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INTRODUCTION TO DIAGNOSIS IN
CHINESE MEDICINE

Chinese medicine, with its roots
stretching back over two thousand
years, offers a profoundly different
perspective on health, illness, and the
human body. Unlike the reductionist
approach often seen in conventional
Western medicine, Chinese medicine

views the body as an integrated whole,
intimately connected with the mind,
emotions, and the natural environment.
At the heart of this ancient system lies
its unique diagnostic framework. A
diagnosis in Chinese medicine is not
merely a label for a disease; it is a
comprehensive, dynamic assessment of
an individual's current state of balance
or imbalance. This guide will walk you
through the foundational principles, the
four diagnostic methods, and the
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intricate process that practitioners use to
understand and treat their patients.
Whether you are a student, a curious
patient, or a healthcare professional,
understanding this process unveils the
depth and sophistication of this
venerable healing art.

THE FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLES
OF CHINESE MEDICINE
DIAGNOSIS

Before exploring the specific diagnostic
techniques, it is crucial to grasp the
philosophical pillars upon which a
diagnosis in Chinese medicine is built.
These concepts are the lens through
which all signs and symptoms are
interpreted.

Qi, Blood, and
Body Fluids

The concept of Qi (pronounced "chee") is
central. It is often translated as vital
energy or life force, the animating
principle that flows through all living
things. Qi performs multiple functions: it
protects the body from external
pathogens, warms the body, transforms
food into energy, and holds the organs in
their proper place. Alongside Qi, we find
Blood (Xue) and Body Fluids (Jin Ye). In
Chinese medicine, Blood has a broader
definition than in biomedicine; it
nourishes and moistens the tissues and
is the material foundation for mental
activity. Body Fluids include all normal
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secretions and fluids like saliva, sweat,
and tears. A diagnosis in Chinese
medicine always assesses the state of
these vital substances, looking for
deficiencies, stagnations, or disruptions
in their flow and function.

Yin and Yang
Theory

Perhaps the most well-known concept is
Yin and Yang, representing the dualistic
nature of all phenomena. Yin qualities
are cool, dark, moist, substantial, and
internal. Yang qualities are warm, light,
dry, functional, and external. Perfect
health is a state of dynamic balance
between Yin and Yang. lllness arises
when this balance is disturbed. A

diagnosis in Chinese medicine
fundamentally asks: is this a Yin
deficiency (leading to signs of heat or
emptiness) or a Yang deficiency (leading
to signs of cold or sluggishness)? Is there
an excess of Yin or Yang? This binary
assessment is the first, broadest layer of
diagnosis.

The Five
Elements or
Phases (Wu Xing)

The Five Element theory—Wood, Fire,
Earth, Metal, and Water—provides a
complex system of correspondences for
understanding the body and its




THE I FOUR PILILARSBFNS, emotions,
senses, and tissues. Each element is
associated with specific organs. For
example, Wood is linked to the Liver and
Gallbladder, Fire to the Heart and Small
Intestine, Earth to the Spleen and
Stomach, Metal to the Lungs and Large
Intestine, and Water to the Kidneys and
Bladder. A diagnosis in Chinese medicine
often involves identifying a disharmony
within one or more of these elements
and understanding the cyclical
relationships (generating or controlling
cycles) that may have led to the
imbalance. This theory allows the
practitioner to see patterns of
disharmony that may not be obvious
from a purely symptomatic viewpoint.

EXAMINATION: THE DIAGNOSTIC
METHODS

The clinical process for arriving at a
diagnosis in Chinese medicine is
structured around four classic methods
of examination. These are performed in
a specific order, moving from the most
general and observational to the most
specific and interactive.

1. Inspection
(Wang Zhen)

The diagnostic process begins the
moment the patient walks into the room.
The practitioner observes the patient's
general demeanor, body type, and
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the internal organs. The
practitioner observes the tongue

posture. Key areas of focus include:

* The Face and Complexion: A

healthy complexion is bright and
moist with a subtle rosy hue. A
pale face suggests Blood
deficiency or Yang deficiency. A
red face indicates Heat. A dark or
bluish tint can suggest pain or
severe Cold. A yellow complexion
is a classic sign of Dampness or
Spleen Qi deficiency.

