TIBETAN BUDDHISM / CONSTITUTIONAL THEORY

The Sixteen Body Archetypes and
Energetic Compatibility

Constitutional differentiation, male—female complementarity, and their
application in Tibetan tantric practice

I. Constitutional Differentiation in Tibetan

Thought

Tibetan medical and tantric traditions understand human embodiment as an expression of
interdependent physical, energetic, and mental processes. Individual constitution reflects the
interaction of inherited conditions, elemental tendencies, and karmic predispositions. These
contribute to an individual's characteristic manner of sustaining activity, responding to

stimulation, adapting to change, and maintaining equilibrium.

In the present investigation, body type denotes a characteristic organization of embodied
constitutional tendencies, not a category determined by external bodily appearance. The concern
is with the functioning and interaction of different dispositions rather than the inference of
psychological characteristics from physical morphology.

The Four Tantras (rGyud bzhi) and Desi Sangye Gyatso's Blue Beryl (Vaidurya sngon po) describe
seven principal constitutions (rang bzhin) arising through the predominance and combinations

of wind (rlung), bile (mkhris pa), and phlegm (bad kan).

Wind is associated with movement, respiration, sensory activity, and mental functioning. Bile
governs heat, digestion, and transformation. Phlegm provides cohesion, stability, and the
maintenance of bodily substance. Three constitutions exhibit the predominance of a single

principle, three combine two, and one incorporates all three.

The three nyes pa are related to the five elements ('byung ba Inga) but do not constitute an inter-
changeable classification. In a common medical explanation, Wind is associated principally with
wind and space, Bile with fire, and Phlegm with earth and water. The five elements provide the
broader theoretical foundation from which the three medical principles derive their

characteristic qualities.

The distinction is important for the present analysis. Whereas the three nyes pa organize the

principal medical constitutions, the five elements provide a more differentiated vocabulary for
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considering constitutional tendencies. Their application to the sixteen archetypes is interpretive;
the sixteenfold scheme is not derived directly from the seven medical constitutions.

More elaborate bodily classifications also occur elsewhere in Tibetan literature. Gendiin
Chophel's Treatise on Passion, drawing upon earlier Indian sources, identifies four principal male
types—Rabbit, Stag, Bull, and Horse—and four female types—Lotus, Painting, Conch, and
Elephant. Each principal type may be subdivided into four, yielding sixteen male and sixteen

female variations.

The Rabbit is described as moderately built, agreeable, and measured in conduct; the Stag as
broad-shouldered, alert, active, and sociable. These descriptions combine multiple

characteristics, while their subdivisions accommodate variation within a dominant category.

A more specifically tantric classification occurs in the fourteenth-century Ddkki's Path and
Fruit, preserved within the Seminal Heart of the Dakini (mKha' 'gro snying thig). The text dis-
tinguishes eight classes of suitable female consorts and nine unsuitable classes. Kali Nyima Cape's
analysis identifies 352 descriptive variables encompassing bodily morphology, complexion,
speech, conduct, mental disposition, and spiritual characteristics. Its division into outer, inner,

and secret signs reflects an assessment extending beyond physical appearance.

These historical classifications differ in their organization and purposes. Their relevance here lies
in demonstrating the use of differentiated and composite classifications in Tibetan medical and
tantric thought. Their physiognomic assumptions are not adopted as a theory connecting

external appearance to psychological disposition.

The sixteen archetypes examined below employ the broader principle of constitutional
differentiation within a proposed arrangement of eight male and eight female types. Their
particular designations and elemental correspondences constitute an interpretive synthesis rather
than an identified canonical Tibetan taxonomy. Their purpose is to investigate how energetic
dispositions are organized within individuals and how those dispositions may reinforce,
complement, or obstruct one another. The framework consequently has an immediate
application to conventional compatibility and a more specialized relevance to tantric partner-

ship.

