or a sequence) and a pair. A triple
is three identical tiles (e.g., three 5-dots). A
sequence is three consecutive numbers in the
same suit (e.g., 1,2,3 of Bamboo). The pair is two
identical tiles. Some variants allow special hands
like “Thirteen Orphans” or “Seven Pairs,” but as
a beginner, focus on the standard 4-sets-plus-
pair.
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Setting Up the Game

For Mahjong how to play beginners, setup is
straightforward:

1. Number of Players: Four players sit
around a square table. Each direction
(East, South, West, North) corresponds to a
seat.

2. Determine the Dealer (East): Each
player rolls dice. The highest roller
becomes East (dealer). East deals first and
has a slight advantage. The wind direction
rotates after each hand if East does not
win.

3. Building the Wall: All tiles are shuffled
face down. Each player builds a wall of 18
tiles (or 17 in some versions) stacked two
high, creating a long rectangular wall. The
walls are pushed together to form a
square.

4. Breaking the Wall: East rolls dice to
determine where to cut the wall. Starting
from East’s right side, count that number
of tile stacks, then separate the wall. East
takes the first four tiles (two stacks), then
players take turns taking two stacks (four
tiles) each until everyone has 13 tiles. East
takes one extra tile (so 14) because East
starts play.
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Actions

Once the initial draw is complete, the game
begins. Understanding the flow is essential for
any Mahjong how to play beginners guide.

Turn Structure

1. East discards one tile (face up) in the
center of the table.
2. Play moves counterclockwise. The next
player (South) can either:
o Take the discarded tile to complete a
set (claim).
o OR draw a tile from the wall (the
head of the remaining stack).
3. After drawing, the player must discard one
tile (unless they have won).
4. The game continues until someone
declares Mahjong or the wall runs out of
tiles (a draw).

Claiming Discards

You can claim the tile just discarded by another
player, but only for specific purposes:

e Pong (Triplet): If you have two identical
tiles and someone discards the third, you
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can say “Pong” and take it. You must then
expose your set by placing the three tiles
face up. You then discard one tile.

e Kong (Four of a kind): If you have three
of a kind and someone discards the fourth,
you can declare “Kong.” A Kong effectively
counts as a triplet but uses four tiles. You
must draw an extra tile from the wall (the
“dead wall” or “king’s tile”) because you
now have 14 tiles but need a new tile to
keep your hand size. After a Kong, you
discard again.

e Chow (Sequence): Only allowed when
the discard comes from the player to your
immediate left. If you have two tiles that
form a sequence with the discarded tile
(e.g., you have 3 and 4 of Dots, and left
player discards 2 of Dots), you can call
“Chow.” You must expose the sequence.

e Mahjong: If the discard completes your
winning hand, you call “Mahjong” and win
immediately, regardless of whose turn it is.

Important: Claims override drawing. If someone
claims a discard, the turn order jumps to that
player. If multiple players claim, priority usually
goes to Mahjong, then Pong/Kong, then Chow.

The Dead Wall

At the break point where the wall was separated,
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H-tites—are-set-astade-as-thre—‘dead-wat~tor
“kong wall”). These are only used for
replacement draws after a Kong. The rest of the
wall is the “live wall” from which players draw
normally.

Scoring for Beginners

Scoring can be complex, but for Mahjong how
to play beginners, we’ll keep it simple. Points
(or “faans”) are earned based on the pattern of
your hand. Common scoring elements include:

e Hidden sets: A pung/kong formed from
your own draws (not exposed) earns more
points.

e Pung of Dragons or Winds: Sets of
dragon tiles or your own seat wind/wall
wind give points.

* Flowers and Seasons: Each flower or
season tile you hold adds a point (some
variants count them as 4 points if you have
a full set).

e Purity of hand: Having only one suit plus
honors gives extra points.

e Self-draw: If you draw the winning tile
yourself (not a discard), you get extra
points.

Most beginner games use a simple scoring
system: each point (faan) multiplies the base
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value. For example, a hand with 1 faan might be
worth 1 point, 2 faans worth 2 points, etc. Agree
on a point limit (e.g., 5 faans max) to keep it
manageable. Some sets come with rulebooks
that provide scoring tables.

Strategy Tips for New
Players

Mastering Mahjong how to play beginners
involves more than knowing rules—it requires
strategy. Here are foundational tips:

Start with Balanced Hands

Aim for a mix of sequences and triplets.
Sequences are easier to complete because you
have more adjacent numbers. Triplets can be
powerful but harder to get unless you have pairs.
Avoid chasing only triplets unless you have
strong pairs.

Watch Discards

Pay attention to what tiles other players discard.
If many 5-bamboo are already out, it's unlikely
you'll get one. Also, if you see that an opponent
is collecting a certain suit, try not to feed them.
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Distard-Safety

If you are not close to Mahjong, discard tiles that
are less likely to help opponents. For example,
terminal tiles (1 and 9) are often safer because
they are harder to use in sequences. Also, honor
tiles (winds and dragons) can be dangerous if
someone shows a pair or has exposed them.

Claim When It Helps Your Hand

Don’t claim every possible Pong. Claiming
exposes information and limits your hand’s
value. Only claim if it gets you closer to Mahjong
or creates a valuable set. Similarly, calling Chow
is usually safe but draws attention to your suit.

Keep Your Hand Open

An “open” hand (with exposed sets) is easier to
read for opponents. A “closed” hand (all tiles in
your hand, nothing exposed) gives you more
flexibility and potential for higher scoring. As a
beginner, don’'t worry too much about high
scores—focus on winning.

Common Mahjong Variations

While the basic principles of Mahjong how to
play beginners apply broadly, many regional
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variations exist. Here are a few you might
encounter:

Hong Kong Mahjong

One of the most popular versions for casual play.
It uses a simple scoring system (often just a few
faans). Flowers and seasons are used. Kongs are
allowed. No limit hands are common.

American Mahjong

This version uses a “card” that lists specific
winning patterns (like a bingo card). Each year a
new card is released. The game also uses the
“Charleston” where players pass tiles before the
game starts. American Mahjong also includes the
“Joker” tiles (wild cards) in some sets.

Japanese Mahjong (Riichi Mahjong)

Very popular in competitive play. It has strict
rules about furiten (a form of discarding that
makes you unable to win on a discard from
certain players), a “riichi” declaration (betting a
1000-point stick when you are one tile away),
and the use of dora (bonus tiles that add value).
Japanese scoring is more complex but rewarding.
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Tatwanmese Mahjong

Players start with 16 tiles (instead of 13) and the
winning hand has 17 tiles. The game often
includes a “hand limit” and uses “flowers”
differently.

Etiquette and Helpful Tips

Mahjong is a social game. Good etiquette makes
it enjoyable for everyone:

e Announce your actions: Clearly say
“Pong,” “Chow,” “Kong,” or “Mahjong”
when claiming.

e Handle tiles carefully: When building
walls or drawing, avoid flipping tiles
accidentally.

* No looking at discards once they are
in the discard pile: Reorganizing the wall
is also frowned upon.

e Keep your hand hidden: Don’t show
your tiles until the game ends.

e Be patient: Learning to play quickly takes
practice. Play a few games with patient
friends.
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