The Body and Gait: Physical
strength, coordination, and ease of
movement are assessed. Sluggish
or heavy movements may indicate
Dampness or Phlegm.

The Tongue: This is arguably the
most important part of inspection.
The tongue is considered a map of

body (color, shape, size, and
moisture) and the tongue coating
(color, thickness, and distribution).
A pale tongue body suggests Blood
deficiency. A red tongue tip
indicates Heart Fire. A thick,
greasy, yellow coating suggests
Damp-Heat in the digestive
system. A diagnosis in Chinese
medicine is rarely made without a
thorough tongue examination.
The Eyes and Shen (Spirit): The
brightness and liveliness of the
eyes reflect the state of the Shen,
the spirit or mind. Dull or listless
eyes suggest a disturbance of the
Shen, often related to Heart or
Kidney imbalance.



2. Auscultation
and Olfaction
(Wen Zhen)

This method involves listening and
smelling. The practitioner listens
carefully to the patient's voice,
breathing, and coughs.

* Voice and Speech: A weak, low
voice indicates Qi deficiency. A
loud, forceful voice suggests an
Excess condition. Rapid, incessant
speech can be a sign of Heat
affecting the mind. Slurred or
hesitant speech may point to
Phlegm misting the Heart or a

more serious internal wind
condition.

Breathing and Cough: Shallow,
weak breathing suggests Lung Qi
deficiency. A forceful, barking
cough indicates Lung Heat. The
sound of the cough itself, whether
dry, moist, or phlegmy, provides
crucial clues.

Olfaction: A foul breath odor can
indicate Stomach Heat or dental
issues. A fishy or sweet smell on
the body may be associated with
severe conditions like Damp-Heat
or diabetic imbalances. The overall
body odor is also noted.

6 Diagnosis In Chinese Medicine A Comprehensive Guide 2025-09-15



Diagnosis In Chinese Medicine A Comprehensive Guide 7

3. Inquiring (Wen
Zhen)

This is the verbal interview, but it is
highly structured in Chinese medicine.
The practitioner goes through a series of
standard questions known as the "Ten
Questions." These are not random but
are designed to cover all key aspects of
a diagnosis in Chinese medicine. Key
areas include:

e Chills and Fever: Does the
patient feel cold or hot? Do they
dislike cold or heat? This helps
differentiate between exterior and
interior conditions, and between
Cold and Heat patterns.

e Perspiration: When does the

patient sweat? Is it spontaneous
(occurring without exertion) or
nocturnal (occurring during sleep)?
Spontaneous sweating suggests Qi
deficiency, while night sweats
point to Yin deficiency.

e Appetite and Digestion: Is there

a good appetite? Are there
cravings? Aversion to food can be
a sign of Dampness. A strong
appetite with weight loss suggests
Stomach Heat. The quality of
stools and urine is also
meticulously questioned.

Pain: Location, nature (sharp, dull,
distending, moving), and timing of
pain are critical. Sharp, fixed pain
suggests Blood stasis. Distending
pain suggests Qi stagnation.



Aching pain with a feeling of cold
suggests Cold and deficiency.
Sleep: Difficulty falling asleep is
often related to Heart Blood or
Heart Yin deficiency. Waking up
frequently or having vivid dreams
can indicate Liver Fire or
Gallbladder Damp-Heat.

e Thirst and Taste: A dry mouth
with a desire for cold drinks
indicates Heat. A dry mouth with
no desire to drink suggests Damp-
Heat. A bitter taste points to Liver
and Gallbladder Heat. A sweet
taste suggests Spleen or Stomach
Damp-Heat.

For Women: Menstruation and
Leucorrhea: The menstrual cycle
is a vital sign of women's health.
The timing, flow, color, and

associated pain are all analyzed.
For example, delayed, scanty, dark
periods with clots suggest Blood
stasis and Cold.

e Emotions: This is considered a
core component. Persistent anger
may relate to a Liver imbalance.
Chronic worry or overthinking
taxes the Spleen. Grief and
sadness affect the Lungs. Fear
impacts the Kidneys.

