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we have can prove to be fateful.1 They
have an enormous influence on how we live our lives, and the value that has been loaded
onto corporeal distinctions such as height, weight and body shape or form has a very long
2
history indeed. For most of this history, at least in the West, the outward aspects of bodies
have entailed certain conclusions about the minds (and souls) within them.3 Indeed, the
belief that one can read the character of another from their appearance is an historically
4
pervasive phenomenon. Thus the somatic has provided a point of entry into a larger
physical and moral universe.5 Where height, girth, and body shape classifications have
been tied to specific character traits, those assumptions have often been manifested as
peremptory social demands on one's style of public presence and performance.
Not only have we learned to read character and temperament into bodies, we have
become accustomed to the idea that the qualification "normal" is needed in all body clasATEGORIZATIONS OF THE KIND OF BODY
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sification schemes. The idea of an average or normal size and shape of person, of course, is
less a condition of human nature than a feature of a modernizing society. In many respects
it is a nineteenth-century concept that, through statistical revisions, became conflated
6
with historical notions of the ideal body. While a culture with an ideal body form would
expect all members of the population to fall below the ideal, once the concept of average or
norm entered European and American culture, a normal body type became an imperative
for whole populations. Perceptions of correct taste in body form and function increasingly
became modeled around measurements of the norm and were intolerant of departures
from a generic, regular appearance.7 Those falling below the norm could be identified by
their deviant body measurements—sometimes criminalized by their corporeality—and
marked as imperfect and unworthy. Thus the imperative of the norm, supplemented by
the notions of progress, human perfectibility and a desire to eliminate deviance helped
create a dominating hegemonic vision of what a "good," normal human body should look
like. It is because the implications of the hegemony of normalcy are so profound, extending into the very heart of cultural production, that the historical activities of configuring
and consolidating normalcy around the body merit closer attention.8
In this paper I want to examine how normalcy has been bred into ways of seeing,
evaluating, and articulating the athletic potential of the body through physiognomic
schemes, especially those of American psychologist William Herbert Sheldon (1898-1977).
Sheldon promulgated a twentieth-century physiognomy through the categorization of
body types and a more sophisticated elaboration of links between body and temperament
than that provided by earlier anthropometrists. My discussion will focus upon the historical antecedents and the elaborate nature of Sheldon's detailed scheme of body somatotyping
during the 1940s and 1950s which—though fairly rapidly dismissed by most psychologists and later pilloried for its reactionary, racist and eugenicist subtexts—had a strong and
lasting influence upon physical education and health professionals and their prescriptions
on how the healthy, normal body should look and be trained. Through his somatotypy,
suggests Stephen H. Gatlin, Sheldon like other medical holists of his era, including Georges
9
Canguilhem in On the Normal and the Pathological (1943) and Earnest Hooton in Young
10
Man, You Are Normal (1945), sought to revitalize an appreciation of the "whole man"
and the "normal man."11 Medical holism, note Christopher Lawrence and George Weisz
is a tricky concept, but during the inter-war years it was explicitly recognized as a return to
traditional notions—modified by the results of contemporary science. In particular, holism served as a style of cultural and political critique of the crises of modern society. To its
supporters, the most obvious and practicable approach to the analysis of the total man was
through the physique with which he was born, for as Hooton, Professor of Anthropology
at Harvard from 1930 until his death in 1954, pointed out "the evidence is piling up
around us that what we can see—the body—will guide us most rapidly and unerringly to
what we are far more interested to know—the mind, the personality, and the manifesta12
tions of the whole composite unity in behavior." It was upon the surface of the body,
therefore, that Hooton and his admirer Sheldon placed their trust, unwilling to allow the
eye to lose its longstanding diagnostic power to Freud and the ear.13
As yet, the full extent and implications of Sheldon's elaborate somatotyping arrangements (building, as we will see, upon traditional categories elaborated since Hippocrates
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and large-scale schemes of body measurements and efforts to identify the average, normal
or typical man during the nineteenth century)14 have been little studied, especially his
emphasis on the importance of beauty and muscularity in the human physique with its
connotations of symmetry, balance and racial and intellectual superiority: "Despite its
putative anchorage in psychology, medicine, and statistics, Sheldon's somatotyping project
15
was fundamentally a modernist retooling of the ancient science of physiognomy." This
problematized his status as a scientist, as did his deterministic beliefs in eugenics and his
reductive reading of constitutionalism.16 He was considered "whacko" by some of his
contemporaries and his work on body-typing was called "a dangerous piece of fascistic
pseudo-science" by Kansas physician Robert Holt in a strong letter to The Nation in 1950.17
It is important, therefore, to understand the historical origins of Sheldon's views, how
his work reflected the strains of modernist culture, and how it affected subsequent ways of
18
studying—and evaluating—the body's physique and the prediction of performance.
Such a perspective promises to be an important key to understanding the continued enforcement of normalcy and constructions of disability around "good" bodies and "bad"
bodies where men or women, girls or boys with certain kinds of physiques or disabilities
are seen as less attractive, less physically able and less worthy of belonging to home/school/
nation/the body politic. It is of particular importance to studies of health and fitness for
physicians, physical educators, and others working with the body and its training have
come easily to perpetuate a reign of mesomorphic uniformity among children, adults and
athletes, sometimes drawing unwarranted equations among body features, temperament
and intellect that have placed additional burdens and stigma upon those whose measurements fall within or below the somatoplot basement of Sheldon's hierarchical "palace of
bodies."19
Furthermore, in light of the historical positioning of physical education and the life
sciences as sites in which the modern body has been made and remade, it is helpful to
reflect upon specific ways in which knowledge claims around the body are permeated by
cultural values and yet are also empirically reliable. Sandra Harding has illustrated how
knowledge development and the trajectory of disciplinary paradigms "are fully part of
their historical era, bearing the fingerprints of these eras and the subsequent ones that
practice and maintain them in their cognitive core."20 Michel Foucault's writings in particular have shown how the body is an elaborately coded affair—a place where something—regulating, disciplining, imprinting—is being done to you. He has brought important, and by now well known (and much argued about) insights into how specific
constructions of bodies are part of the production of knowledge and distribution of social
power, and hence are critical to the study of the constructions of norms and the processes
21
of normalization through disciplinary practices. Confronted with the power of a prevailing system of expertise, the subject becomes not only easily regulated but self-regulating
through the normalizing practices of bio-power, which define the normal in advance, and
then proceed to isolate and deal with anomalies resulting from that definition.22 Most
recently, Richard Twine, referring to the work of Erving Goffman and Anthony Giddens,
has furthered a discussion on the "normalization"—the determining power—of a constellation of knowledges around physiognomy and its periodic revivals and variations, showing how these ideas have lived on to remain central today for our embodied practices and
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relations. In some respects, he states, they remain critical to our perceptions of "otherness"
for links between appearance and identity are all too often the subtext to many contempo23
rary issues related to self.

Anthropometry and the History of Physiognomic Thought
When you observe the visible man with your eyes,
What do you look for? The hidden man.

