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BODY-TYPE THEORIES

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Personality Theory, Constitutional Psychology,

Criminology

Proponents: William Herbert Sheldon, Ernst Kretschmer

1. Core Principles

Body-type theories, often classified under the umbrella of Constitutional Psychology, assert a

fundamental linkage between an individual's physical structure, morphology, or physique and their

psychological temperament and personality traits. These theories operate on the premise of

biological determinism, suggesting that the shape and size of the body exert a definitive

influence on the formation of behavioral patterns, emotional responses, and cognitive styles. This

perspective implies that personality is not solely a product of environmental conditioning or

developmental experience, but is deeply rooted in inherent biological and physiological structure,

which itself dictates the relative dominance of certain tissue types derived from embryonic layers.

The central hypothesis posits that distinct physical categories correspond directly to predictable

temperamental profiles. For instance, a body type characterized by soft, round features might be

consistently linked to traits of sociability and relaxation, whereas a muscular, athletic build might

correlate with traits of assertiveness and activity. This framework attempts to create a unified

system where somatic classification immediately provides insight into psychological disposition,

moving beyond mere descriptive correlations to suggest an underlying causal relationship.

Theorists sought to develop quantifiable metrics for measuring physical attributes, allowing

researchers to predict, categorize, and potentially understand deviance or mental illness based

purely on morphological data.

A crucial distinction within these theories is the move away from temporary states of being toward

fixed, inherent constitutional patterns. The physical aspects examined, such as overall body build,

relative fat content, muscular development, and skeletal structure, are treated as stable markers

reflecting genetic and early developmental predispositions. Although environmental factors might

influence weight or muscle mass, the underlying ratios and tendencies are considered persistent

throughout life, thus offering a stable basis for predicting temperament. This emphasis on stability

allowed proponents, particularly William Sheldon, to develop detailed indexing systems designed

to map the entire spectrum of human physique against a corresponding spectrum of psychological

profiles.

2. Historical Development and Precursors

The notion that physique influences personality has roots extending back to antiquity, most
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famously articulated in the Ancient Greek humoral theory attributed to Hippocrates and

elaborated by Galen. This early constitutional view linked bodily fluids (humors) to specific

temperaments (e.g., melancholic, phlegmatic, sanguine, choleric). However, the modern scientific

movement toward body-type classifications began in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, driven

by attempts to categorize populations, particularly in psychiatric and criminological contexts.

A significant precursor to the major American theories was the work of German psychiatrist Ernst

Kretschmer, who published Physique and Character in 1921. Kretschmer studied the correlation

between body build and susceptibility to mental illnesses, particularly schizophrenia and manic-

depressive illness. He proposed four constitutional types--Asthenic, Athletic, Pyknic, and

Dysplastic--and suggested that Pyknics were more likely to develop cycloid (bipolar) disorders,

while Asthenics were more prone to schizoid disorders. Kretschmer's work provided a structured,

empirically tested, though ultimately limited, foundation for subsequent typological efforts,

establishing the concept of constitutional types in academic discourse.

The most influential and widely debated body-type theory was developed in the 1940s by American

psychologist William Herbert Sheldon. Building on the notion that the three embryonic germ layers

(endoderm, mesoderm, ectoderm) correlate with distinct physical and psychological developments,

Sheldon formalized the concept of somatotypes. Sheldon sought to move beyond the rigid

categories of Kretschmer, developing a continuous, dimensional system that could classify any

individual based on the relative dominance of three primary components. His systematic approach,

involving standardized photography and detailed quantitative scoring, led to the development of the

Somatotype Index, marking the peak of constitutional psychology's influence on mainstream

personality theory.

3. Key Concepts: Sheldon's Somatotypes

Sheldon identified three fundamental physical components, each derived primarily from one of the

three embryonic layers, which he termed Somatotypes. These three components exist on a

continuum, and every individual is assigned a three-digit rating (from 1 to 7) indicating their relative

position on each component, with 7 representing the maximum expression. The three primary

somatotypes are Endomorphy, Mesomorphy, and Ectomorphy.

The Endomorph (derived primarily from the endoderm) is characterized by a predominance of soft

roundness, a relative massiveness of the digestive viscera, and high fat storage. Physically, they

exhibit large, round abdomens and heavy limbs. Sheldon linked Endomorphy to the temperament

known as Viscerotonia. Individuals high in Viscerotonia are generally described as relaxed,

sociable, fond of food and comfort, tolerant, even-tempered, and emotionally stable, aligning with

the source content's description of the endomorph as "jolly." A classic example score might be

7-1-1.
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The Mesomorph (derived primarily from the mesoderm) is defined by a dominance of bone,

muscle, and connective tissue, resulting in a square, rugged, athletic build, broad shoulders, and

narrow hips. This physique is associated with the temperament Somatotonia. Somatotonics are

assertive, energetic, aggressive, competitive, risk-taking, courageous, and psychologically geared

toward action and power. This aggressive and competitive nature directly corresponds to the

source content's description of the mesomorph as the "active, competitive type." A classic

mesomorphic score would be 1-7-1.

The Ectomorph (derived primarily from the ectoderm) is characterized by linearity, fragility, and

delicacy of the body structures, with long, thin bones, relative lack of muscle and fat, and a large

brain in comparison to body mass. The corresponding temperament is Cerebrotonia.

