
Disorders of the Kidney and Bladder
By Dr (TCM) Attilio D'Alberto, drawing on the classical TCM literature

In Chinese medicine (TCM), the Kidney stores the Essence (Jing), provides the
foundation of the body’s Yin and Yang, governs water metabolism, controls the
bones, marrow and brain, opens into the ears, governs reproduction, and houses the
Will (Zhi). The Bladder receives the impure fluids from the Small Intestine, stores
them, and excretes them as urine. Together they form the Water-element pair. The Su Wen,
Chapter 1 — the foundational opening of the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon — sets out the
Kidney’s role in the seven-and-eight cycles of female and male development, ageing and decline.
The Kidney is the “root of life” (xian tian zhi ben, “the root of the pre-Heaven”), the foundation of
constitutional vitality, and the organ from which both reproductive capacity and the “gate of life”
emerge. Disorders of the Kidney and Bladder underlie the great clusters of clinical TCM
presentation: infertility, sexual dysfunction, menopause, chronic low back pain, urinary frequency
and incontinence, recurrent UTI, tinnitus and hearing loss, premature ageing, bone disorders, the
chronic deficiency presentations of late life, and the foundational deficiencies behind many other
organ pathologies. This article presents the classical pattern differentiation and herbal treatment
strategies, drawing on the Nei Jing, the Tang-dynasty work of Sun Si-Miao, the Yi Yu Yi Tai-Yi
school of Liu Wansu, and the Ming-Qing-dynasty Kidney-Yin / Kidney-Yang scholarship of Zhao
Xian-Ke, Zhang Jing-Yue and the Wen Bing school.

Top Chinese herbs for the Kidney

The most clinically important Chinese herbs for the Kidney and Bladder are:
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1. Shu Di Huang (Prepared Rehmannia) — the emperor herb of Kidney Yin tonification; the central herb

of Liu Wei Di Huang Wan and the entire Di Huang formula family

2. Sheng Di Huang (Raw Rehmannia) — cools the blood, nourishes Kidney Yin, clears empty heat; the

cooler of the Rehmannia pair

3. Shan Yao (Chinese yam) — gently tonifies Kidney, Spleen and Lung; food-grade and suitable for long-
term use

4. Shan Zhu Yu (Cornus fruit) — tonifies Kidney Yin and Yang, astringes the Essence, restrains the

Bladder; the essential astringent herb of Kidney formulas

5. Fu Zi (Prepared Aconite) — the principal herb of Kidney Yang warming; the “Gate of Life” herb central
to Shen Qi Wan and all Yang-rescue formulas

6. Rou Gui (Cinnamon bark) — warms the Kidney Yang, returns wandering fire to its source, supports the

lower jiao

7. Du Zhong (Eucommia bark) — tonifies Kidney Yang, strengthens the lower back and knees; the

principal herb of TCM lumbar treatment

8. Tu Si Zi (Cuscuta seed) — tonifies Kidney Yin and Yang, gentle and dual-acting; the most balanced
Kidney tonic

9. Gou Qi Zi (Goji berry) — nourishes Kidney and Liver Yin, brightens the eyes; food-grade

10. Ba Ji Tian (Morinda root) — warms the Kidney Yang, strengthens the bones and sinews

11. Yin Yang Huo (Epimedium / Horny Goat Weed) — tonifies Kidney Yang, used for impotence and

infertility

12. Nu Zhen Zi (Ligustrum fruit) — cool, nourishes Liver and Kidney Yin, gentle and balanced for long-
term use

13. Sang Ji Sheng (Mulberry mistletoe) — tonifies the Liver and Kidney, strengthens the bones, calms the

foetus

14. Yin Chen (Capillaris) — principal herb for Bladder Damp-Heat with jaundice

These herbs are combined into the foundational formulas Liu Wei Di Huang Wan (Six-Ingredient Pill with
Rehmannia) for Kidney Yin deficiency, Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan (Golden Cabinet’s Kidney Qi Pill) for Kidney

Yang deficiency, Zhi Bai Di Huang Wan (Liu Wei plus Zhi Mu and Huang Bai) for Kidney Yin deficiency with

empty heat, You Gui Wan (Restore the Right Pill) and Zuo Gui Wan (Restore the Left Pill) by Zhang Jing-
Yue, Er Xian Tang (Two-Immortals Decoction) for menopausal Yin-Yang deficiency, Ba Zheng San (Eight-

Herb Powder for Rectification) for Bladder Damp-Heat, Suo Quan Wan (Restrain the Fountain Pill) for

Bladder Qi deficiency with frequency, and Wu Ling San for urinary difficulty with fluid retention. A qualified
Chinese herbalist selects and modifies these formulas based on each patient’s individual pattern.

Kidney functions: the Root of Life

The Su Wen opens with a passage of remarkable clinical precision (Chapter 1, Shang Gu Tian Zhen Lun —

“On the Heavenly Truth of Antiquity”): “In women, at seven years of age the Kidney qi is exuberant; the teeth
are renewed; the hair grows long. At fourteen, Tian Gui arrives; the Conception vessel flows; the Penetrating

vessel is full; the menses descend on time; the woman can conceive. At twenty-one, the Kidney qi is

balanced; the wisdom teeth emerge; growth is complete. At twenty-eight, the bones and sinews are strong;
the hair is at its longest; the body is at its peak. At thirty-five, the Yang Ming pulse declines; the face begins
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to wither; the hair begins to fall. At forty-two, the three Yang pulses decline in the upper body; the face is

fully withered; the hair begins to grey. At forty-nine, the Conception vessel empties; the Penetrating vessel is
exhausted; Tian Gui ceases; the path of Earth no longer opens; the body decays; and pregnancy is no longer

possible.”

The equivalent passage for men runs in cycles of eight rather than seven. The text is the foundational

classical description of the Kidney’s role in the entire arc of human development, reproductive maturity, and

senescence — setting out at the very beginning of the Inner Canon that the Kidney is the organ of
constitutional vitality, of reproductive capacity, and of the rate of ageing. Every subsequent classical text

builds on this foundation. Five core functions define the Kidney in TCM theory.

