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Chai tea vs masala chai, in summary: "Chai tea" literally means "tea tea": chai is just the

word for tea. What people mean by it, how masala chai and the cafe latte differ, and what to

buy.
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"Chai tea" is one of those phrases that is everywhere and, strictly, says the same word twice. Understanding

why explains what people actually mean when they order it, and how it differs from a true masala chai.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in January 2026.

The redundancy, explained
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In Hindi, Urdu and a string of other languages, "chai" simply means tea. So "chai tea" literally translates as

"tea tea". It is not wrong in the sense that everyone knows what you mean, but it is a tautology that exists

only because the word travelled into English as the name of a specific spiced drink rather than as the

generic word for tea. None of this matters when ordering; it matters because it explains the confusion the

rest of this page resolves, the same point made on the chai vs chai latte page.

What people actually mean by "chai tea"
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When someone in Britain or America says "chai tea", they almost always mean masala chai or a drink

derived from it: black tea brewed or blended with warm spices, usually milky and sweet. They do not mean

plain tea, even though that is what the words say. So "chai tea" is best understood as informal English
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shorthand for "spiced milky tea", and the genuinely useful question is not whether the phrase is technically

correct but what is actually in the cup in front of you.

What masala chai is

Masala chai is the real thing the shorthand points at: black tea simmered with milk, sweetener and a mix of

spices (the masala, typically cardamom, ginger, cinnamon, clove and pepper), an everyday drink across the

Indian subcontinent, and a far cry from the naming muddles covered on the black tea by origin guide. It is a

decoction, simmered rather than just steeped, which is the detail the masala chai page covers in full. "Chai"

alone, in its home languages, would not even imply the spices; it is the "masala" that makes it the drink the

West fell in love with.
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Term What it means In the cup

Chai (original languages) Simply "tea" Any tea, not necessarily spiced

"Chai tea" (Western shorthand) Tautology for spiced milky tea Usually masala style

Masala chai Spiced tea decoction Tea simmered with spice, milk, sugar

Chai latte Cafe milky version Often syrup/powder + steamed milk

Where the chai latte fits
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The café "chai latte" is a further step away again: usually a sweetened concentrate, syrup or spiced powder

loosened with steamed milk rather than tea simmered with whole spices. It is the most processed and

usually the sweetest member of the family, which is why a home masala chai tastes so different from a high

street "chai tea latte", a gap the chai latte page sets out in detail.

Why the distinction is worth knowing
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It changes what you buy and brew. A box labelled "chai tea" might be genuine whole spice masala style tea,

or it might be a sweetened powder; the words do not tell you, only the ingredients do. A genuine masala

style product lists black tea and whole spices; a sweet instant "chai latte" lists sugar or syrup solids first and

is closer to a flavoured powder than to tea. If you want the real, adjustable, not too sweet drink, read past the

tautology to the ingredient list.

How to get the real thing
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The honest route to a proper cup is to ignore the "chai tea" label entirely and either buy a genuine whole

spice chai blend on a robust black base or build your own from a strong Assam and whole spices, simmered

with milk, as the masala chai method describes. A real masala chai is a decoction: whole spices and a

robust black simmered in water, milk added, brought back to a simmer, sweetened in the pot and strained.

Done that way the strength, spice and sweetness are entirely yours, it costs pennies a cup, and it bears little

resemblance to the syrupy "chai tea" the phrase usually sells, ideally built from loose leaf for full control of

the cup.

Common questions
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Is "chai tea" wrong? Strictly it is a tautology (chai means tea), but it is understood everywhere as

shorthand for spiced milky tea.

Is chai tea the same as masala chai? "Chai tea" usually points at masala chai, but may also mean a sweet

powder or syrup drink; check the ingredients.

Does chai have to be spiced? In its original languages "chai" just means tea; it is the masala (spice mix)

that makes it the spiced drink rather than the word chai itself.

Is a chai latte the same? No, it is usually a sweeter, more processed cafe version, often from syrup or

powder.

If you want the genuine, adjustable drink rather than a sweet sachet, it is worth browsing our chai blends on

a robust black base, or a strong Assam with whole spices to build your own, ideally as loose leaf for full

control of the cup.
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