Cerebrotonics are typically reserved, inhibited, secretive, anxious, highly sensitive to pain,

introspective, and prone to privacy and intellectual pursuits. Sheldon suggested these individuals

possess a heightened focus on the nervous system and brain function. A classic ectomorphic

score would be 1-1-7.

4. Methodological Approach (Sheldon's Indexing)

Sheldon and his colleagues attempted to lend scientific rigor to body-type classification through a

highly controlled and standardized measurement process. The core of his methodology involved

the use of standardized somatotype photography. Subjects were photographed nude from three

angles (front, side, and back) against a grid backdrop. These photographs were then analyzed by

trained raters who used a sophisticated system of linear measurements and indices, such as the

height-to-weight ratio and the Postural Index, to assign the three-digit somatotype score.

This approach was intended to provide an objective, stable measurement of the physical body

constitution, minimizing observer bias associated with subjective judgment. The resulting three-

digit score (e.g., 4-3-4) represented the individual's position across the three dimensions, indicating

that they possess moderate characteristics of all three types, rather than fitting neatly into a single

category. Sheldon argued that this index was relatively immune to changes in weight caused by

diet or exercise, as it measured the underlying structure and proportional dominance of the

components.

Furthermore, Sheldon developed corresponding temperament scales to measure the associated

psychological components (Viscerotonia, Somatotonia, and Cerebrotonia). He administered

extensive behavioral and personality inventories to his subjects, then correlated these

psychological scores with the independently derived physical somatotype scores. The high

correlations he claimed to find between Endomorphy/Viscerotonia, Mesomorphy/Somatotonia, and

Ectomorphy/Cerebrotonia formed the empirical basis for his theory, suggesting a robust

psychobiological link. Although methodologically innovative for its time, the process was later
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heavily criticized for potential subjectivity in the rating process and potential bias in the correlation

analyses.

5. Applications and Therapeutic Adjuncts

Body-type theories found significant, albeit controversial, application in fields outside of academic

personality psychology, notably in criminology and adjunctive therapies. In criminology, Sheldon's

work, particularly his subsequent book Varieties of Delinquent Youth (1949), suggested a

disproportionately high prevalence of Mesomorphy among juvenile offenders. The rationale was

that the aggressive, assertive, and risk-taking qualities inherent in the Somatotonia temperament

made mesomorphic individuals more likely to engage in delinquent and criminal behavior,

especially those scoring high in Mesomorphy and low in Ectomorphy (Cerebrotonia). This

application fueled decades of debate regarding the biological roots of criminality.

The source content highlights that since body-type theories suggest that one's physique also helps

shape behavior, adjunctive therapies have been developed to enhance self-awareness related to

the body. This application focuses on integrating physical and psychological experience. Therapies

such as body psychotherapy or forms of somatic experiencing encourage patients to become

more "in-touch with their bodies," recognizing how their physical sensations, posture, and muscular

tensions might reflect or influence emotional states and personality patterns. The goal is often to

release chronic tension patterns associated with specific constitutional vulnerabilities, thereby

freeing the individual from restrictive behavioral scripts linked to their physical structure.

These therapeutic models leverage the theory by encouraging individuals to recognize the

biological predispositions associated with their body type--for example, a highly ectomorphic

individual might recognize their tendency toward anxiety or overthinking--and then work toward

grounding themselves physically or developing compensatory behaviors that balance their

constitutional leanings. While modern somatic therapies have moved far beyond strict adherence

to Sheldon's types, the foundational concept of the unity of mind and body, inherent in

constitutional psychology, remains influential in holistic and body-centered therapeutic approaches.

6. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its initial popularity, the body-type classification system faced extensive academic scrutiny

and is now largely considered outdated or relegated to the history of psychology. The primary

criticism centers on methodological flaws and conceptual limitations that undermine the

claimed high correlations between physique and temperament.

One major limitation is the issue of confirmation bias and researcher subjectivity. Critics

argued that Sheldon and his associates, who were responsible for both assigning the physical

somatotype scores and scoring the temperaments (Viscerotonia, etc.), were not truly blind in their
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assessment. Knowing the subject's physique could unconsciously bias the scoring of their

temperament, artificially inflating the correlation coefficients. Subsequent independent studies

using more rigorous controls often failed to replicate the strong correlations originally reported by

Sheldon, suggesting that environmental and cultural factors play a far greater role in personality

formation than biological structure alone.

Furthermore, the theory fails to adequately account for developmental change and

environmental influences. While Sheldon asserted that the underlying somatotype index

remained stable, critics pointed out that significant life changes (e.g., severe dieting, intense

athletic training, or illness) can dramatically alter body composition and appearance, without

necessarily altering the core personality traits. The theory struggled to explain the influence of

learned behavior, cultural expectations, and socioeconomic status on personality, often simplifying

complex psychological development into a rigid biological typology. Modern personality research,

favoring dimensional models like the Big Five personality traits, has overwhelmingly rejected the

idea that personality is fundamentally determined by physical build.

Further Reading

William Herbert Sheldon (Wikipedia)

Ernst Kretschmer (Wikipedia)

Somatotype and Constitutional Psychology (Wikipedia)

Big Five Personality Traits (Wikipedia)
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