TAINE, History of English Literature, 1863
The extensive interest Sheldon was to develop in somatotypy was in many respects an
old game—a twentieth-century physiognomy with an ancient lineage. And not surprisingly, the idea of a relationship between temperament and the body has a long and complicated history. Physiognomy is the ancient art or science of judging an interior reality by an
external appearance. In the usual sense it is restricted to judging character or capacity by
the face, but in practice it applied to passing expressions, bodily form or posture and by
analogy to any material object. The persisting interest in physiognomy, suggests John
Graham, is within the larger context of the human desire to extract meaning from or
assign value to fact: "Once a label is attached to an object then there is a human tendency
24
to accept the sign rather than examine its accuracy."
From a philosophical or medical view, issues around the interrelation of mind and
body have always been a challenge with the awkward questions they pose about determinism and free will, and of national and ethical characters.25 So many conclusions have been
drawn about the mind and soul from the external appearances of the human physique
states George L. Hersey because "our saints, gods and heroes inhabit these physiques,
26
encouraging certain physiques to be equated with superior mental and spiritual qualities."
Beauty equals intelligence is a common equation; muscularity and personal agency and
power is another. Observations linking disease to certain body types have also spanned
centuries, as have attempts to recognize "disease" prone races. Hippocrates early on deemed
those with short thick bodies (habitus apopolecticus) to be more susceptible to vascular
disease and apoplexy; those with long thin bodies (habitus phthisicus) as likely victims of
respiratory diseases. Galen identified the four bodily humors—blood, yellow bile, phlegm
and black bile—as a way to classify people's body type and temperament and link them to
predispositions of health and disease.27
It was the Greeks who initially tried to elevate physiognomy to the status of a science
with generalized principles and rules, and Physiognomics, a pseudo-Aristotelian text was
the seminal early work on the subject. That text and others which followed it sought to
"infer from bodily signs the character of a particular person though not the character of
the whole human race."28 In the hermeneutics of the Physiognomics, the fleshy, poorly
jointed feet, ankles and legs that signaled weak and cowardly characters were also the feet
and ankles typical of women. Well-jointed and sinewy joints were characteristic of men.29
Later in Rome, Cicero built upon Greek ideas by claiming that a person's character was
imprinted on his face by nature (not surprisingly continuing an extremely sexist discourse
where character types ascribed to women were invariably negative). But early physiognomic discourses in Western culture relied upon verbal description rather than the later
"how-to" illustrated manuals guiding one how to read the body through observation and
perception.
98
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Interest in Aristotelian physiognomic ideas was revived during the Renaissance through
Giambattista della Porta's De Humana Physionomia (1586) in which he (like the Greeks)
drew relationships between human heads and animals and implied behavioral ones, too.
But it was during the seventeenth century, with Descartes, that a rationalist analysis of
body form and language developed. Descartes identified the pineal gland as a locus of the
passions, and Charles Le Brun, Director of the Academy of Painting and Sculpture at the
time of Louis XIV, expanded upon the idea of the legibility of the passions with a series of
visual representations of the body using a Cartesian mechanical model of the face with
dials, wheels and springs.30 More importantly, as optical demonstration and visualization
became central to the processes of enlightening, art began to lend to medicine a repertoire
of realist tropes designed to convince the viewer of the truthfulness of unimpeded sight—
to show how to read the body from outside in.31
When Johann Caspar Lavater devised his famous eighteenth-century system for determining human character traits from physical features, his Essays on Physiognomy were as
much art criticism as physiognomy and included reproductions of the drawings of many
famous artists.32 By holding up visual images as truths (albeit partial) transcending the
inadequacies and potential manipulations of human language, his highly popular books
aimed at establishing physiognomy as a legitimate discipline with a moral, theological
agenda.33 His copious drawings had a tendency to be all things to all men. They were a
fusion of natural science, religion and sensibility, a kind of graphology of character drawing colorful analogies between body and mind.34 Lavater's Essays on Physiognomy was a
beautiful work, states Hersey, "reinscribing physiognomy as a discourse of the absolute."35
It also underscored the growing confidence in science, displayed in the tangible or quantitative, in physiology, biology, zoology, comparative anatomy and anthropology.36
Lavater also established the notion, which Sheldon was to adopt later, that it was a
trained eye that could best divine the physical signs of a person's shape and character and
that could reason from external effect to internal faculty with a rational method. One of
Lavater's main techniques required the use of silhouettes, form frozen in time, within
geometrical groupings or grids to encourage comparisons of difference and to derive "representative" types. It was a reductive image of the body inexorably trapped or imprisoned
in a geometrical grid, imitating Greek logic that reality was geometrical and that straight
37
lines indicated what was true. His scheme for measuring profiles "prefigured and probably influenced Francis Galton's plan to have every face in Britain diagrammed [and
explained] with a very similar triangular isoscope."38
As the science of measuring human bodies matured, Anthropometry became one of a
long line of "sciences" during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries concerned with
detailed measuring, comparing, and interpreting variability in parts of the body. These
included craniometry, phrenology, physiognomy, and comparative anatomy, all of which
shared long-standing beliefs that the body was a window into a host of moral, temperamental, racial or gender characteristics.39 Dutch Surgeon Petrus Camper was "the linchpin
in the development of a body calculus" in 1791 with his careful measurements of bone
structure of the head and facial angles of "Orangutans," "Negroes," and "Ancient Romans" along with the statue of the Apollo Belvedere. The effect, unintentionally, was to
draw a host of correlations between anatomy and intelligence and among race, beauty and
goodness.40
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Phrenology, or as its founder preferred to call it "craniology," was a further attempt to
capture the invisible—the logical extension of a quantified physiognomics or calculating
"science" of the unseen. Indeed both the scientific and popular expressions of phrenology
were conduits for the perpetuation of physiognomy. As developed by Franz Joseph Gall at
the end of the eighteenth century and refined by fellow anatomist Johan Gaspar Spurzheim,
phrenology proposed that the external shape of the brain could be used to diagnose the
41
internal state of the mental faculties. More than a theory of brain, however, it became an
enormously popular set of interrelated ideas—a secular means for assessing a man's place
in society and nature. The medical profession, especially, felt that the mysteries of the
mind were opening up to them, but it was with the popularization of George Combes's
Elements of Phrenology (1824) and the Constitution of Man (1828)42 that phrenology reached
a vast and approving audience of middle-class Britons (and Americans) who saw in it a
vehicle for self-improvement and a guide to maintain health by learning about and changing themselves in accordance with a system of natural laws.43
During the second half of the nineteenth century, although phrenology suffered a
precipitous decline in popularity, related craniometric and physiognomic pursuits continued to seem relevant, particularly in the developing field of racial anthropology where
anthropometry came into its own, and in popularizing notions of crime as a disease. (As
such, phrenology became more concerned with racial difference and degeneration and was
a forerunner of eugenic theories in providing biological explanations for crime and mental
illness.44 More recently, analysts informed by modern imaging techniques have pointed
out that in many respects the phrenologists got it right—it was simply the wrong science
at the wrong time.)45 Especially prey to the allure of numbers and again going straight to
the head, Craniometry received wide attention. Paul Broca, founder of the Anthropological Society of Paris, was central in conducting exhaustive studies of the size of the cranial
capacity by filling and weighing thousands of brain cavities with lead shot, and then ranking the measurements by race and gender; white men's brains coming out larger and
heavier than women's, poor people's and "lower" races'. When pressed to admit evidence
that contradicted such conclusions, Broca surmised that when a white man's brain was
46
smaller than others it must be qualitatively richer and more convoluted.
The popularity of the concept of a "legible" body, born of a growing scientific rationality and awareness of the body as a machine, was a radical departure from earlier physiognomic theory because it focused upon rigorous standardized methods and quantifiable
results which were held out as objective and able to eliminate bias and ambiguity. But in
many respects it did the opposite by substantiating a priori beliefs about class, race and
gender and highlighting the growing ambiguity inherent in the emerging term "normal"—
normal as a measurable average, or normal as a description of the normative or the ideal
(including aesthetic, religious or moral approbation for a perfect form and of disapprobation for anything that deviated from it). Prejudices began to lead through data in a circle
back to the same prejudices—an unbeatable system that gained authority because it seemed
to arise from meticulous measurement.47
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Damn Lies and Statistics: Constructing the Normal Body
The normal is what you find but rarely. The normal is the ideal. It is the picture
that one fabricates of the average characteristics of men, and to find them all in
48
one single man is hardly to be expected.
SOMERSET MAUGHAM