Storing the Essence (Jing)

The Kidney “stores the Essence” (cang jing). Jing (精) is the most fundamental substance of TCM physiology

— the deep reserve that determines constitutional strength, the rate of physical and cognitive ageing, the
success of reproduction, the integrity of the bones and marrow, and the brain’s sustained function. Jing has

two components: xian tian zhi jing (Pre-Heaven Essence, inherited from the parents at conception) and hou
tian zhi jing (Post-Heaven Essence, derived from food and breath via the Spleen and Lung). The pre-Heaven
component is finite — it is given at conception and gradually consumed across a lifetime; the post-Heaven

component continually replenishes the pre-Heaven’s slow expenditure and can extend its useful span. When

Jing is preserved, the patient ages gracefully, recovers well from illness, retains sexual and reproductive
vitality, maintains cognitive sharpness and bone strength into late life. When Jing is depleted — whether by

genetic constitution, by sexual over-strain, by chronic illness, by uncontrolled use of stimulants, by

inadequate diet, or by the unmodifiable arithmetic of age — the patient ages prematurely, becomes infertile,

loses libido, develops cognitive decline, hearing loss, weakened bones, balance problems and the
constellation of frailty syndromes.

Foundation of Yin and Yang

The Kidney is the “Root of Yin and Yang”. Every organ has its own yin and yang, but the Kidney is the source

from which all the other organs’ yin and yang are derived. Kidney Yin is the “Original Yin” (yuan yin), the
deep cooling moistening substance underneath the Yin of the Heart, Liver, Spleen and Lung; Kidney Yang is

the “Original Yang” (yuan yang) or the “Ministerial Fire” (ming men huo, “Fire of the Gate of Life”), the

deep warming propulsive function underneath the Yang of every other organ. This means that chronic,
severe, or treatment-resistant Yin deficiency in any other organ almost always involves Kidney Yin deficiency

at the root; chronic, severe, or treatment-resistant Yang deficiency in any other organ almost always involves

Kidney Yang deficiency at the root. The classical principle is direct: when treating the branch fails, treat the

root — treat the Kidney.

Governing water metabolism

The Kidney “governs water” (zhu shui). The body’s fluid metabolism, in TCM theory, depends on three

organs working together: the Lung descends fluid downward, the Spleen transports it, and the Kidney

provides the warmth and motive force to transform the fluid into usable form and excrete the excess. When
this Kidney function fails — particularly when Kidney Yang is deficient — the result is fluid accumulation:

peripheral oedema (particularly of the legs and ankles, but in severe cases generalised), ascites, hydrothorax,

the watery diarrhoea of Spleen-Kidney Yang deficiency, and the morning urinary frequency that signals the
Kidney’s inability to consolidate the night’s fluid distribution. Modern Western nephrology and the TCM
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concept of the Kidney overlap here most directly: chronic kidney disease, congestive heart failure with renal

involvement, nephrotic syndrome and acute kidney injury all present with the TCM pattern of Kidney
governing water failure.

Controlling bones, marrow and brain

The Kidney “controls the bones” (zhu gu) and “produces the marrow” (sheng sui); the marrow includes the

bone marrow, the spinal cord, and the brain (which is the “Sea of Marrow”, nao wei sui hai). This unified

concept — bone, marrow and brain as one tissue system under Kidney control — is among the most clinically
prescient observations of classical TCM. When Kidney Essence is full, the bones are dense, the spinal cord

conducts well, the brain is illuminated; when Kidney Essence is depleted, the bones become brittle

(osteoporosis), the spine becomes stiff and weak, and the brain dims (cognitive impairment, dementia, the
deep mental dulling of late old age). The teeth, as “the surplus of the bones”, also reflect Kidney function:

poor adult dentition, late or absent eruption of teeth in children, premature tooth loss in the elderly are all

TCM signs of Kidney Essence weakness.

Opening into the ears and governing reproduction

The Kidney “opens into the ears” (kai qiao yu er). Hearing function in TCM is a direct readout of Kidney
status: clear sustained hearing reflects strong Kidney Essence; the slow age-related hearing loss of

presbycusis reflects the natural decline of Kidney Essence with the cycles of seven and eight; sudden severe

tinnitus with a high-pitched ringing quality reflects Kidney Yin deficiency or Kidney Essence depletion;
sudden deafness with a loud roaring sound reflects Liver-Gallbladder Fire (an excess pattern); chronic

tinnitus with a soft low-pitched sound reflects Kidney Yang deficiency. The Kidney also “governs

reproduction” through Tian Gui (the menarche / spermarche substance), through the Chong and Ren
(Penetrating and Conception) extraordinary vessels which root in the Kidney area, and through Kidney Yang

as the warming force of conception. Infertility, recurrent miscarriage, impotence, premature ejaculation,

dysmenorrhoea with cold lower abdomen and absent menses all involve the Kidney as a central organ in the
TCM picture.

Bladder functions: the Reservoir of Fluids

The Su Wen, Chapter 8, describes the Bladder as “the official in charge of the city reservoir, in whom the

fluid is stored, and from whom, when transformation has occurred, the fluid exits” (jin ye cang yan, qi hua
ze neng chu yi). The Bladder receives the impure fluid passed down from the Small Intestine and the

Kidney’s transformation, stores it, and excretes it as urine. The classical text is precise: the Bladder excretes

“when the transformation has occurred” — that is, only when Kidney Yang has provided the qi

transformation. Without that transformation, the fluid cannot be properly excreted and either accumulates
(urinary retention, oedema) or leaks uncontrollably (incontinence). The Bladder cannot work alone; it is the

visible end-organ of a process that is mostly Kidney-driven.