4. Palpation (Qie
Zhen)

This includes two main components:
pulse diagnosis and palpation of the
body.
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Pulse Diagnosis (She Zhen): This is a
highly sophisticated and subtle art. The
practitioner feels the radial artery at the
wrist using three fingers at three
positions (cun, guan, chi) on each arm.
Each position corresponds to a specific
organ system. The pulse is assessed for
its depth, rate, rhythm, width, strength,
and quality. There are twenty-eight
classic pulse qualities. A "floating" pulse
suggests an exterior condition, like a
common cold. A "deep" pulse indicates
an interior problem. A "slippery" pulse is
common in pregnancy or with Phlegm. A
"wiry" pulse, feeling like a taut guitar
string, is a classic sign of Liver Qi
stagnation or pain. A diagnosis in
Chinese medicine is considered
incomplete without taking the pulse.

Palpation of the Body: The

practitioner may gently press on the
abdomen, back, or specific acupuncture
points to identify areas of tenderness,
hardness, or emptiness. The abdomen is
often palpated to check for "Jie"
(accumulations) or "Tuan" (masses).
Cold hands and feet are a classic sign of
Yang deficiency or Qi stagnation. Warm
palms and soles can indicate Yin
deficiency with Heat signs.

SYNTHESIZING THE FINDINGS:
PATTERN DIFFERENTIATION

The ultimate goal of gathering all this
data is not to name a Western disease
(though that is noted). The goal is to
arrive at a Pattern of Disharmony, known
in Chinese as Bian Zheng. This is a
precise description of the patient's
condition at that moment in time. A
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diagnosis in Chinese medicine is,
therefore, a pattern diagnosis.

Common
Patterns of
Disharmony

There are many patterns, but some of
the most common include:

* Qi Deficiency: Characterized by
fatigue, low voice, pale face,
spontaneous sweating, weak
pulse, and a pale tongue. The
organs most commonly affected
are the Lungs, Spleen, and
Kidneys.

e Blood Deficiency: Symptoms

include pale complexion and lips,
dizziness, blurred vision, poor
memory, insomnia, scanty
menstruation, and a thin, pale
tongue with a fine, weak pulse.
The Heart and Liver are most often
involved.

Qi Stagnation: This is a state of
suppressed or blocked energy
flow. It is characterized by
distending pain, emotional
frustration, depression, sighing, a
purple or dusky tongue, and a wiry
pulse. It most commonly affects
the Liver.

Blood Stasis: This is a more
severe state of blockage. It
presents with sharp, fixed pain,
palpable masses, dark or purplish
skin, a purple tongue with dark
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spots, and a choppy or wiry pulse.
Dampness: A state of heaviness,
turbidity, and stagnation.
Symptoms include a feeling of
heaviness, foggy head, swollen
limbs, nausea, loose stools, a
greasy tongue coating, and a
slippery or soft pulse. Dampness
often combines with Heat (Damp-
Heat) or Cold (Damp-Cold).
Phlegm: This is a more
concentrated and stubborn form of
Dampness. It can affect the lungs
(causing cough with phlegm) or
the mind (causing confusion,
dizziness, or mental fog). The
tongue often has a thick, sticky
coating.

Exterior Patterns: These are
acute conditions like the common
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cold or flu. They are differentiated
by the nature of the pathogen
(Wind-Cold, Wind-Heat, Wind-
Dampness) and are characterized
by their sudden onset and the
presence of fever or chills, body
aches, and a floating pulse.

THE ROLE OF THE PATIENT IN
THE DIAGNOSTIC PROCESS

An accurate diagnosis in Chinese
medicine is a collaborative effort. While
the practitioner provides the expertise in
pattern recognition, the patient's active
participation is essential. Patients are
encouraged to keep a symptom diary,
noting the timing, triggers, and nature of
their complaints. Inquiring about the full
history, including childhood illnesses,
surgeries, emotional traumas, and
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lifestyle habits, is a non-negotiable part understand not just what is wrong, but
of the process. The practitioner seeks to  who the person is in their entirety—
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