Whereas Lavater and other eighteenth-century physiognomists were interested in
human variation, they did not apply their measurements on a population-wide basis to
permit systematic comparisons of the human body across race, nationality and gender.
This was to occur in the nineteenth century as statistical societies developed to deal with
the organization of industrializing economies and their needs for vital statistics to help
49
regulate populations. Statistics—first known as political arithmetic—calculated mathematical probabilities to assess uncertainty and to turn inferences into coherent wholes
that were increasingly used in demographic interpretations. They encouraged the belief
that uncertainty was decreased as the number of observations increased and led to stateand nation-wide surveys of a variety of physical characteristics (as well as continued analogies between body shape and character).50 Otto Ammon's survey of 27,000 military recruits in Baden, Germany, for example, examined the shapes of male heads between 1887
and 1894, dividing them into long heads (superior talent, heroic and leadership qualities)
and short heads (calculating, complacent, dependent, and with socialist tendencies). It
was not a big leap for him to develop the argument that democratic ideas would allow
biologically inferior individuals (very short heads?) to vote—presaging the eugenic arguments that came to be closely associated with almost all of the early statisticians.51
Adolphe Quetelet was among the first statisticians to contribute to a generalized notion of the normal as an imperative and guide to social regulation. He initially applied the
law of error used by astronomers in their observations of the stars to plot the normal
distribution of human features such as height and girth across a national population.52 He
then used his belief in the regularity of statistical events to formulate the concept of l'homme
53
moyen or the average man who could be treated as the "representative" in society. Once
the average man served as a common type or standard, notions of normality took on a
kind of ideal. As an art lover as well as a statistician, Quetelet sought beauty above all in his
representative ideal type. "An individual who combined in his own person all the qualities
of the average man," he pointed out, "would represent all which is grand, beautiful and
54
excellent." Deviations from the mean, however, constituted ugliness in body as well as
vice in morals and a state of sickness with regard to the constitution. Thus Quetelet's
average (normal) man becomes the standard of beauty, goodness, fitness and ability and
the one who deviates from the norm is the disabled, the miscreant, the sick, ugly and
misshaped. It was a bad slip on the statistical use of "representative" and an erroneous use
of the normal curve which Francis Galton pointed out and Karl Pearson was to correct
later with the term "standard deviation," but statistics inexorably helped along the norming
and ranking of human anatomy and physiology. They redefined the concept of the ideal in
the general population and created the idea of a deviant (non-normed) body shape and
form with related character flaws.
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Not surprisingly, those seeking to construct a healthy and well-regulated society saw a
planned reduction in the numbers of those deviating from the norm as a worthy goal.
Early statisticians were almost all eugenicists, identifying non-standard sections of the
population for regulation or elimination. Francis Galton, Charles Darwin's cousin, was an
ardent leader of the Eugenics movement, which broadly sought to improve society through
55
scientifically controlled breeding. Suffused with anxiety over fears of degeneration, eugenicists tended to share the general view that social ills such as crime and poverty resulted
from defects in heredity, though they in no way blamed unfortunates for their condition.
They simply wanted to slow or halt their reproduction in favor of the strong and smart,
and tests and measurements were of particular importance in identifying and categorizing
specific populations.56 In Galton's unpublished Utopian fantasy Kantsaywhere—which
echoed Plato's Republic in many respects—citizens were limited in their reproduction
according to quotas determined by their ranking on physical and mental tests.57
Unlike Quetelet, Galton seems to have been more interested in the exceptional than
the average, expressing in Hereditary Genius his belief that exceptional, "natural" abilities
ranging across such pursuits as courage and statesmanship, courtesy and artistic expression, and even wrestling and rowing were all the result of inheritance (and, of course, more
58
prevalent among the British than men of other nations). Visual inspection was crucial to
his studies, and men of genius, he observed, tended to be above average in height and
weight. Excellence in the activities he personally valued—art, mathematics, football and
management—could all be determined by examining physical appearance and setting
certain kinds of tests. This led him to posit unique kinds of measurements to establish the
relative worth of people and bodies. One of his techniques was to take numerous rapid
photographs of perfectly aligned individuals on a single plate of film and from these to
59
divine the "pure" type of the family, the criminal, the consumptive and so on. Theoretically, by fading the transient features of individuals and accentuating dominant traits, a
normative face for whole populations could be discerned.60 Galton's composite photographs helped him rank his groups by beauty, health, ability and reproductive potential,
and project who was "valid" for marriage, immigration, and most importantly, reproduction. Moving to larger populations he took his anthropological laboratory to the International Exposition of 1884 where for three pence people moved through his assembly line
61
of tests and measures and received their assessments at the end. Ultimately, national
catalogues of the physical characteristics of British faces—good, bad and indifferent—
were planned including fingerprints and a series of codes for noses, chins and foreheads.62
Galton's efforts to assess criminal types from anthropometric measures were taken to
extremes by Italian anthropologist Cesare Lombroso, who is mentioned here not because
of the fastidiousness of his measurements (or the long term credibility of his findings) but
because of his future influence upon William Sheldon's somatotyping system, the criminal justice system, and eugenics in general. Although "the name of Cesare Lombroso is
63
nowadays invoked as a grim reminder of gruesome error or as a bad joke," in fact
Lombroso's brand of criminal anthropology (which boldly demanded a total revision of
every contemporary notion of crime and punishment) was extremely influential in the
decades leading up to the First World War, becoming the focus, for example, of an international conference held every four years for judges, jurists, and government officials as well
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as scientists.64 Lombroso sought to discover anatomical differences between criminal types
and the insane. More than simply patterns of heredity, criminality and delinquency were,
in his thinking, evolutionary—atavistic throwbacks to more primitive beings. He compared criminals with savages, imbeciles with apes, identifying anatomical stigmata as signs
to prove his theory. He thus "reinterpreted Galton's undesirables into a well defined class
of born criminals whose personalities could be assessed through their physical appearance
65
and behavior"—even by their tattoos, if they had them. In L 'Uomo Criminale (1876), on
the basis of his anatomical studies of Italian soldiers, he claimed that he could distinguish
between the criminal and the "normal" recruit on the basis of certain gross morphological
characteristics.66 Once extended to prisons, he was able to identify criminality with black
hair, "goose ears," low foreheads, prominent jaws, bloodshot eyes and so on. In Genius and
Madness (1892) he identified the similarities between madmen and geniuses, pairing insanity with early baldness, extreme thinness, and undeveloped sex characteristics. Prostitutes and delinquent women suffered from all the atavistic characteristics of women in
general—left-handedness, prehensile feet, sloping foreheads—and much more.67 Children with criminal parents could be identified at school by the "precocious development
of the body, the lack of symmetry, the smallness of the head," and thus segregated from
68
their better-endowed peers. The pessimism of Lombroso and anxieties over degeneration, whose signs he read on the bodies of those he measured, was part of the eugenic
movement's deepest fear that degeneration of the "better" races had begun in earnest and
biological disaster was imminent.
In his analysis of body prescribers, George Hersey pairs Galton and Lombroso as
eugenic doomsayers, influencing the terrors of Nazi totalitarian policies, compulsory sterilizations and the Holocaust.69 But Galton also took his tests and measurements to the
schools, transforming the study of growth and development patterns of children, with his
emphasis on normal distribution, the inheritance of height and his invention of important
70
statistical tools such as the regression coefficient and the coefficient of correlation. It was
in the universal and compulsory practices of schooling that the ideal of normal development in the child was formed, including normal physical development based on the techniques of weighing, measuring and assessing. Such techniques solidified the idea that there
were biological norms of body shape, height and weight and that deviations were biomedical abnormalities. The term normal thus condensed statistical, social, moral and medical
judgments, making normal that which was average, socially desirable, good and virtuous,
and healthy.71
Galton's enthusiasm for measuring and norming students' bodies was matched with
equal fervor in the United States in the late nineteenth century, especially in Northeastern
schools and colleges. Physiologist Henry Pickering Bowditch, who became the Dean of
the Harvard Medical School, compiled and analyzed swaths of growth records of students
from Boston public schools over two decades or more, contributing at the same time some
useful data to the misogynist debate around accusations that higher education stunted the
72
growth and physical development of girls and women. In addition to his surveys, Dudley
Allen Sargent, the first Director of the Hemenway Gymnasium at Harvard University, was
carrying out an even more extensive program of physical measurements of college students. A powerful figure in the budding physical education profession, Sargent measured
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(by his account) 10,000 men and women aged seventeen to thirty years from the 1870s
on, constructing profiles of the "typical" man and "typical" woman based on fifty different
73
measurements. Through his standardized charts (of referenced populations), students
could "see at a glance their relation in size, strength, symmetry, and development to the
normal standard" and gauge their level of health and fitness accordingly. "Study yourselves," he exhorted, "and most of all note well wherein kind nature meant you to excel."74
Within each individual's chart, the ideal body graph would be close to a vertical line.
Like the Greeks, Sargent was sure that "the straight line is the physical sign of health and
longevity, of perfect
structure and harmony of function and a symmetrical development of
75
the whole body." In an enthusiastic bid to display the symmetry of perfect normalcy to
the nation, he commissioned statues of his 50th percentile male and female students for the
anthropology building at the 1893 World Columbian International Exposition in Chicago.76 Sargent was quite clear that the primary object of his measurement system was to
promote the importance of physical training to individual health and bodily efficiency,
observing that development of athletes was governed largely by the constitutional bias of
the individual as well as the sport in which he was engaged and his level of training.77 He
was also convinced that doctors, teachers, factory managers, and wardens of prisons and
asylums would all find that "a knowledge of the typical proportions of the body are indispensable to the proper performance of their duties."78 Here were clear echoes of Lombroso's
views that nature had made the experts' tasks relatively simple. Bodies were no longer to be
79
forgotten, assured American criminal anthropologist G. Frank Lydston in 1896. Reading and measuring bodies with the appropriate apparatus for signs of criminality, unfitness, mental defectiveness, delinquency, feeblemindedness and more, educators and social
welfare specialists increasingly joined the eugenics chorus where "every judgment of abnormality presupposed a definition of what is normal."80 Normalcy had become a term of
81
enforcement in a somatic judicial system.