The Bladder meridian is the longest channel in the body — 67 points running from the inner eye, over the

head, down the back in two parallel lines, through the back of the leg to the little toe. Crucially, the inner

Bladder line carries the Back-Shu (transporting) points of every internal organ — the channel-level direct
access points by which the Zang-Fu organs can be most powerfully influenced. This makes the Bladder

meridian central to the treatment of chronic disease of any internal organ.
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Kidney Yin deficiency

Kidney Yin deficiency (shen yin xu) is the foundational substance deficiency of the Kidney and is perhaps the

single most clinically important TCM pattern in the second half of life. It is the underlying pattern in
perimenopausal symptoms, post-menopausal complaints, age-related dryness syndromes, chronic insomnia

of the elderly, late-onset diabetes (the classical xiao ke pattern), chronic auto-immune dryness syndromes

(Sjögren’s, lupus), and the substance depletion of chronic illness, chronic stress and chronic sleep
deprivation. Symptoms include hot flushes and night sweats, dry mouth at night, dry vagina, dry skin and

hair, brittle nails, hot palms and soles and a flushed sternum (“five-centre heat”), low-grade afternoon and

night fevers, insomnia with restless turning and difficulty maintaining sleep, irritability emerging in evening,

low back ache that is dull and deep, weak knees, dizziness with a hollow quality, high-pitched tinnitus,
premature greying of hair, irregular menses with scanty pale or red blood, infertility from inadequate egg

reserve or thin endometrium, and the chronic feeling of being “dry inside” with no relief from drinking

water. The tongue is red, thin, dry, often with cracks particularly in the centre; the coating is scanty or peeled
in patches (the “mirror tongue”); the pulse is thready, rapid and may be wiry.

Treatment strategy: Nourish Kidney Yin (zi yin bu shen). The defining formula is Liu Wei Di Huang Wan
(Six-Ingredient Pill with Rehmannia), originally created by the Song-dynasty paediatrician Qian Yi (1023–

1063 CE) for delayed development in children, recorded in his Xiao Er Yao Zheng Zhi Jue (Key to

Therapeutics of Children’s Diseases). Qian Yi modified the Han-dynasty formula Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan by
removing the two warming herbs (Fu Zi and Rou Gui) to create a purely yin-nourishing formula. The

mechanism is one of the most elegant in classical TCM: Shu Di Huang (Cooked Rehmannia) is the emperor

herb, nourishing Kidney Yin and producing Blood; Shan Zhu Yu (Cornus fruit) tonifies Kidney and Liver Yin
while astringing the Essence; Shan Yao (Chinese yam) tonifies Spleen and produces post-Heaven Essence to

support the pre-Heaven; Fu Ling drains Damp and prevents the cloying yin tonics from causing stagnation;

Ze Xie drains Kidney Damp; Mu Dan Pi cools the Liver and clears empty heat. The three tonifying herbs (the
“Three Tonics”: Shu Di, Shan Zhu Yu, Shan Yao) are balanced by three draining herbs (the “Three Drains”:

Fu Ling, Ze Xie, Mu Dan Pi) in a 3:3 yin-yang balance that has not been improved upon in nearly a thousand

years.

Liu Wei Di Huang Wan is the parent of an entire formula family:

Zhi Bai Di Huang Wan (Anemarrhena, Phellodendron and Rehmannia Pill) — adds Zhi Mu and
Huang Bai to address Kidney Yin deficiency with prominent empty heat (severe hot flushes, night

sweats, irritability)

Qi Ju Di Huang Wan — adds Gou Qi Zi and Ju Hua for Liver-Kidney Yin deficiency presenting in the
eyes (dry blurred vision, floaters)

Mai Wei Di Huang Wan — adds Mai Men Dong and Wu Wei Zi for Lung-Kidney Yin deficiency with

chronic dry cough

Er Long Zuo Ci Wan — adds Chai Hu and Wu Wei Zi for Kidney Yin deficiency presenting with

tinnitus and hearing loss

Du Qi Wan — adds Wu Wei Zi alone, the simplest and gentlest variant, for the very elderly

For more substantial Kidney Yin deficiency presentations, the formula Zuo Gui Wan (Restore the Left Pill)
by Zhang Jing-Yue, recorded in Jing Yue Quan Shu, adds Gou Qi Zi, Tu Si Zi, Lu Jiao Jiao (or plant-based

substitute), Niu Xi and Gui Ban Jiao to Shu Di Huang, Shan Zhu Yu and Shan Yao — producing a heavier,
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deeper, more substantive Yin tonification. (My clinic substitutes plant-based herbs for Lu Jiao Jiao and Gui

Ban Jiao on welfare and conservation grounds.) Zhang Jing-Yue’s “Left” / “Right” naming convention refers
to the left (Yin, water) and right (Yang, fire) sides of the kidney area in his anatomical framework; Zuo Gui

Wan restores the Left (Yin), You Gui Wan restores the Right (Yang).

For Kidney Yin deficiency with severe empty heat, the most substantial formula is Da Bu Yin Wan (Great

Tonify the Yin Pill) by Zhu Dan-Xi, which combines Shu Di, Gui Ban (Tortoise shell — substituted in my

clinic with mineral and plant equivalents), Zhi Mu and Huang Bai in a heavier, more cooling formulation
specifically for advanced Yin deficiency with steaming bone heat. Zhu Dan-Xi, in Ge Zhi Yu Lun (Further

Discourses on Investigating Phenomena and Extending Knowledge), set out the core principle: “Yang is often

in excess; Yin is often deficient”. This observation — that the body’s movement, activity and warming

tendencies are more reliably present than its substance, cooling and anchoring tendencies — became the
founding principle of the Yin-Nourishment school and continues to inform modern TCM clinical practice.

The acupuncture combination KD 3 (Taixi) — the Yuan-source point of the Kidney, the principal point for
Kidney Yin deficiency; KD 6 (Zhaohai) the Confluent point of the Yin Qiao Mai, for Kidney Yin deficiency

with insomnia and throat dryness; SP 6 (Sanyinjiao) the meeting of the three Yin; CV 4 (Guanyuan) the

Front-Mu of the Small Intestine and a principal Kidney Essence-tonifying point; BL 23 (Shenshu) the Back-
Shu of the Kidney; and BL 52 (Zhishi) the outer Bladder-line companion of Shenshu, specifically for chronic

Kidney depletion. Moxibustion is contraindicated in pure Yin deficiency; needle manipulation should be

light, slow, retention duration moderate.

