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Viscerotonia

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

1. Core Definition

Viscerotonia is defined as one of the three fundamental temperamental components within the

constitutional theory of personality proposed by psychologist William Herbert Sheldon during the

1940s. This specific temperament is posited to be genetically and physiologically linked to the

endomorphic body type, which is characterized by a relative preponderance of softness,

roundness, and mass throughout the body, particularly in the abdominal area. Viscerotonia

represents a cluster of personality traits centered around comfort, relaxation, sociability, and a

profound appreciation for food and physical pleasures. Sheldon argued that the predominance of

digestive viscera in the endomorphic physique predisposes individuals toward this specific

psychological orientation, suggesting a direct, measurable connection between physical structure

and psychological functioning.

The viscerotonic individual is typically described as possessing a genial and affable demeanor,

preferring social interaction and the pursuit of physical ease over strenuous activity or intense

intellectual engagement. This temperament contrasts sharply with the other two primary

components of Sheldon's triad: Somatotonia (associated with the muscular mesomorph) and

Cerebrotonia (associated with the linear ectomorph). While the viscerotonic person seeks internal

equilibrium through consumption and connection, the somatotonic person seeks external

dominance and action, and the cerebrotonic person seeks intellectual privacy and restraint. The

concept of viscerotonia is therefore inseparable from Sheldon's comprehensive, though now

largely historical, attempt to categorize human psychological and physical variation on a

quantifiable, biologically deterministic scale.

In Sheldon's system, personality was scored quantitatively using a three-digit rating, where the first

digit corresponded to the degree of endomorphy/viscerotonia present. A perfect viscerotonic

individual would hypothetically score 7-1-1, indicating maximal endomorphy and minimal

representation of the other two components. The definition of viscerotonia is thus highly specific,

serving as a psychological anchor for the endomorphic component of the somatotype model,

suggesting that bodily structure dictates the primary motivational and behavioral patterns of the

individual.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The term Viscerotonia is etymologically rooted in the Latin word viscera, referring to the internal

organs, particularly those within the abdominal cavity associated with digestion and metabolism.
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This naming convention reflects Sheldon's core hypothesis: that the temperament arises directly

from the overdevelopment or functional prominence of the digestive system, a physical trait

characteristic of the endomorph. This biological emphasis places Sheldon's theory firmly within the

tradition of constitutional psychology, a discipline that seeks to establish correlations between

physique and psychological makeup.

Sheldon developed the concept of viscerotonia and the broader somatotype theory during the late

1930s and early 1940s, primarily documented in his seminal works, The Varieties of Human

Physique (1940) and The Varieties of Temperament (1942). His work was influenced by earlier

attempts at constitutional classification, notably the theories of German psychiatrist Ernst

Kretschmer, who proposed links between body types (pyknic, athletic, asthenic) and mental

disorders. Sheldon sought to refine and quantify these crude classifications, moving beyond

qualitative descriptions to systematic photographic measurement and correlational analysis.

The development involved extensive empirical study, wherein thousands of subjects were

photographed in standardized poses. These photographs were then rated to determine the degree

of endomorphy, mesomorphy, and ectomorphy present. Subsequently, Sheldon developed a list of

60 personality traits, which were assessed and factor-analyzed, resulting in the three primary

temperaments: viscerotonia, somatotonia, and cerebrotonia. The subsequent high correlation

Sheldon reported between the physical ratings (e.g., endomorphy) and the corresponding

temperamental ratings (viscerotonia) cemented the theoretical link, though later researchers would

highly criticize the methodology used to achieve these correlations.

3. Key Characteristics (The Viscerotonic Temperament)

The viscerotonic temperament is characterized by a suite of psychological and behavioral

attributes that prioritize comfort, social connection, and the satiation of basic biological drives. The

core trait is a pervasive love of comfort, encompassing physical relaxation, soft surroundings, and

minimal exertion. Viscerotonic individuals reportedly exhibit a slow reaction and generally placid

demeanor, viewing life through a lens of ease and enjoyment. This calmness is often interpreted as

emotional stability, although it can also manifest as inertia or resistance to sudden change.

A second defining characteristic is an intense and sustained adoration of food and the rituals

associated with eating. Food consumption is not merely a necessity but a primary source of

pleasure and a central component of social engagement. Relatedly, viscerotonic individuals often

display excessive sociability, deriving deep satisfaction from human contact. They are typically

extroverted, seeking company, displaying affection openly, and requiring validation through social

approval. They are often described as being warm, friendly, and tolerant, rarely displaying

aggression or excessive competitiveness.

Further traits associated with viscerotonia include deep relaxation during sleep, an even emotional
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flow, and a general lack of mental tension. When facing stress, the viscerotonic tendency is often

to seek comfort, withdraw into social gatherings, or increase consumption, rather than engaging in

physical flight or intellectual rumination. The overall profile suggests a person whose energy is

largely directed toward the internal maintenance of a pleasant biological state and the external

maintenance of harmonious social relationships, reflecting the hypothesized dominance of the

digestive viscera and associated metabolic functions.