What Manner of Man is Here?82 Eugenics, Constitutionalism and
Lombroso's Continuators
Eugenics is not a panacea that will cure human ills; it is a rather dangerous
sword that may turn its edge against those who rely on its strength.
FRANZ BOAS,

1928.
At the heart of these efforts to establish standards of "normalcy" through increasingly
sophisticated measurement schemes was the pervasive anxiety at the turn of the century to
link problems in society with the weaknesses of individuals—and in turn to identify the
weaknesses of individuals with their somatic makeup.83 Firm in the belief that heredity
was a primary factor in determining human betterment, eugenics emerged as the perfect
biological theory of society in an era that was rapidly accepting notions of scientific management and control. It was a multi-faceted, popular and scientific movement—promising an efficient panacea for a variety of social ills—that enjoyed a particularly robust life in
the United States during the first three decades of the twentieth century and that contin84
ued in one form or another for years after that.
Within its many strains—for to be a eugenicist meant a variety of things to a myriad
of individuals85 —constitutionalism, with its longstanding holistic ideas about human con104
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stitution, body typing schemes, temperament and the hereditary predisposition to disease,
revived to play a significant role in further elaborating notions of wholeness and normality
through a blend of anthropometrics, genetics, endocrinology, physiology and psychol86
ogy. Unique to this phase of American constitutionalism was the high academic status of
many of its proponents and the extensive nature of the Carnegie and Rockefeller Foundations' investments, which added luster as well as substantial financial backing to the
movement's goals. Ardent constitutionalists such as Earnest Hooton and William Sheldon
shared the desire of a number of influential academics and physicians to restore individual
and social order and balance at a variety of levels as well as a deep compulsion to explain
87
the phenomena of life through the body.
Firm continuators of the work of Lombroso and his students, Nicole Pende, Giacinto
Viola, Achille Di Giovanni, and Sante Naccarati, they were also influenced by Ernst
Kretschmer's Physique and Character, first published in Germany in 1921.88 Kretschmer's
ultimate aim was to organize whole populations into state-mandated programs in order to
improve German mating practices (a notion about which Sheldon no doubt approved
89
given his orthodox eugenicist views), but it was his careful delineation of three basic
body types, asthenic (lean, narrowly built, flat chest, low weight), athletic (wide shoulders,
superb chest, firm stomach and trunk, magnificent legs, and solid long head carried upright on a free neck), 90 and pyknic (rounded figure, soft broad face, compact fat belly,
rounded shoulders, short neck, and thin legs)—and their corresponding temperaments
that interested Sheldon the most.91 These types Kretschmer pointed out were no ideal
types—"only those characteristics which become strongly marked in the average values are
described as 'typical.'"92 Having classified body shapes, Kretschmer then went on to show
how manic-depressives were usually of the pyknic variety while schizophrenics were athletics or asthenics.93 In fact he was able to arrange his types in a gradual gradation from
psychoses to normality. There was much more—head shapes, skin textures and measures
of sexuality—as well as a series of categories of cycloid and schizoid temperaments—and
they became the most proximate raw material on which Sheldon would draw in his own
work. Yet, while impressed with Kretschmer's insight and observant eye when he visited
him for the first time in Germany in 1919, he was less impressed with his tools of quanti94
fication and his use of "types." Sheldon wanted to find a way to quantify the fundamental components that made up each physique, to penetrate beneath surface variations and
discover a basic body structure or somatotype that endured through time.
The work of F. W. Benecke, a German pathological anatomist at Marburg in the 1870s
and 1880s, was of particular interest for Benecke had expressed a new viewpoint in constitutional studies by measuring internal organs and their variations in size as a way to organize two somatic "types," somewhat similar to Kretschmer's asthenics and pyknics.95
Benecke's work was taken up by Di Giovanni at the Padua school of criminal anthropology, and in turn advanced by Viola and Pende. Viola believed this early work to be as
important to medicine as the discoveries of Pasteur and critical to emphasizing man as a
complete psychosomatic being.96 He set to work to develop a morphological index by
measuring the trunk of the body and comparing it with the length of the limbs, and one of
his pupils, Sante Naccarati, continued his efforts at Columbia University in 1920, calculating the morphological indices of several groups of students and correlating his data with
mental traits.97
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The work of Naccarati and Viola as well as Kretschmer lay the foundation for Sheldon's
doctoral dissertation at the University of Chicago, completed in 1925 under the supervision of psychologist L. L. Thurstone. Here he attempted to classify the pictures of 4000
white male students (with European backgrounds) according to Kretschmer's three types
and, failing that, began to probe beneath the body's surface for a sense of the origins of
different body types within the inner (endoderm), middle (mesoderm) and outer (ectoderm)
layers of the embryo.98 Thus the basis of his classification of ectomorphs, mesomorphs
and endomorphs was begun. It was to be his lifelong task to refine the actual techniques
that would disclose a morphogenotype, or fundamentally enduring somatotype to which
temperaments could be meaningfully attached.
It was a task, however, which would be made particularly difficult by Sheldon's own
personality and professional problems that led to so blight his reputation that there is no
comprehensive biography of his life, or even an extensive biographical essay.99 While a
tireless worker, he evidently did not care for the idea of working for others or even working
in a profession. He never bothered to become licensed to practice medicine, never became
100
a full-time academic, and largely rejected publishing his work in scientific journals.
Institutionally he was a marginal man, doggedly independent, modest to the extreme in
101
his living habits. In his personal life he had several failed marriages. He was by all
102
accounts a difficult character; "an awkward cuss," stated Tanner, "who made enemies
with the practiced ease of the true paranoid."103

William H.Sheldon: "A Forgotten Giant" or Better Forgotten?104
Born in 1898, William Herbert Sheldon grew up on a farm in Warwick, Rhode
Island, and was inordinately proud of his parent's New England ancestry, including his
105
supposed relation to William James whom he claimed as godfather. From his father he
developed a passionate interest in the outdoors and became a keen ornithologist and marksman as well as a collector and taxonomist of early copper American cents (about which he
would later publish two fine collector's books). Educated at local schools, he attended
Brown University in 1915, but with America's entrance into World War I he was commissioned as a second lieutenant in a machine gun company and demobilized in Europe four
years later. With his degree in hand, awarded in absentia from Brown, he worked as an oil
field scout, a wolf hunter in New Mexico and a high school teacher before earning a
master's degree at the University of Colorado and a Ph.D. in psychology from the University of Chicago in 1925. While at Chicago he continued his research with Naccarati who
was still at Columbia—a promising partnership cut short by the premature death of his
colleague in a car accident in Italy in 1929. He also married for the first time but was soon
106
divorced.
Sheldon next decided to enroll in medical school as a way to advance his morphological studies and after completing an internship won a fellowship from the National Council
on Religion in Higher Education to visit psychiatrists Kretschmer, Freud, Jung and Adler
in Europe and interest them in his body typologies. A grant from Leonard and Dorothy
Elmhirst who set up the Dartington Trust allowed him to spend time in England at
Dartington Hall, a literary retreat, art colony and general haunt of coterie culture in the
1930s, where he met and befriended Aldous Huxley, Gerald Heard, Christopher and
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Margaret Isherwood, and a group of Cambridge intellectuals as well as drafted his first
107
book, Psychology and the Promethean Will. "I am writing a book that is myself," he wrote
to Dorothy Elmhirst. "The other (a discarded manuscript) would have got me a professorship, but this will get me into heaven. It is a Dartington book!"108
Sheldon's friendship with Aldous Huxley at Dartington proved to be particularly
significant for Huxley quickly grasped the basics of Sheldon's body classifications and used
them to effect in many of his writings.109 Huxley, in fact, wrote an essay directly on Sheldon's
work, which appeared in the November issue of Harper's Magazine in 1944.110 After all,
said Huxley, "what writer in his senses would think of associating the character of Pickwick
with the body of Scrooge."111 His personal identification with Sheldon's typologies deeply
affected him. Writing to a friend in 1945 he confided:
I remain sadly aware that I am not a born novelist. . . . To put the matter
physiologically, I am the wrong shape for a storyteller and sympathetic delineator of character with a broad social canvas. The fertile inventors and narrators
and genre painters have all been rather burly, genial fellows. Scott looked like a
farmer. Balzac and Dumas were florid to the point of fatness. Dickens was
athletic. . . . Tolstoy an intellectual moujik. Dostoevsky was physically tough
enough to come through imprisonment in Siberia, Conan Doyle was a barrel,
Wells is a tub. Dear old Arnold Bennett was a chamber pot on spindly legs and
Marcel Proust was the wreck of congenital sleekness. So what chance has an
emaciated fellow on stilts? And of course this is no joke. There is a real correlation between shape and mind. 1 1 2