Kidney Yang deficiency

Kidney Yang deficiency (shen yang xu) is the foundational warming-function deficiency of the Kidney and is

the central pattern in male impotence and infertility, in female infertility from cold uterus, in chronic low

back pain with cold features, in the early-morning watery diarrhoea of the elderly, in heart failure with
peripheral oedema and cold limbs, in chronic renal disease with low energy and cold sensitivity, and in the

broad cluster of presentations involving generalised cold, weakness and fluid accumulation in the lower

body. The Kidney Yang is the “Ministerial Fire” (ming men huo) — the warming, propelling, transformative

function that drives the entire Yang of the body. When this function is deficient, the patient is cold, low-
energy, with poor circulation to the extremities, low libido, and the inability to maintain the body’s warming

and propelling activities.

Symptoms include cold extremities (particularly cold lower body, cold knees and feet, occasionally cold

scrotum and abdomen), aversion to cold, profound fatigue without restoration from sleep, low libido and

sexual dysfunction (impotence, premature ejaculation, lack of sexual desire), infertility (in men from poor
sperm motility and morphology; in women from cold uterus, anovulation, or recurrent miscarriage from

inability to maintain the pregnancy), chronic low back pain that is deep, dull, cold and improved by warmth,

weak knees, urinary frequency particularly at night (nocturia, sometimes copious clear urine), oedema
(typically pretibial, in severe cases generalised), early morning diarrhoea (the classical “cock-crow diarrhoea”

or wu geng xie), reduced consciousness on cold days, slow mental processing, and the deep cold-sweat in

heart failure. The tongue is pale, swollen and may have teeth marks; the coating is white and moist or wet;
the pulse is deep, slow, weak particularly in the chi (kidney) position.
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Treatment strategy: Warm and tonify Kidney Yang (wen bu shen yang). The defining formula is Jin Gui

Shen Qi Wan (Golden Cabinet’s Kidney Qi Pill) from Zhang Zhongjing’s Jin Gui Yao Lue (Essentials from the
Golden Cabinet, c. 200 CE) — one of the oldest TCM formulas still in routine clinical use. The formula adds

two warming herbs — Fu Zi (Prepared Aconite, in small dose) and Rou Gui (Cinnamon bark) — to the six

herbs that would later become Liu Wei Di Huang Wan. The yin-nourishing base is essential: the classical
principle is that to warm Kidney Yang sustainably one must also nourish Kidney Yin, because Yang without

Yin will burn itself out; the small warming dose “ignites the fire in the cauldron” (the Cauldron being the Yin

reservoir of the Kidney). This is the famous Zhang Jing-Yue principle: “In tonifying Yang, look within Yin to

seek Yang” (shan bu yang zhe, bi yin zhong qiu yang). The substitution of these two warming herbs into Liu
Wei Di Huang Wan or their removal from Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan converts the formula between Yin and Yang

tonification with elegant precision.

For more substantial Kidney Yang deficiency, the formula You Gui Wan (Restore the Right Pill) by Zhang

Jing-Yue produces a deeper warming action: Shu Di, Shan Yao, Shan Zhu Yu, Gou Qi Zi, Du Zhong, Tu Si Zi,

Dang Gui, Rou Gui, Fu Zi and Lu Jiao Jiao (with plant substitute in my clinic). For acute Kidney Yang
collapse (cold sweating, cold extremities, faint pulse, the cardiogenic shock / circulatory failure

presentation), the rescue formula is Shen Fu Tang (Ginseng and Aconite Decoction), administered

immediately in classical hospital practice and now used as Shen Fu injection in modern Chinese intensive
care.

For Kidney Yang deficiency with prominent oedema, Zhen Wu Tang (True Warrior Decoction) from Zhang
Zhongjing’s Shang Han Lun is the defining formula: Fu Zi, Bai Zhu, Fu Ling, Sheng Jiang, Bai Shao —

warming the Kidney Yang while draining the accumulated water. Zhen Wu Tang is one of the most clinically

reliable TCM treatments for congestive heart failure with peripheral oedema and is the subject of multiple
controlled-trial studies in modern Chinese cardiology. For Kidney Yang deficiency with morning watery

diarrhoea (cock-crow diarrhoea), the defining formula is Si Shen Wan (Four-Miracle Pill), combining Bu Gu

Zhi, Rou Dou Kou, Wu Wei Zi and Wu Zhu Yu to warm the Kidney-Spleen axis from below.

The acupuncture combination BL 23 (Shenshu, Kidney Back-Shu) — the principal point for Kidney Yang and

the foundational point for tonification of the lower jiao; KD 3 (Taixi); CV 4 (Guanyuan) the “Pass of the

Source”, central to Kidney Essence and Yang tonification; CV 6 (Qihai, “Sea of Qi”) for general lower-jiao
tonification; GV 4 (Mingmen, “Gate of Life”) the principal point for Kidney Yang; BL 52 (Zhishi); ST 36

(Zusanli) for general tonification. Moxibustion is highly indicated and is the single most powerful TCM

intervention for Kidney Yang deficiency — particularly moxibustion to GV 4 (Mingmen), BL 23 (Shenshu)
and CV 4 (Guanyuan). Direct or indirect moxa weekly for 8–12 weeks produces dramatic improvement in

chronic Kidney Yang deficiency presentations.

Kidney Qi deficiency / Kidney Qi not firm

Kidney Qi deficiency (shen qi xu) is a milder pattern than Kidney Yang deficiency — the warming is present
but the consolidating, holding function is weak. The classical presentation is “Kidney Qi not firm” (shen qi bu
gu): the body cannot hold what it should hold. Symptoms include urinary frequency without burning or

significant cold features, stress incontinence in women (loss of urine on coughing, sneezing, laughing),
nocturia, incontinence in the elderly, weakness of the lower back, frequent foetal loss in early pregnancy (the
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inability of the Kidney to hold the foetus), premature ejaculation, chronic vaginal discharge, occasional

spermatorrhoea, and the general “leaky” presentation that characterises depleted holding function. The
tongue is pale and may be slightly swollen; the pulse is deep and weak.

