
   

 

OVERVIEW ON TONGUE DIAGNOSIS  
Traditional Chinese Medicine  

Tongue diagnosis is a unique 

diagnostic methodology in 

Traditional Chinese Medicine. It 

is characterized by observation 

of shapes, colors, texture, and 

moisture of a tongue. It is a very 

important part of observation 

diagnosis as it can help with 

planning a treatment plan. 

Tongue 

diagnosis 

was 

developed 

between 

480-221 BC in 

ancient 

China. This 

method is still 

taught and 

applied 

every day in 

clinical 

practice by practitioners who 

practice Traditional Chinese 

Medicine around the world.  

The tongue is a mirror of 

internal activities in humans as 

well as animals. The tongue 

contains rich blood vessels and 

sensory and motor nerve 

endings and is full of body fluid. 

In Chinese medical theory, 

there are five meridians (Chi 

Channels) to directly associate 

with the tongue. The heart 

channel holds a special 

relationship with the tongue. 

The tongue is said to be an 

“offshoot” of the heart since 

the tongue will first of all show 

color and then possible shape 

changes when 

a patient 

suffers any 

heart 

problems. 

Different parts 

of the tongue 

are associated 

with different 

organs and 

their 

performance. 

Therefore, the 

abnormal changes present on 

a particular location of the 

tongue indicate affected 

organ(s). See the figure to the 

right for the organ meridians 

that each part of the tongue is 

associated with and some 

indications that tend to reflect 

the health of various 

corresponding organs.
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Tongue Indicators 

Shape: narrow, enlargement, 

swelling, thick or thin 

Color: bright red, red, pink-

red, dark red, purplish red, 

purple, purple pale, or pale 

Texture: teeth marks, 

indentation, lumps, cysts, 

cracks, etc.  

Moisture: dry or wet 

Tongue coating: 

 Color: white, yellow, 

blackish  

 Texture: thin, thick, 

greasy, powdery, 

cottage cheese-like, 

peelings (geographic 

tongue) 

 Moisture: dry, 

powdery, foamy, or 

watery, etc.  

Other: Red or pale spots 

 

“NORMAL IMAGE SHOULD 

BE A LIGHT RED OR PINK 

RED WITH A THIN WHITE 

COAT (FUR) AND LIGHT 

MOISTURE. A NORMAL 

TONGUE DOES NOT SHOW 

ANY TREMOR, AND IS VERY 

FLEXIBLE IN MOTION. IF YOU 

OBSERVE A BABY’S OR A 

HEALTHY YOUNG KID’S 

TONGUE, YOU WILL  

GET THE IDEA.” 
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TONGUE INDICATORS 
Specific Examples:    

 

 

 

 Enlarged or swelling usually 

means water retention in the 

body, slow metabolism 

and/or inflammation.  

 

 Cracked tongue usually 

indicates a person is on a lot 

of medication or it can imply 

aging or deficiency of 

constitution. 

 

 

 

 

 Red color usually indicates 

inflammation or heat in the 

body (fever or radiation 

therapy). 

 

 Pale usually indicates anemia 

or lacking of blood supply 

(post severe bleeding) and 

fatigue. 

 

 Purple indicates poor 

circulation in the body. 

 

 

 

 Lumps on the tongue tend to 

be associated with lumps on 

other organs to which that 

part of the tongue 

corresponds with. 

 

 

 

 

 A watery surface of the 

tongue indicates water 

retention in the body. Patients 

usually complain of being 

swollen somewhere in their 

bodies.  

 

 Dry white coat indicates 

dehydration. 

 

 

 

 

 A white thick coat can 

mean digestive issues, such 

as poor metabolism, 

indigestion, constipation or it 

could be representative of 

being on an antibiotic for a 

while.  

 

 White greasy thick coat 

usually indicates a more 

severe situation similar to 

those listed above but also 

includes loss of appetite or 

diarrhea.  

 

 Blackish coat usually shows 

kidney or bladder 

abnormality. 

 

 Geographic tongue means 

uneven coating which 

indicates an abdominal 

stomach pH level in the 

gastrointestinal tract. For 

instance, people with severe 

acid reflex or Celiac disease 

may present this type of 

tongue with red tongue 

color. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

SEASONAL IMPACTS 

SUMMER: there may be more dampness present in the tongue 

coating, leaving it slightly thicker and light yellow. 

FALL: the tongue may be thinner with a coating that is more dry. 

WINTER: there may also be more moist or damp presenting in 

the tongue. 

SPRING: the coating on the tongue is generally thinner due to 

dry weather and a thin coat is looked at as being healthier. 

This article is meant for information only. An accurate tongue assessment using the Chinese medical system should be 
made by a qualified practitioner. Please let Chinese medical practitioners diagnose you based on your tongue images as 

certain things, such as the foods you consume (i.e. wine or spicy foods) or smoking can alter the tongue indicators. 
 