In later life, Sheldon was to admit that Huxley was one of the very few people who really
understood what he was getting at. Certainly Huxley shared his reactionary beliefs and
passions. His patrician social background and hybrid literary and scientific interests made
113
him the ideal defender of Sheldon's take on hereditarianism and reactionary thought.
Upon his return from Dartington Hall, Sheldon lectured in religion and psychology
at the University of Chicago and began to seek cooperation with physical education departments at the University of Chicago, Oberlin College, the University of Wisconsin and
other institutions to collect somatotype photographs as extensions of their posture programs.114 It was at this time that a romantic affair soured, and he was apparently censured
for sending a threatening letter to the woman's new husband.115 The story of this misguided action is repeated at length in Lindsay Carter and Barbara Honeyman Heath's
1990 Somatotyping textbook as a major reason for Sheldon's future failures to obtain
formal academic posts, though others reported on his mental instability and personal
difficulties with other people.116 In turn, Sheldon's associates have suggested that Barbara
Honeyman Heath, who was one of his assistants during the 1950s, was likely influenced
by her own disappointing romance with him and subsequent professional disagreements
117
over her accusations that he altered photographs in The Atlas of Men.
Sheldon did indeed lack permanent academic positions, but he created numerous
opportunities to carry on his work and found a number of supporters to fund it. Between
1938 and 1940 he moved to Harvard University to collaborate with Smith S. Stevens, an
experimental psychologist in the psycho-acoustic laboratory, and together they worked on
the rationale of his somatotyping method detailed in The Varieties of Human Physique: An
Introduction to Constitutional Psychology (1940). He dedicated this study to his Harvard
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anthropologist supporter, Earnest Hooton, "whose studies in physical anthropology have
vitalized constitutional research," though again, as Heath points out, even with as close
and well established a collaborator as Hooton, a number of controversies were beginning
118
to develop around various aspects of Sheldon's methodology. While in Cambridge
Sheldon also met Emil Hard, Director of the Hayden Goodwill Inn School, a residential
and vocational training center for delinquent boys, and was invited to move in and study
the relationship between physique and temperament of some of the residents. Here he
worked closely with Roland Elderkin, a seminary student he had known from Chicago
who became his life-long supporter and who carried out and documented much of his
casework at the Inn.119
In 1942, having worn thin his welcome at Harvard, Sheldon joined the Air Force as a
major in the medical corps and found the opportunity to set up a somatotype project in
120
Texas to predict the flying success of pilots. While in service he apparently contracted
Hodgkin's disease and was retired from the Air Force on a disability pension—allowing
him, he said later, the freedom from having to seek academic job security. Once recovered
sufficiently to attend to his somatotyping projects he began another short-lived marriage
and returned to complete his study of delinquent boys at the Hayden Goodwill Inn. The
following year he was invited by one of Hooton's former students, C. Wesley Dupertuis,
to become the Director of the Constitution Clinic at Columbia University Medical Cen121
ter in New York. (Dupertuis had been involved in the measuring of 4000 people at the
Chicago World Fair and 10,000 men in a racial study of Ireland for Hooton's Anthropology Department at Harvard.) 122 Since it was an unpaid position, Sheldon was obliged to
seek financial support from Eugene McDermott, Texas oilman and future president and
co-founder of Texas Instruments who showed a particular interest in his eugenicist views
and work on physique and temperament and created the Biological Humanics Foundation to assist him.
It was at the Constitution Laboratory that Barbara Honeyman123 began her working
association with Sheldon. Honeyman was a research secretary in the psychiatric laboratory
at Portland until she moved to New York to position herself as "executive secretary" in the
Constitution Laboratory, working closely with Sheldon and his projects. Expecting to
become a co-author of Sheldon's forthcoming Atlas of Men as well as a proposed companion, Atlas of Women, Honeyman was involved in photographing and measuring thousands
of women in mental institutions and in numerous departments of physical education. She
claims to have studied and rated 12,000 somatotype photographs but to have left the
Laboratory when asked to "doctor" the data and pictures for Sheldon's forthcoming books.
In spite of her disapproval of his data manipulation, she returned to Portland in 1951
to assist Sheldon on a major project to study relations between physique and disease at
University of Oregon's Medical School. The study was supported by a five-year $100,000
Rockefeller Foundation grant, though even the Rockefeller administrators expressed doubts
about how to deal with Sheldon's lone wolf status and lack of interest in administrative
matters. They were also concerned about Barbara Honeyman's involvement in light of her
reputation in Oregon as "being difficult to get along with."124 In some respects Sheldon's
ideas were still being well received—especially by empiricists who believed that it was
possible to separate the observations and measurements inherent in somatotyping from
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the originator and his ideologies.125 In June of that same year, Life Magazine published an
enthusiastic article on aspects of his work entitled "What Manner of Morph Are You?" by
Robert Coughlan. "On the basis of his work so far, Dr. Sheldon has shown what Hippocrates
tried to do 2,500 years ago; he has shown that character and physique are closely related
and that the first, like the second is to a considerable extent, a product of heredity." "If
Sheldon is right," Coughlan opined, "his theory may well prove to be as important a tool
for the understanding of human behavior as were the discoveries made by Freud." However, he continued, "whatever their merits, Sheldon's theories are not likely to be popular,
and they are especially not likely to be popular in this country. Americans like to believe
that anybody can do anything. . . . [T]he Sheldon thesis may strike many people as fatalis126
tic and downright undemocratic."
It did. Criticism of his work was mounting, and interest in constitutional medicine
and holism was declining. After World War II, the sense of crisis over the ills of modern
society that had fostered both cognitive and cultural holism slowly dissipated—to be reborn later in one guise as psychosomatic medicine. Enthusiasm for accurate biotyping
techniques that peaked during the 1940s was also waning, eclipsed by a marked increase in
127
interest in psychiatry. By 1953, the Constitution Laboratory had lost its funding and
space in the Columbia Medical Center and two years later Sheldon was asked to leave in
light of the controversial racist, chauvinistic and extreme eugenicist views he articulated in
Varieties of Delinquent Youth (1949) and Atlas of Men (1954).128 Even his most ardent
supporters admitted that Varieties of Delinquent Youth was not Sheldon at his best. His
increasingly strident eugenic rantings in the years following World War II and the tragic
lessons of the Holocaust served to intensify the political and moral objections to his research within the medical and scientific community, and in some respects closed off later
discussions of the underpinnings and ramifications of constitutional medicine and hereditarian thought upon the study of the body and within anthropometry.129 From having
been arguably America's king of the constitutionalists in the 1940s and 1950s Sheldon
became marked as the individual who contributed the most to the field's decline. And it
was the orthodox eugenicism underpinning his body classification system—the delegation of reproduction and childrearing responsibilities to the best and the brightest, the
establishment of a world-wide police force of English-speaking people, and the founding
130
of a religion devoted to serving the biological future—that brought the loudest criticism.
He continued his work informally, while working out of the New York apartment of
Dorothy Iselin Paschal and returned to Oregon for some time each year until the project
grant expired. When Paschal moved to a house in Cambridge in 1966 it was just a few
doors from where William James had once lived. There she made space for Sheldon and
his materials and supported his work until his death in 1977 at the age of 78.131

Physique Is Destiny: Sheldon and His Somatotyping Project
A somatotype is derived from an average of tendencies, and intended as a kind
of identification tag, a reflection of the orderly continuum of nature. It gives a
person a house or place in a well-standardized taxonomy, which is comprehensive, basic and operational. 132
WILLIAM H. SHELDON
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William Sheldon's primary contribution to constitutionalism was through the development of somatotyping techniques, and it was hailed as a striking advance over previous
systems of classification.133 He introduced his concept of the somatotype in Varieties of
Human Physique in 1940 by providing a three-dimensional system for describing the human physique with an analogous scheme for the description and classification of the temperament.134 Unlike previous systems that classified a total physique as belonging to a
certain type, he expressed his system through a three-number rating of the amount of
fatness and sphericity (endomorphy), muscularity (mesomorphy) and ectomorphy (slenderness and linearity) in a single person's physique—always in the same order. To get these
ratings he manipulated 17 anthropometric measurements taken from specially posed nude
photographs. Within each component there was a ranking of 1 (little) to 7 (a lot) and
when all three components were added together the sum of the scores had to be between 9
135
and 12. 7-1-1, for example, represented the most extreme endomorph and the somatotype of 4-4-4 fell at the midpoint of the scale with respect to all three primary components.136 In Varieties of Human Temperament (1942) ,137 Sheldon went on to correlate each
of the three primary physical components with a set of personality traits, and in Varieties of
Delinquent Youth his analysis of juvenile offenders encouraged the positing of further relationships among body shape, personality and mental illness.138
Constitutional psychology, he proposed, was a precise reversal of the Freudian method,
since the body—or more precisely a standardized photo of it—was always the starting
point to understand how behavior was a function of structure. For Sheldon, temperament
was somatotype in action, "the level of personality just above physiological function and
below acquired attitudes and beliefs."139 From observations of several large groups of subjects he isolated twenty traits for each of his three basic somatic components and arranged
them on a Scale of Temperaments, which spelled out expected behaviors for each body
type. A type with an endomorphic temperament was called viscerotonic—he was a sociable person, predisposed to eat, and to seek comfort and affection. The mesomorphic
temper was somotomic, found in a courageous, active and dynamic person seeking power
and dominance, and loving exercise and competition. An ectomorph was cerebrotonic,
introverted, inhibited, full of functional complaints, sensitive and sometimes brainy, but
140
generally disliking exercise or physical comfort. Most significant of all, however, Sheldon
claimed that the physique components were genetic and thus remained unwaveringly
determinants of character, regardless of growth and development. In other words, framed
within his morphogenotypes, "physique was destiny."141
The mechanics and illustrations of Sheldon's somatotyping were laid out most fully
in the Atlas of Men (1954) that contained over 1,175 carefully posed photographs of nearly
nude (white Caucasian) men, viewed from the back, front and side. It was from these
images and descriptions of the 88 somatotype groups he selected, which Sheldon hoped to
make his system available for general use, to allow each individual to "identify the music of
142
his own particular dance of life." And it was from descriptions of each of the somatotype groups that one can see how the athletic body, the mesomorph, emerges as the most
heroic, the biologically superior type. Highest ranked among Sheldon's taxonomy of
mesomorphs was the somatotype 1-7-2 ; "the 1-7-2, with long-limbed freedom of action,
often with tall stature, with rugged power at its maximum and with fast agility, presents
something like an incarnation of a heroic ideal."143
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With the description of the 1-7-2s, as with most of his other somatotype groups,
Sheldon appended a discussion of athletic potential. He pointed out that the 1-7-2, though
mighty, was also vulnerable—the lack of endomorphy presenting a serious handicap to
championship athletic performance. The 2-7-2s and 3-7-2s were a better bet—they included most of the stalwart and mighty athletes who became famous playing games requiring body contact. Jack Dempsey, Lou Gehrig and Jim Thorpe were 2-7-2s. 3-7-2 was
the prototype of the professional fullback, and 4-7-1 the professional football man of the
line guard, tackle or center. Joe Louis was another perfect 3-7-2 with the speed of the big
cat and the bulk of the bear.
Once a five or more was reached in the endomorphic category, Sheldon's language
darkened:
The 5-2-3 whether in bathing suit or military uniform seems at first glance
exactly what he is. Either his arms hang like useless flippers or he is knockkneed with the lower legs too long for the thighs, or he has a weak face suspended on a long neck or his waist is much too high and his belly too
plump. . . . [T]he total impression is that of a somewhat pneumatic muscular
incompetence. 1 4 4