Treatment strategy: Tonify the Kidney and astringe (bu shen gu se). The defining formulas combine
tonifying with astringing herbs:

Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan as the tonifying base, plus astringents such as Sang Piao Xiao (Mantis egg case), Yi
Zhi Ren (Black Cardamom), Fu Pen Zi (Rubus fruit) and Wu Wei Zi (Schisandra)

Suo Quan Wan (Restrain the Fountain Pill) — Yi Zhi Ren, Wu Yao, Shan Yao — for Kidney Qi deficiency

with urinary frequency and incontinence; the simplest and most reliable formula for this specific

presentation

Sang Piao Xiao San (Mantis Egg Case Powder) for urinary frequency with spermatorrhoea

Jin Suo Gu Jing Wan (Golden Lock Pill to Stabilise the Essence) for premature ejaculation and

spermatorrhoea

Shou Tai Wan (Foetus-Longevity Pill) by Zhang Xichun — Tu Si Zi, Sang Ji Sheng, Xu Duan, E Jiao (or

plant substitute) — for recurrent miscarriage from Kidney Qi not firm

The acupuncture combination BL 23, KD 3, CV 4, CV 6, plus the specific points CV 3 (Zhongji) Front-Mu of

the Bladder for urinary frequency; BL 32 (Ciliao) for chronic urinary and reproductive disorders.
Moxibustion is again highly indicated.

Kidney Essence (Jing) deficiency

Kidney Essence deficiency (shen jing xu) is the deepest deficiency pattern of the Kidney — not merely

deficient yin or yang, but depleted reserve. The Pre-Heaven Essence is fixed at conception and gradually
consumed; severe early-life depletion (genetic constitution, malnutrition in childhood, severe early illness,

sustained sexual over-strain), or the natural arithmetic of advanced age, leaves the Jing reserve insufficient

for normal function. Symptoms include premature ageing (the patient looks older than chronological age —
greying hair, hair loss, loose teeth, weakened bones, thinning skin), cognitive decline ranging from minor

cognitive impairment through to frank dementia, severe low back ache and weakness, weak knees, infertility

(in men, very low sperm count or poor quality; in women, premature ovarian failure or recurrent failed IVF

cycles), in children failure to thrive and delayed development (the classical “Five Slows and Five Softnesses”:
slow to stand, walk, speak, grow hair and grow teeth; soft head, neck, hands, feet and muscles), severe

tinnitus or deafness, balance problems (the cerebellar function deteriorating with marrow depletion), and

the deep frailty syndrome of the elderly. The tongue is pale or red but thin and may have a cracked surface;
the pulse is deep, thready and weak.

Treatment strategy: Tonify the Essence (tian jing bu sui). The classical formulas include:
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Zuo Gui Wan and You Gui Wan by Zhang Jing-Yue (covered above) — particularly for the chronic adult

presentation, modified for Yin versus Yang predominance

Da Bu Yuan Jian (Great Tonify the Source Decoction) for severe combined Essence-Qi-Blood deficiency

Qi Bao Mei Ran Dan (Seven Treasures Beautify-the-Beard Pill) — the classical anti-ageing formula,

including He Shou Wu, Dang Gui, Niu Xi, Gou Qi Zi, Fu Ling, Tu Si Zi and Bu Gu Zhi — for the
premature greying and hair loss of Kidney Essence deficiency

San Cai Feng Sui Dan (Three Talents Special Pill to Seal the Marrow) for severe Kidney Essence

deficiency with cognitive decline

For paediatric Essence deficiency presentations (the Five Slows and Five Softnesses), classical practice uses

small doses of carefully selected formulas modified to the child’s constitution — this is a specialised area
requiring an experienced paediatric TCM practitioner. The acupuncture combination CV 4, BL 23, BL 52, GV

4 — the same Kidney-tonifying points but used over longer treatment courses (typically 6–12 months) for

Essence rebuilding rather than the short courses sufficient for Kidney Yin or Yang patterns.

Kidney failing to grasp the Qi

The Kidney “grasps the Qi” (shen na qi) — in TCM theory, the Lung descends Qi from the chest down

through the body, and the Kidney “receives” or “holds” the descended Qi at the bottom of its journey. When

the Kidney’s grasping function fails (typically in chronic Kidney Yang deficiency), the Qi cannot anchor
below and instead rises out of control upward — producing the classical TCM picture of asthma, chronic

obstructive pulmonary disease, and other dyspnoeic conditions in their TCM form. Symptoms include

shortness of breath worse on exertion (or in severe cases at rest), wheezing, a sense that “the breath cannot
reach down”, prolonged expiration, increased difficulty inhaling than exhaling (in contrast to Lung Qi

deficiency, where exhalation is harder), cold extremities, low back ache, sometimes oedema, and the

dramatic shortness of breath on lying flat that accompanies advanced cardiac and respiratory failure.

Treatment strategy: Warm the Kidney, help it grasp the Qi (wen shen na qi). The defining formulas

combine Kidney Yang tonification with downward-directing herbs:

Su Zi Jiang Qi Tang (Perilla Fruit Decoction to Direct the Qi Downward) for acute exacerbation

Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan as the foundational Kidney Yang tonic

The acupuncture point KD 25 (Shencang) on the chest plus BL 23, KD 3 and the “Dingchuan” extra-
point for asthma