II. The Sixteen Archetypes and Their
Constitutional Organization

Five elemental qualities provide the conceptual framework. Earth represents stability, contain-
ment, endurance, and structural continuity. Water represents receptivity, adaptation, cohesion,
and responsiveness. Fire represents activation, intensity, and directed transformation. Wind rep-
resents movement, excitation, communication, and variability. Space represents openness, ex-
pansion, and freedom from restrictive organization. These qualities describe functional

tendencies rather than independent substances or fixed psychological traits.
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The three principles of constitutional organization

The distinction between archetypes rests upon three interdependent characteristics. Predominant
energetic quality identifies the elemental tendency, or combination of tendencies, governing an
individual's characteristic activity. Direction of expression identifies how that activity is organ-
ized: inwardly or outwardly, independently or relationally, expansively or concentratively. Mode
of regulation identifies how activity is mobilized and maintained: rapidly activated, steadily

sustained, adaptively modified, or deliberately conserved.

These three characteristics explain why archetypes sharing an elemental composition need not
express the same disposition. Earth-Water, for example, signifies cohesion and stability. Whether
these qualities are directed toward the preservation of relationships or the conservation of an
independent sphere of activity produces different constitutional expressions. Likewise, Wind-
Fire may manifest as energetic participation or autonomous movement, depending upon the

direction and regulation of its activity.

An archetype is thus defined by the organization of its elemental tendencies, not simply by their

presence. This distinction provides the basis for differentiating apparently overlapping types.
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The eight male archetypes

Archetype

Garuda

Wind Horse

Elephant

Dog

Tiger

Lion

Horse

Bear

Predominant qualit-
ies

Wind-Space

Wind-Fire

Earth

Earth-Water

Fire-Wind

Fire

Wind-Fire

Earth-Water

CONSTITUTIONAL THEORY

Characteristic energetic organization

Expansive and relatively unconfined activity, favoring broad
perception, independence, and abstraction. Its principal vul-
nerability is dispersion through insufficient concentration or
grounding.

Rapid outward mobilization stimulated by engagement and
participation. It readily generates activity but may exceed its
capacity to sustain or regulate that activity.

Sustained and concentrated activity, preserving continuity
through endurance and deliberation. Its strength becomes
restrictive when stability resists necessary change.

Cohesive activity directed toward relational continuity, pro-
tection, and fidelity. Its conserving tendency may become
restrictive through excessive attachment.

Forceful activation directed toward immediate obstacles. Its
rapid concentration of effort enables decisive intervention
but risks impulsive overreaction.

Sustained activation organized around a governing purpose.
Its concentrated direction supports persistence and authority
but may become rigid or dominating.

Autonomous propulsion favoring exploration, movement, and
independence. Its activity is sustained by freedom of
direction but may lack continuity.

Inwardly directed conservation and resilience, maintaining a
protected sphere of activity. Its containment may develop
into withdrawal or excessive resistance to external demands.

The overlapping elemental associations illustrate the importance of direction and regulation.

Wind Horse and Horse both express Wind-Fire, but Wind Horse is activated principally through

engagement, whereas Horse is sustained by independent movement.

Dog and Bear both possess Earth-Water qualities. Dog directs cohesion toward preserving

relationships; Bear directs it toward maintaining an independent and protected domain. Tiger

and Lion express different organizations of Fire. Tiger responds forcefully to immediate

challenges, while Lion maintains direction across an extended course of activity.

THE SIXTEEN BODY ARCHETYPES
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The eight female archetypes

Archetype

Dakini

Deer

Bird

Cow

Fish

Serpent

Turtle

owl

Predominant qualit-
ies

Space-Wind

Wind-Water

Wind-Space

Earth-Water

Water

Water-Fire

Earth-Water

Space-Water

CONSTITUTIONAL THEORY

Characteristic energetic organization

Openness expressed through spontaneous transformation
and reorientation. Its capacity to transcend established pat-
terns may be accompanied by insufficient stabilization.

Highly sensitive responsiveness to subtle changes in condi-
tions. Its fine discrimination may become excessive
susceptibility to stimulation.

Mobile and exploratory activity directed toward communica-
tion, adaptation, and movement between changing condi-
tions. Its vulnerability is dispersion and discontinuity.