7-1-2s were bags of jell-o; 7-2-2s were toothless whales who have invaded female territory.
7-4-1s were hippopotami that "lay in the water on a hot day at Coney Island when the

Dodgers were playing away" and "when found in a mental hospital [were] likely to turn
145
out to be the very life of the place."
Similarly, ectomorphic weaklings received faint praise for their lack of athletic abilities. The 1-2-7s and 1-3-6s (who, he claimed, were most likely found in mental hospitals)
sometimes get involved in athletic ambitions leading to serious frustrations. The 3-3-4 was
"unremarkable, pale, frail and pinched. Sometimes they try to be athletes or regular fellows
and lose their youth in a hopeless pursuit of muscle culture. . . . [A] generous proportion
break down mentally." The 3-3-5s avoided the beaches and had a posture that "seldom
pleases the physical educators." The 4-1-5 was one of the weakest somatotypes. He escapes
entirely the danger of athletic and pugilistic ambitions. In fact this somatotype, said Sheldon,
gets along better as a female, for women who are 4-1-5s are inclined to have weak backs,
146
and they do not enjoy playing golf with their husbands.
Sheldon's primary intention, of course, was not to correlate size and shape with predictions of athletic performance but to explore the unchangeable link between body and
temperament and provide visual evidence of normality and deviance. However, modifications of his classification schemes of the human physique have become increasingly used,
in one form or another, to associate the characteristics of physique with success in sport
147
and other kinds of physical performance. Anthropometrical measurements of growing
children, long used to monitor normal and abnormal patterns of growth and development, have been extended to the close study of athletes' morphological characteristics and
their chances of success in various sports and physical endeavors. "Increasingly," note
Carter and Heath in their "bible" of somatotyping, "anthropologists, human biologists,
physical educators, sport scientists, and behavioral and social scientists use somatotyping
in their search for further understanding of the variation in human physique."148 To be
sure Sheldon's actual somatotypes and techniques have been virtually abandoned as rigid
and immutable and have been largely stripped of their putative temperamental and psySpring 2002
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chiatric associations, but his popular classifications of endomorph, ectomorph and
mesomorph149 have become a part of every health and physical educator's vocabulary, and
it is not at all clear whether the mental furnishings and ideological commitments which
accompanied his extensive work on physique and temperament has been totally left be150
In his system, the many bodies Sheldon studied clustered around hierarchies
hind.
ranging from "bad" to "good" (depending on their distance from the center [norm] or the
poles of his "somatoplot" scheme), and the equations he drew between body features and
151
proportions, and temperament and intellect, became prescriptions for whole populations.

Sheldon and the Physical Educators
Just as we can purchase ten dollar suits or hundred dollar suits, so some of us
inherit ten dollar organs and others hundred dollar organs.

CHARLES MCCLOY, "Forgotten Objectives of Physical Education"152

More recently, physical educators have revived the ancient study of
anthropometry . . . to assist in the important health and physical guidance
work in schools and social agencies.

THOMAS CURETON, Springfield College Studies153
Physical educators, who quite naturally had a professional interest in body physique
and body measurement, were among the most active and cooperative of Sheldon's supporters, and many were closely associated with somatotype research and the evolution of
the somatotype method. Many were eugenicists, for eugenics teaching was widespread at
college campuses in biology, physical anthropology, health and hygiene courses and in
154
schools in hygiene and physical education classes. And in many respects, eugenics capitalized on the appeal of science to attract educated professionals to its ranks and physical
155
educators were no different. Part of Sheldon's time at Columbia University, for example, was funded by commissioned work from numerous physical education departments in colleges and universities. "Physical educators were the best ones to work with,"
said Barbara Honeyman Heath many years later. "They don't squabble among themselves,
they're interested in human physique, and they know that there are bodies under those
156
clothes."
In their extensive summation of somatotyping studies stemming from Sheldon's work,
Carter and Heath show how many prominent physical educators used somatotyping as an
important component of their research. At Springfield College, Peter Karpovich, one of
the founders of the American College of Sports Medicine, Harrison Clarke (later Research
Professor at the University of Oregon) and Thomas Cureton (later at the University of
Illinois) all used body typing and somatotyping in their research. Cureton published an
early and much cited article in Research Quarterly related to body build and athletic perfor157
mance. He later pointed out that "there should be no keener body build judges than the
professional men and women in physical education because human flesh is more valuable
than horse flesh and a remarkable amount of useful guidance is possible based upon a
158
careful (somatotype) appraisal by an expert." Indeed, Sheldon's recent studies "summarize in vivid fashion the enormous possibilities for differential education adapted to the
varieties of human physique . . . physical educators should be among the first. . . to make
widespread application of the facts and implications of modern morphology and the
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somatotyping procedures."159 In his 1945 textbook, The Application of Measurement to
Health and Physical Education, Harrison Clarke devoted five pages to Sheldon and somatotypes, suggesting that "the future of measurement in physical education will undoubtedly be identified closely with body typing . . . and such typing should more and more
become the basis of norms for almost every kind of physical fitness test."160 Furthermore,
he concluded, studies showing the relationship of physical constitution to psychological
manifestations indicate that this is a rich area of future study. Karl Wilgoose at Boston
University, Charles McCloy and Frank Sills at the University of Iowa161 as well as Frederick
Rand Rogers were among the many other leading physical education supporters of
162
somatotyping projects around mid century.
In both his public and private utterances, say Carter and Heath, Sheldon expressed
special appreciation for physical educators who readily provided him with much of his
photographic data for his extensive analyses. Taking his cue from the Berkeley longitudinal
growth study of Harold Jones and Harold Stolz, who had first used posture pictures of
physical education students in combination with anthropometric measurements, Sheldon
had persuaded departments of physical education in several Midwestern universities to
cooperate with him in providing nude posture pictures of incoming students, and he had
similar arrangements with East Coast Ivy League women's colleges from whom he obtained thousands of posture photos.163 The most famous set of men's posture photos came
from the Grant study at Harvard, begun in the 1940s to determine the relationship be164
tween masculinity (physically and behaviorally defined) and academic success. Hooton
and Sheldon were both involved in this project, and Sheldon capitalized on this phototaking ritual to add to his somatotyping database both at Harvard and across the country.
He thus relied upon the support of physical educators and empathized with an idealistic
view of their professional goals, which he saw as "serving the biological future."165 In a
proposed lecture sent to New Zealand physical educator Philip Smithells, who had visited
him at the Constitutional Laboratory in Columbia, Sheldon wrote:
The profession of physical education has always seemed to me to be the most
religious profession. Their faith is secure, and their worship serene, for they
have found the immortal Soul. The soul is the body. Nor do they need to argue
or preach about this. Rather they love to exercise it, to make it stalwart and
straight, to render it redolent of sweet sweat, in short to save it by mesomorphic
exhortation. Physical educators derive an ecstasy from seeing the soul stand
straight up. 1 6 6