Bladder Damp-Heat

Bladder Damp-Heat (pang guang shi re) is the central TCM pattern in acute and chronic urinary tract

infection, in cystitis, in pyelonephritis, in some prostatitis presentations, and in the acute exacerbations of
interstitial cystitis. The acute pattern is dramatic and unmistakable: frequency, urgency, burning on

urination, scanty dark urine sometimes with blood, lower abdominal heaviness or pain, often fever, and the

classical “dysuria” (lin zheng) presentation. The chronic pattern is milder but recurrent — intermittent
burning, recurrent UTIs, urinary frequency without overt acute infection. The tongue has a yellow greasy

coating; the pulse is rapid, slippery, sometimes wiry.
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Treatment strategy: Clear Bladder Damp-Heat (qing li pang guang shi re). The defining formula is Ba
Zheng San (Eight-Herb Powder for Rectification), recorded in Tai Ping Hui Min He Ji Ju Fang (1078 CE).
The formula combines bitter cold herbs to clear heat (Zhi Zi, Da Huang), diuretic herbs to drain damp

through urination (Che Qian Zi, Bian Xu, Qu Mai, Hua Shi), and a small dose of Mu Tong (or its safer

modern substitute Tong Cao). Ba Zheng San is the foundational acute UTI formula in TCM practice and is
dramatically effective in uncomplicated acute cystitis; multiple controlled trials in modern Chinese clinical

practice have demonstrated its efficacy with reduced bacterial counts, faster symptom resolution and lower

recurrence rates than placebo. For chronic recurrent UTI, the additions vary — if blood is prominent, add Bai

Mao Gen and Sheng Di to cool the blood; if Kidney Yin deficiency is contributing, switch to Zhi Bai Di Huang
Wan combined with milder Damp-Heat-clearing herbs to address both root and branch.

For Bladder Damp-Heat with stones (shi lin) — bladder or renal stones with sharp pain, blood in urine,
sudden interruption of flow — the formula San Jin Tang (Three Golds Decoction) is used in modern Chinese

urology, combining Jin Qian Cao, Hai Jin Sha and Ji Nei Jin to dissolve and pass stones. See my dedicated

article on kidney stones in TCM for the full clinical detail. For prostatitis with Damp-Heat features, the
formula combines Damp-Heat-clearing herbs with blood-moving herbs (Dan Shen, Pu Gong Ying, Bai Hua

She She Cao).

The acupuncture combination CV 3 (Zhongji, Front-Mu of the Bladder), BL 28 (Pangguangshu, Back-Shu of

the Bladder), SP 9 (Yinlingquan, the principal point for Damp in the lower jiao), SP 6 (Sanyinjiao), BL 39

(Weiyang) and LI 11 (Quchi) for systemic heat in the acute febrile presentation.

Bladder Cold and Bladder Qi deficiency

Less acute than Bladder Damp-Heat, Bladder Cold and Bladder Qi deficiency present as chronic patterns in

older adults and in chronic illness:

Bladder Cold: Frequent clear copious urine, urinary incontinence with no burning, cold lower back,

intolerance of cold; from Kidney Yang deficiency or invasion of external Cold to the Bladder area. Treatment

uses Kidney Yang formulas (Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan, You Gui Wan) plus astringent herbs (Yi Zhi Ren, Sang
Piao Xiao) to consolidate. Moxibustion is essential.

Bladder Qi deficiency: Stress incontinence in women, urinary frequency without burning, dribbling, weak

urinary stream, sometimes urinary retention from inability to initiate flow. The classical formula is Suo Quan
Wan (above) or Buchner’s tincture in conjunction with — actually, Sang Piao Xiao San (Mantis Egg Case

Powder) for combined urinary frequency with spermatorrhoea. Acupuncture at CV 3, CV 4, BL 28 plus

moxibustion is highly effective.

Kidney and Heart: water and fire

The Heart-Kidney axis is one of the most clinically important compound patterns in TCM theory. The Heart

(Fire above) and the Kidney (Water below) maintain a dynamic balance: the Heart Fire descends to warm

the Kidney; the Kidney Water ascends to cool and anchor the Heart. When this circulation fails — whether
from Heart Yin deficiency, Kidney Yin deficiency, severe sleep deprivation, chronic stress, prolonged febrile

illness, sexual over-strain, prolonged use of stimulants, or the combination of stress and ageing — the result
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is “Heart and Kidney not communicating” (xin shen bu jiao). The full clinical detail and the treatment with

Jiao Tai Wan (Grand Communication Pill) is covered in the companion article Disorders of the Heart and
Small Intestine.

Kidney and Liver: water nourishing wood

The Liver and Kidney are described in classical TCM as having a “mother-son” relationship in the

engendering cycle (Water generates Wood) and as having a unified yin axis — the Liver and Kidney share yin
(gan shen tong yuan, “the Liver and Kidney share the same source”, recorded by Zhang Jing-Yue). The

defining formula for Liver-Kidney Yin deficiency is Liu Wei Di Huang Wan — the master formula of Chinese

yin tonification. Full clinical detail is covered in the companion article Disorders of the Liver and

Gallbladder.

Kidney and Spleen: post-Heaven supporting pre-Heaven

The Kidney holds the Pre-Heaven Essence; the Spleen produces the Post-Heaven Essence from food. The

two essences interact and support each other across the lifespan. When the Kidney is constitutionally weak

or has been depleted, the Spleen’s post-Heaven production is the only way to extend the pre-Heaven’s
diminishing reserve; conversely, when the Spleen is chronically weak (poor diet, chronic dysfunction,

chronic illness), the post-Heaven production fails and the pre-Heaven is consumed more rapidly than nature

intended. Classical TCM recognises this two-organ axis as essential to longevity: a patient may live well into
great age with a weak constitution if the Spleen is well-maintained; conversely, even a constitutionally strong

patient can deplete the Kidney prematurely through chronic Spleen failure.

The combined Spleen-Kidney Yang deficiency pattern is common in late-stage chronic disease: profound

fatigue, poor appetite, post-prandial bloating, loose stools or early-morning watery diarrhoea, cold

extremities, oedema, weak lower back, urinary frequency, low libido. Treatment uses Si Shen Wan as the
foundational warming formula plus Spleen tonics. The classical principle, summarised by Li Dong-Yuan, is

“Tonify the Earth to generate the Metal; tonify the Spleen to consolidate the Kidney’s consumption”.

Kidney and Lung: water and metal in fluid metabolism

The Kidney and Lung work together in fluid metabolism — the Lung descends Qi and disperses fluids; the
Kidney warms and transforms the descended fluids and excretes through the Bladder. The two organs also

share the Yin axis: chronic dry conditions (chronic dry cough, chronic vaginal dryness, chronic dry skin)

frequently involve combined Lung-Kidney Yin deficiency. The defining formula is Mai Wei Di Huang Wan
(Liu Wei Di Huang Wan plus Mai Men Dong and Wu Wei Zi). For Kidney failing to grasp Qi with chronic
asthma and dyspnoea, the Lung-Kidney axis is the focal point.