4. Associated Body Type: Endomorphy

Endomorphy serves as the physical foundation for viscerotonia within Sheldon's somatotype

framework. The term describes a body structure where the first component in the three-number

rating system is dominant. Physically, the endomorph is characterized by a relative massiveness

and softness, with a tendency for fat storage and a lack of muscular or skeletal definition. The

overall silhouette is round and spherical, with large abdominal and trunk dimensions relative to the

limbs.

Sheldon believed that the endomorphic physique represents a biological predisposition toward the

development of the endodermal germ layer during embryonic development, which gives rise

primarily to the digestive tract and associated glands. This focus on internal, nutrient-processing

organs was theorized to establish the physiological basis for the viscerotonic temperament--a

personality that prioritizes the internal processes of comfort, digestion, and homeostasis. The

distribution of weight tends to be centered in the body, giving the endomorph a lower center of

gravity and a generally relaxed physical posture.

It is crucial to understand that endomorphy, like the other two components, was viewed by Sheldon

not merely as a description of weight but as a fundamental, constitutionally determined bodily

proportion. While obesity might correlate with a high endomorphy rating, Sheldon maintained that

endomorphy referred to the underlying structural disposition--the degree to which the body was

built around mass and softness--which remained relatively constant throughout life, even if weight

fluctuated. Thus, the correlation between endomorphy and viscerotonia was considered a profound

manifestation of biological destiny, rather than simply a reflection of lifestyle choices leading to

specific personality traits.

5. The Triad of Temperaments

To fully comprehend viscerotonia, it must be considered within the context of the complete three-

part typology proposed by Sheldon. Viscerotonia is inextricably linked to, and defined by its

contrast with, the other two temperaments: Somatotonia and Cerebrotonia. This triad formed the

basis of Sheldon's dimensional approach to personality, suggesting that every individual

possesses a blend of all three, though typically one temperament dominates.
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Somatotonia is the psychological profile associated with Mesomorphy, the body type

characterized by squareness, hardness, and a dominance of bone and muscle (derived from the

mesoderm). The somatotonic temperament is defined by assertiveness, physical courage, love of

adventure, competitiveness, and a general orientation toward physical action and external power.

Where the viscerotonic individual seeks comfort, the somatotonic person seeks dominance and

risk. Their energies are directed outward, leading to decisive, sometimes aggressive, behavior.

Cerebrotonia is linked to Ectomorphy, the body type defined by linearity, fragility, and lightness

(derived from the ectoderm). The cerebrotonic temperament is characterized by restraint,

introversion, sensitivity, intellectualism, and high levels of anxiety. This person avoids social

contact and physical exertion, preferring mental activities and privacy. The cerebrotonic is highly

reactive to stimuli, exhibiting mental tension and poor sleep. Thus, viscerotonia stands as the

antithesis of cerebrotonia--where the former is relaxed, social, and physically driven, the latter is

tense, withdrawn, and mentally driven.

The somatotype theory suggested that these three temperaments existed on continuous scales,

and the individual's psychological profile was a weighted average of their scores across all three

dimensions. Viscerotonia provides the crucial balancing component, representing the pole of

biological enjoyment and social ease, mediating between the aggressive externalization of

somatotonia and the inhibited internalization of cerebrotonia.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its initial popularity and comprehensive structure, Sheldon's somatotype theory, and thus

the concept of viscerotonia, has faced substantial criticism and has largely been relegated to a

historical footnote in modern personality psychology. The most severe criticisms focus on

methodological flaws, issues of biological determinism, and the potential for observer bias.

A primary methodological concern centers on the lack of objectivity in the assessment process.

Sheldon himself was responsible for both rating the physical somatotype from photographs and

assessing the corresponding temperament traits, introducing the high probability of a halo effect

or experimenter bias. The extremely high correlations reported between the physical component

(e.g., endomorphy) and the temperamental component (viscerotonia) are often cited as evidence

that Sheldon unconsciously or consciously inflated the correlation, knowing which temperament

score should align with which body type. Subsequent, more methodologically sound studies

conducted by independent researchers often failed to replicate the strong correlations originally

found, suggesting that the link between physique and temperament is far weaker than Sheldon

claimed.

Furthermore, the theory is criticized for its strong endorsement of biological determinism. Modern

psychology largely rejects the rigid claim that one's adult personality and behavioral tendencies are
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immutably determined by embryonic germ layer dominance. Personality development is now

understood as a complex interplay of genetic factors, environmental influences, and cognitive

processes, rather than a fixed outcome of physical structure. While certain physical characteristics

may influence self-perception and how others interact with the individual, leading to indirect

personality effects, the concept of a direct, causal link between the dominance of the digestive

viscera and a love of comfort is viewed as overly simplistic and lacking credible physiological

evidence.

Finally, the entire somatotype framework has been criticized for being culturally bound and

potentially reinforcing negative stereotypes. The viscerotonic stereotype, while seemingly benign,

can be used to pathologize body shapes, implying that endomorphic individuals are inherently lazy,

passive, or overly focused on consumption, neglecting the vast heterogeneity of personality found

among people of all body types. For these reasons, while the term viscerotonia remains relevant in

the history of psychology, it is not utilized in contemporary, empirically supported models of

personality, such as the Five-Factor Model.

Further Reading

William Herbert Sheldon (Wikipedia)

Somatotype and constitutional psychology (Wikipedia)
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