Sheldon apparently believed that physical educators (like constitutionalists) shared
his determination to revitalize an appreciation of the "whole man" and the "normal man"
through elaborate, albeit reductionist body-typing schemes. Paradoxically, such schemes
were inevitably reductionist in that they concerned whole individuals but then divided
them into specific types—longs and shorts, endomorphs and ectomorphs, linears and
laterals, gall bladder types and ulcer types—all categorized on the basis of one predomi167
nant (and not necessarily flattering) set of characteristics.
Inherent in Sheldon's work was a virulent brand of extreme biological determinism
that must have been questioned by many of the physical educators he admired.168 If the
body was nature and outside of culture then his attachment to the past and static model of
the body was bound to stand uneasily beside more dynamic and functional models of the
Spring 2002
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body which had gained favor among physical educators since the late nineteenth century
with their work on strength development and physical efficiency.169 His belief that an
individual's constitution and its measure, the somatotype, was unchanging throughout
life and that physique was unmalleable—abstracted from time and context—would hardly
allow the work of the physical education profession much scope in physical development
and bodily renovation. Even within constitutionalism there were strains who strongly
170
objected to an over emphasis on heredity at the expense of environmental influences.
The permanence issue was acknowledged as a particular problem since physical educators
were in a good position to observe changes in somatotypes over time through the potential
effects of fitness and training. Their primary interest lay in the relationship between individual physical performance and somatotype (and its possible link to temperament), though
many of them were interested to see if they could discern athletic talent at an early age to
guide students in appropriate directions. This might delimit student options and motivations, but if the key to athletic ability could be associated with temperament then the
profession had plenty of scope to work with. "McCloy," said Heath "went about half way
with Sheldon. He could always think of a lot of things that were wrong with somatotypes
but he thought it was pretty interesting stuff."171
Other than his deterministic outlook, however, Sheldon's holistic views on the "whole"
man, the "normal" man suited a generalist profession which regarded its work as an interdisciplinary endeavor to encourage the use of muscle power as a way to generate brain
power. His somatotyping techniques (especially his later modifications with the trunk
index method which was an admission of sorts that somatotypes did in fact change over
time) offered them an innovative and powerful set of diagnostic tools to continue to scientifically address the relationships between physique and athletic performance begun decades earlier by leading physical educators such as Dudley Allen Sargent. That the days of
the generalist were numbered in light of the increasing role and importance of laboratory
science and the growth of specialization in the science of movement was a lesson the
broader physical education profession was about to learn from Franklin Henry in the
172
1960s, although when Glenn Olds, president of Springfield College, paid tribute to
former colleague Peter Karpovich in 1964, he reiterated how his college remained committed to the study and development of the whole man, body-mind-spirit, and the desire
to delve more deeply into "the mystery of man."173 (Fortunately, there was no mention of
the revelations within the physical education community that Karpovich was himself a bit
of a mystery—falsely claiming a medical degree from Russia and feuding so badly with
colleague Thomas Cureton that he was taken to court for fudging scientific data in order
to deliberately invalidate some of Cureton's key research.)174
It was in their enthusiasm for the anthropometrically measured "normal" body that
the greatest dangers lay, for it was anything but value free. Ancient physiognomic schemes
and modern ones, such as Sheldon's somatotyping, bred normalcy into ways of seeing,
evaluating and articulating the athletic potential of the body. Formulated in the context of
a race, class and gender stratified society, quantitatively defined ideal types or standards
have historically been both biased and oppressive.175 Once incorporated into height and
weight tables, charts and assessment techniques, professional entry requirements, fitness
and training regimes, and physical education textbooks, such standards can produce what
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Foucault calls "normalizing effects," shaping how generations of individuals understand
themselves, their bodies and their athletic potential.
Sheldon, of course, saw this as a benefit, not a danger. His hereditarian views focused
naturally upon physique as a determining factor not one of potential. He always wanted to
be an athlete. As a teenager in New England he had been strongly encouraged to become a
baseball player due to his promising throwing and batting talents though all his efforts had
gone unrewarded. In later years he declared that a knowledge of somatotyping would have
spared him the struggle and disappointment. It would have told him that he lacked the
mesomorphic build and corresponding personality to become a successful player. It would
have told him that baseball was not his game and freed him from the frustrations (Huxley
called it a criminal folly) of fighting his body with a false persona and false ambitions.
Pressed to become something other than what one was risked compromising one's sanity—for the borderland between normal and abnormal was reached rather quickly. As he
put it, "It is as suppressive to a young cerebrotonic to press him to join in the dance or in
the swim . . . as it is suppressive to a young somatotonic to make him sit still."176

Looking Downstream: The Consumption of Somatotyping
What is science? Culture, nature, a little bit of both.

THOMAS GIERYN

177

Nature turns out to be culture all along.

JUDITH BUTLER 178
So whose body is it that is to be the measure of all things?