Differentiating Yin and Yang patterns of the Kidney

The Yin/Yang differentiation of Kidney patterns is the foundational diagnostic axis. The two patterns differ

in nearly every feature:
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Feature Kidney Yin deficiency Kidney Yang deficiency

Thermal Hot flushes, night sweats, hot palms/soles,
low-grade fever

Cold extremities, aversion to cold, no
fever, cold lower back

Energy Restless, agitated, wired-but-tired, evening
worsening

Deep fatigue, sleepy in afternoon,
morning worsening

Urinary Scanty dark concentrated urine Frequent clear copious urine, nocturia

Bowels Constipation, dry stools Loose stools, early morning diarrhoea

Sleep Insomnia, restless turning, vivid dreams Sleeps well but unrefreshed, sleepiness

Sexual Low libido but quick to arousal, premature
ejaculation from heat

Low libido with no arousal, impotence,
no morning erections

Tongue Red, thin, dry, peeled or cracked Pale, swollen, teeth-marked, wet

Pulse Thready, rapid Deep, slow, weak

Foundational
formula

Liu Wei Di Huang Wan Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan

The clinical reality is more nuanced — many patients have combined Yin-Yang deficiency, particularly in
advanced age. The classical principle is that “Yin and Yang have the same source” (yin yang tong yuan);

chronic deficiency of one tends to deplete the other. The formula Er Xian Tang (Two-Immortals Decoction),

developed in the 1950s but built on classical principles, combines warming herbs (Xian Mao, Xian Ling Pi,
Ba Ji Tian) with cooling herbs (Huang Bai, Zhi Mu) plus Dang Gui — specifically for the combined Yin-Yang

Kidney deficiency of perimenopause and menopause. It is one of the most clinically useful formulas in

modern TCM and has been the subject of multiple controlled trials in menopausal symptom management.

Differentiating hot and cold patterns of the Kidney

The Kidney’s hot patterns are almost always “empty heat” from Yin deficiency — the Kidney itself rarely has

true excess heat. The cooling treatment must be applied with care:

Pure Kidney Yin deficiency with empty heat: Treat with Liu Wei Di Huang Wan + Zhi Bai Di Huang

Wan (i.e. Zhi Bai Di Huang Wan as the modified version). Do not use bitter cold draining herbs alone — they

will damage the already-depleted Yin further.

Kidney Yang deficiency with cold: Treat with Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan, You Gui Wan, Zhen Wu Tang

depending on the predominant feature. Moxibustion is highly indicated.

Heat above and cold below: The Kidney-Heart not communicating pattern. Treat with Jiao Tai Wan

(Huang Lian 10:1 Rou Gui) to re-establish the descending fire and the warming below simultaneously.
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Differentiating excess and deficiency

The Kidney is overwhelmingly a deficiency-pattern organ. Pure excess of the Kidney is extremely rare; the

“excess” presentations that involve the Kidney area are almost always pathologies of the Bladder (Damp-
Heat, stones, blood stasis from chronic obstruction) or of the Liver-Kidney axis (Damp-Heat in the genital

region). The clinical principle: in Kidney pathology, always tonify; clear only when excess is present in the

Bladder or the surrounding area.

Frequently asked questions about Kidney and Bladder disorders

How does Chinese medicine treat menopausal symptoms?

Menopause is the classical TCM picture of combined Kidney Yin and Kidney Yang deficiency — the Kidney’s
constitutional reserve declines as the Tian Gui ceases in the seventh seven-cycle (49 years) of women’s lives,

exactly as described in the Su Wen. Treatment uses Er Xian Tang (Two-Immortals Decoction) as the

foundational formula for combined Yin-Yang deficiency; Zhi Bai Di Huang Wan where hot flushes and night
sweats predominate; Liu Wei Di Huang Wan for milder Yin-predominant presentations; or You Gui Wan
where cold and low libido predominate. Weekly acupuncture at KD 3, KD 6, SP 6, LV 3, BL 23 and CV 4, with

auricular points Shenmen and Sympathetic, is the standard combination. Most patients experience
substantial symptom reduction within 8–12 weeks of consistent treatment. Treatment is safe to use in

patients with breast cancer history (acupuncture and well-chosen herbs without phyto-oestrogenic potency).

Why is chronic low back pain in Chinese medicine almost always a Kidney
problem?

The Kidney area in TCM mapping includes the lumbar region — the lower back is the “mansion of the
Kidney” (yao zhe shen zhi fu, recorded in Su Wen). Chronic low back pain that is deep, dull, achy, worse with

fatigue, better with rest, accompanied by weakness or stiffness of the knees, and frequently with urinary or

sexual symptoms is the classical Kidney-deficiency lumbar pattern. The differentiation between Kidney Yin
and Kidney Yang patterns determines the herbal treatment: Yang-deficiency back pain (cold, better with

warmth) uses Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan plus Du Zhong, Sang Ji Sheng, Niu Xi; Yin-deficiency back pain (with

night-time burning, dryness) uses Liu Wei Di Huang Wan or Zuo Gui Wan. Acupuncture at BL 23, BL 52, GV
4, GV 3 (Yaoyangguan), plus moxibustion, is the channel intervention. See my page on back pain for the full

clinical detail.

Can Chinese medicine help with fertility?

Yes, and this is one of the most established applications of TCM in modern integrative practice. Fertility in

TCM is a Kidney-centred function (with Spleen and Liver supporting roles). Treatment addresses the
underlying Kidney deficiency pattern (Yang for cold-uterus and poor sperm motility; Yin for thin

endometrium and low ovarian reserve; Essence for advanced maternal age, premature ovarian insufficiency,

or recurrent IVF failure). Treatment runs typically for 3–6 months before conception is attempted, and
frequently continues through the first trimester for foetal-holding support. Acupuncture significantly

improves IVF outcomes in controlled trials — particularly when administered immediately before and after

embryo transfer. The combined approach (Western fertility medicine plus TCM) produces better outcomes
than either alone for many indications. See my detailed pages on acupuncture for fertility and My Fertility

Guide for the full clinical framework.
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How does Chinese medicine treat recurrent urinary tract infections?