DAVID HARVEY 179
"The somato type story has been lengthy, sometimes stormy, always interesting," states
D. F. Roberts,180 but the popularity of the "science" of somatotyping does not seem to have
suffered as a result of Rosenbaum's "exposé" of "The Great Ivy League Nude Posture
Photo Scandal," recounted in the 1995 New York Times Magazine. His report about stumbling upon thousands and thousands of nude photographs of the best and the brightest
from U.S. elite colleges suggested that the "cache" was actually part of a vast eugenic
experiment (or dating service) conducted by sinister anthropologists like Earnest Hooton
and William Sheldon who were but one step away from the Third Reich's plan for a master
race. These "discovered" posture photos, a routine report of all new students at Ivy League
and Seven Sisters Colleges (and many others) stretching as far back as the 1870s and
continuing well into the 1960s, were indeed some of the ones utilized by Sheldon in his
somatotyping experiments, but the underlying notion of critically examining student's
posture was neither "scandal or folly," "ritual or cottage industry"—all claimed by
Rosenbaum as the insubstantial basis of the posture movement. "What could have possessed so many elite institutions of higher education," he said, "to turn their student bodies
over to the practitioners of nude stick-pin somatotyping. . . to so dubious a science project
181
. . . to the emperors of scientific certainty who had no clothes?"
In their examination of modern posture history, David Yosifon and Peter N. Stearns
underscore the importance of posture in understanding the changing roles of discipline
182
and attitudes toward body and character in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century life.
From the 1870s on there was a stream of popular medical commentary giving advice to
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parents and teachers about the dangers of slouching and poor posture to health and reproduction, character and moral habits. To the intensive medical scrutiny of posture was
added the enthusiasm of a developing physical education profession who adopted posture
remediation and physical fitness as an important and multi-faceted plank of their work,
183
just as they would add somatotyping. After all, even if body build was largely inherited
or was difficult to change, posture certainly could be "normalized" through physical education.184 Physical educators introduced extensive posture programs into schools and colleges where they insisted on scrutinizing the postures of incoming students with posture
185
photos and detailed measurements. For the usual reasons, girls and women were seen as
in particular need of posture remediation, although excellent posture in men was also
deemed rare.186 At Wellesley, shadowgraphs, schematographs and posture tracing were
used to "carry to the mind of the student what posture means." "Experience," it was said,
"teaches us to expect enthusiasm for living, initiative, self-confidence, and self-respect
from a person with an early erect posture."187 No mere frill or fancy, the posture movement not only advanced the interests of the physical education profession, it expressed "a
need to impose discipline against key (problematic) currents in modern society," (including serving as a racial and social marker), and a desire to read posture as an index of
civilization, and window to the soul.188 "Attractive and efficient posture," said Cureton,
"has long been associated with desirable personality traits."189
This was, of course, the aim Sheldon held for somatotyping. In reaction to what he
viewed as the "excesses" of the modern industrial world he looked back with a neo-romantic cast to a simpler world with a focus on character building, beauty, virtue, symmetry and
order. In Psychology and the Promethean Will he mourned the desouling of modern man
and the decoupling of the body from nature. His goal was to reinstate the primacy of the
biological organism and its essentially traditional heroic values—those he imagined held
sway in ancient patriarchal Greece.190 "To save the somatotype was to preserve a universe
of traditional, social, moral and intellectual assumptions under attack by Freudian psychology and modernism generally."191 But to promote it required science—an empiricist,
progressive methodology worked out in the twentieth-century laboratory. By most standards he failed at both. Yet as Thomas Gieryn points out, if we look at science from a
different vantage—not upstream at the facts (or falsities) in their making, but downstream
in their consumption then we can see how "science gets stretched and pulled, pinched and
tucked as its epistemic authority is reproduced [or challenged] time and again in a diverse
array of settings." What science becomes, the shape it assumes, the landmarks that give it
meaning depend on the exigencies of the moment and representations of science come to
have "less to do with the cultural realities they supposedly depict and more to do with the
cultural realities they sustain."192
One of the things that bothered Sheldon most was that his work was too often treated,
and condemned, only as "science" and by scientists. Confronted with complex measurement difficulties he refused to confine himself to a static measure of the phenotype. Doing
so, he said, "meant exacting the price of life itself for the sake of inflexible metric objectiv193
ity." Though he spent most of his working life developing and defending his measurement techniques linking physique and temperament, he was scornful of the narrow vision
of academics seeing himself as a public intellectual more in tune with artists and writers
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such as Huxley.194 When Gardner Lindzey gave a presidential address to a section of the
American Psychological Association in 1964, he noted that "in his research and writing,
Sheldon is much more the sensitive naturalist, observer, and categorizer, and much less the
hard, quantitative and objective scientist than would be optimal to assure a good press
195
from our colleagues." And of course Sheldon's scientific objectivity did not get a good
press for as Hilary Rose points out, "Science is one of the few cultural activities where the
practitioners have always sought (indeed rather successfully) to stay in charge of the story
196
about science." In a savage indictment of Sheldon's techniques in 1957, Lloyd Humphries
claimed, as others had before, that his types had originated in the armchair; that his analyses were statistically naïve; that his correlations had inadequate controls; and that his claims
"should be thrown out of court for lack of evidence."197 Lindzey's purpose, however, was
to rescue the study of body and behavior for psychology by disassociating Sheldon's irreverent behavior and toxic beliefs from what he saw as a legitimate object of study and a very
useful set of somatotyping tools—even while accepting the major design and inference
shortcomings of his results.198 Surely, he said, we cannot deny that behavior is directly
linked to some degree by the physical person.
Whether or not he was convincing at the time in his effort to separate Sheldon's
system from its value-base, (and Sheldon's career was certainly an illustration of the ways
in which personal and social needs can attempt to appropriate the prestige and data of
science to their own purposes), somatotyping, in one guise or another, continued to have
enthusiastic supporters where constitutional medicine, physical education and sport science were concerned. In particular, British physician James Tanner, who first became interested in somatotyping while doing graduate work at Johns Hopkins, published an enthusiastic article on "Somatotypes and Medicine" in The Lancet in 1949 promoting Sheldon's
"brilliant" body classifications as the most flexible, accurate and comprehensive yet.199 He
followed this up with another two years later where he simply "tidied up Sheldon's photographic technique" to demonstrate relations between physical build and temperament—
200
in this case, to assess the degree of femininity of build in the male. In addition to
Tanner's work, which would grow in the U.K. into a series of seminal studies on children's
growth patterns,201 Richard Parnell built upon Sheldon's system in Behavior and Physique (1958) in his position as research physician for the constitutional aspects of psychiatric medicine at Oxford.202 He too was particularly interested in encouraging physical educators to use somatotyping to study healthy performance and to channel students into a
realistic understanding of their athletic potential and limitations, believing as had Sheldon
203
in the permanency of somatotypes.
In 1996, Rodney Rempel pointed out that with modifications by Parnell in the late
1950s and by Heath and Carter in 1967, the somatotype has continued to be the best
204
single quantifier of total body shape. Carter and Heath in their 1990 textbook claimed
that their modifications finally corrected the problems inherent in the Sheldon system,
separated evidence from opinion and smoothed the path for future investigations.205 Carter,
who has played a significant role in advancing the study of somatotyping in sport science
for over half a century, documents literally hundreds of somatotype studies that have been
undertaken around the world, and the scientific subdiscipline of kinanthropometry encouraging studies of growth and somatotyping has a large following. In the
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kinanthropometry laboratory manual, developed in 2001 as a key resource for lecturers
and students of anthropometry and accredited by the International Society for the Advancement of Kinanthropometry (ISAK), somatotyping has a substantial chapter with a
passing reference to Sheldon and a larger nod to the past "more acceptable" contributions
of Kretschmer and Viola.206 It is only when we get to the chapter on "Anthropometry and
Body Image" that we are re-introduced to Sheldon's associations between body shape and
behavior and alerted to studies showing that "men prefer women with symmetrical breasts,"
207
and that symmetrical racehorses run faster, as do less lopsided athletes.
To be sure, Sheldon's attributions of behavior from body shape are largely discounted
in the manual as "pseudo-science, social stereotyping and self-fulfilling prophecies,"208 but
a whole subdiscipline or series of subdisciplines, has arisen around the study of body image, ideal body shape, and body dysmorphic behavior, including how to use new technologies to change your body shape and form at will—a possibility Sheldon would have
strenuously denied.209 In the workbook manual you are encouraged to succumb to an
anthropometry of desire by studying the measurements of beautiful female bodies and
ideal male bodies. You can then compare your own somatotype against Michelangelo's
David (1-7.5-2), Titian's Adam (1.5-6.5-1), successful basketball players (2.4-4.4-3.7), power
lifters (2.7-7.9-0.6) male shop mannequins (2.5-4.7-3.5), Barbie and Ken dolls, and female
supermodels and plot yourself on the somatoplot—locating your position in Sheldon's
spherical palace of bodies and seeing how you measure up to the ideal and the norm.
Downstream, however, that location is no longer seen as immutable in a world where
radical transformations of body forms are increasingly realizable through diet and exercise,
210
training, drugs, cosmetic surgery and gene manipulation. Genetic engineering, for example, is simply a prosthesis for older techniques of selective breeding and eugenics, for it
(and other technical processes) "plays off the openness of the human to modes of engineering and technogenesis."211 Elite athletes no longer accept their given body but strive to
attain the specific body shape, size and composition required for peak performance. Anorexic
male ski jumpers are starving and drugging themselves to win medals, for with new techniques, he who weighs least, flies furthest.212 Adolescents in increasing numbers are turning to anabolic steroids for athletic performance and perfect bodies.213 Cosmetic surgery
plays a lucrative role in reconstructing or making over female and aging bodies especially,
or even for a complete reassignment of gender.214 In football bigger is better, and huge
players are now the norm. Overweight high school boys, once deemed fat are the mainstay
of any good football program. Three hundred-pound linemen—once considered freaks—
are the norm in the NFL and use excessive diets, weight training and drugs to become "ten
feet tall and bulletproof."215 Bodybuilders have learned to develop degrees of mesomorphy
that far exceed Sheldon's top value of 7. In Muscle: Confessions of an Unlikely Body Builder,
Sam Fussell documents his determined path from ectomorph to mesomorph with the aid
216
of diet, drugs, cosmetic surgery and obsessive dedication to the weight room. "To a
committed bodybuilder," says Lesley Heywood, "the gym is the world of gods and heroes,
goddesses larger than life, a place of incantations where our bodies inflate and we . . . walk
about transformed."217 It is a struggle for self-improvement, image, success, power—an
apotheosis of the American fascination with individual empowerment and sovereignty.
And that sense of possibility may best be expressed by Arnold Schwarzenegger whose
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body, a walking billboard of invulnerability, was constructed (in his own view) to stand for
his ability to fill up the space of the world.218 Indeed, his body makes Sheldon's perfect
somatotype—a god-like 1-7-2 "displaying the legendary masculine ideal of nearly all combative and dominating peoples," look like a mere echo from an anorexic past.
By extending their "selves" into the world through the medium of muscle, bodybuilders put agency and risk-taking on public display as reflections of a contemporary way of
being. Choosing our own body form, re-molding our physical structures, however difficult or partial, may seem like empowerment and self-actualization in relation to the deterministic outlook and aggressive anti-modernism of Sheldon and his genetically fixed somatotypes. But the technologies of change have brought a whole new series of risks,
pathologies and desires often running in the opposite direction to the tide of probability—a serious and growing problem for physical educators confronted with such realities.219 Individuals do not escape the pressures to conform to the dominant cultural imperatives that have laid the foundations of normalcy—slenderness, muscularity, symmetry,
classical beauty—hence the requirements of body modification to a fairly narrow range of
acceptable body shapes and sizes have turned the body into a battleground with a regime
220
of constant adjustment, despite societies' claims exalting the virtues of diversity. Though
Sheldonism is dead, physique may still be destiny as new forms of self and body government are demanded in what Gilles Deleuze has identified as contemporary "societies of
control."221 New technologies of body transformation are not so much a script for freedom but for subjection to the demand that active citizens engage in the constant work of
adjusting and sculpting their somatic forms in response to the changing requirements of
222
the practices of their mode of everyday life. Biotechnical configurations work by demanding that the body conforms to their logics, logics that are frequently equivocal, painful, alien or confronting for the embodied subjects enrolled in them.223 One can see, says
Nikolas Rose, the logic of normalization giving way to the logic of continual adjustment
and limitless correction—a harsh destiny indeed for the physical self.224
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