Acute UTI is the classical Bladder Damp-Heat pattern, treated rapidly and effectively with Ba Zheng San —

symptoms typically resolve within 3–5 days of consistent dosing. Recurrent UTI is more complex; the

chronic pattern is almost always Bladder Damp-Heat on a background of Kidney deficiency (typically Kidney
Yin deficiency, occasionally Kidney Qi deficiency with poor consolidation). Treatment combines short

courses of acute Damp-Heat-clearing during attacks with long-term tonification between attacks — Zhi Bai

Di Huang Wan or Liu Wei Di Huang Wan plus low-dose Damp-Heat-clearing herbs (Pu Gong Ying, Bai Hua
She She Cao, Bian Xu). Acupuncture weekly at CV 3, BL 28, SP 9, SP 6, KD 3 and BL 23 reduces recurrence

rates substantially in controlled clinical studies.

Can Chinese medicine help with tinnitus?

Yes, and the response depends entirely on the underlying TCM pattern. Sudden severe tinnitus with a loud
roaring quality, particularly with red face and irritability, is Liver-Gallbladder Fire and responds well to Long
Dan Xie Gan Tang within a few weeks. Chronic tinnitus with a high-pitched ringing quality, particularly in

older patients with low back ache and sleep disturbance, is Kidney Yin deficiency and responds to Zuo Gui
Wan or Er Long Zuo Ci Wan over 3–6 months. Chronic tinnitus with a low soft hum, particularly with cold
extremities and fatigue, is Kidney Yang deficiency and responds to You Gui Wan or Jin Gui Shen Qi Wan
over a similar timescale. Long-standing tinnitus of many years duration is harder to reverse but treatment

usually provides meaningful symptom reduction. Acupuncture at TB 21, SI 19, GB 2, KD 3 and BL 23 is the
standard channel intervention.

How do I know if I have Kidney Yang or Kidney Yin deficiency?

The thermal axis is the principal differentiator: cold extremities, aversion to cold, copious clear urine and

slow weak pulse suggest Yang deficiency; hot flushes, night sweats, dry mouth and red thin tongue suggest
Yin deficiency. The energetic pattern also helps: deep fatigue with afternoon sleepiness suggests Yang

deficiency; agitated, wired-but-tired, evening-worsening energy suggests Yin deficiency. Many patients have

features of both (the “Yin-Yang both deficient” pattern), particularly in perimenopause, in advanced age, and

in chronic illness; in those cases, treatment uses formulas that address both (Er Xian Tang, You Gui Wan +
Zuo Gui Wan combined, or modified Liu Wei Di Huang Wan with a small warming addition). A qualified

TCM practitioner makes this differentiation through tongue, pulse and clinical history during the

consultation — self-diagnosis is unreliable and Yang-tonifying herbs given in a Yin-deficient patient can
dramatically worsen the symptoms.

Conclusion

The Kidney is the Root of Life in classical TCM — the organ from which the foundational Yin and Yang of the

body are derived, the storehouse of the Essence that determines constitutional vitality and the rate of ageing,
the source of reproductive capacity, the controller of the bones and brain, and the foundation of urinary

function. The Bladder is the Reservoir of Fluids, working under the Kidney Yang’s transforming action to

excrete what the body does not need. Together they form the Water-element pair and underlie the most
clinically important pattern axes of TCM: the Yin-Yang foundation, the substance/movement balance, the

heat/cold differentiation. The key clinical principles, summarised across classical and modern literature, are:
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1. The Kidney is fundamentally a deficiency organ — treat by tonifying, not by clearing

2. In all chronic disease, search for the Kidney root underneath — treatment that does not address the
Kidney foundation produces only transient improvement

3. To tonify Yang sustainably, look within Yin to seek Yang (Zhang Jing-Yue’s principle): Yang-only

tonification burns out; Yang within Yin is durable

4. To tonify Yin sustainably, do not over-cool — Yin tonification works through nourishing substance, not

through aggressive clearing

5. The Pre-Heaven Essence is finite; the Post-Heaven Essence (via the Spleen) is the only way to extend its

useful span — preserve digestion and the Kidney is preserved

6. Moxibustion is the single most powerful intervention for Kidney Yang deficiency — use it freely at BL

23, GV 4 and CV 4

7. The Bladder’s acute Damp-Heat pattern responds rapidly to Ba Zheng San; the chronic recurrence
pattern requires Kidney tonification between attacks

8. The most clinically important time of life for Kidney TCM treatment is the perimenopause, the post-

stroke / cardiovascular recovery period, the infertility workup, and advanced age — the points where
Kidney decline becomes clinically dominant

The classical scholarship on the Kidney runs continuously from the Su Wen through Zhang Zhongjing’s Han-

dynasty foundation, Sun Si-Miao’s Tang-dynasty work on Essence preservation, Qian Yi’s Song-dynasty

creation of Liu Wei Di Huang Wan, the Yuan-dynasty Yin-Nourishment school of Zhu Dan-Xi, the Ming-
dynasty work of Zhang Jing-Yue on Mingmen and the Left/Right Kidney distinction, to Zhao Xian-Ke’s

synthesis in Yi Guan — a continuous deepening over two millennia of one of the most clinically important

areas of Chinese medicine.

Further reading on this site

Return to the Zang-Fu organ overview. Read the related organ hub pages for the Kidney and Bladder. See

also the companion deep-dive articles on Disorders of the Spleen and Stomach (Earth), Disorders of the

Liver and Gallbladder (Wood) and Disorders of the Heart and Small Intestine (Fire). For specific conditions

discussed in this article, see urinary tract infections, kidney stones, back pain, fertility and the deficiency-
pattern blog posts Yang deficiency and Yin deficiency.
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