Sustaining activity directed toward continuity, nourishment,
and preservation of relationships or environments. Its stabil-
ity may become restrictive through excessive conservation.

Fluid adaptation through receptivity and accommodation. Its
responsiveness permits flexibility but may weaken
independent direction.

Receptivity combined with concentrated transformative in-
tensity. Its capacity to gather and direct activity may become
volatile or excessively controlling.

Conservation directed toward the maintenance of internal
equilibrium. Its containment supports endurance but may
inhibit necessary movement or responsiveness.

Inwardly directed observation and discrimination, maintain-
ing awareness without immediate participation. Its independ-
ence may become excessive detachment.

Cow and Turtle express different orientations of Earth-Water. Cow maintains continuity

through outward sustenance; Turtle preserves equilibrium through inward conservation. Dakini

and Owl represent contrasting orientations toward awareness. Dakini expresses openness through

transformation and reorientation, while Owl maintains discriminating observation.

The designation Dakini here identifies an archetypal characteristic, not attainment as an

accomplished dakini. The male and female divisions likewise preserve the proposed

classification’s structure without implying that any elemental capacity is exclusive to one sex.

Dominant and mixed constitutions

A constitutional type rarely exists in complete isolation. The dominant archetype identifies an

individual's prevailing organization of activity. Secondary archetypes introduce capacities that

may reinforce, moderate, or compete with it.

THE SIXTEEN BODY ARCHETYPES
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The three principles already established provide a method for interpreting such combinations.
Predominance identifies the principal energetic orientation. Direction establishes how the
constituent tendencies are expressed. Regulation determines whether their activity becomes

coordinated or conflicting.

Readiness for activation, ability to maintain continuity, responsiveness to changing conditions,
and preference for independent or relational activity are observable expressions of these

principles, not a separate classification system.

Consider a Garuda-Dog-Elephant male. Garuda provides expansive independence, Dog
relational continuity, and Elephant sustained stability.

The dominant Wind-Space disposition favors exploration, while the subordinate Earth and
Earth-Water characteristics introduce cohesion and conservation. These tendencies may become
coordinated, allowing expansive activity within an enduring relational structure. They may also

conflict when independence repeatedly undermines the desire for continuity.

The significance of a mixed constitution consequently lies not merely in the coexistence of
several qualities, but in the way their predominance, direction, and regulation produce an
integrated or internally contradictory organization. This provides the basis for examining com-

patibility between different constitutions.

III. Constitutional Compatibility and Male-
Female Relationships

The practical utility of the sixteen archetypes lies in their application to the interactions of
individuals with different constitutional organizations. A partnership brings two sets of
tendencies into sustained relationship. Its functioning depends upon the ways in which these
tendencies influence one another, particularly where their characteristic directions or modes of

regulation differ. Four processes are central.

Reinforcement

Reinforcement occurs when similar tendencies amplify one another. Two highly activating
constitutions may sustain considerable initiative and mutual stimulation but also intensify
agitation. Two strongly conserving constitutions may establish continuity while reinforcing
resistance to change. The result depends upon whether the amplified tendency remains within

the individuals' capacities for regulation.

Containment

Containment occurs when a relatively stable disposition provides continuity for a more mobile

or activating one. Within the symbolic framework, Earth contains Wind. Functionally, this
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signifies that stable conditions permit movement to become organized and sustained rather than
continually dispersed. Constructive containment preserves the capacity for movement while
preventing its uncontrolled expression. Excessive containment inhibits the activity it is intended

to support.

Modulation

Modulation concerns the adjustment of intensity. Fire represents activation and transformative
force; Water represents responsiveness and adaptation. Their interaction becomes productive

when directed activity remains proportionate to the capacities available to regulate it.

Excessive activation may overwhelm responsiveness. Excessive accommodation may permit
activity to continue without adequate direction or correction. Successful modulation therefore

requires more than the presence of contrasting qualities. It requires their coordinated expression.

Interference

Interference occurs when one constitution's characteristic functioning repeatedly obstructs

another. A strongly mobile individual may respond to restriction through increased movement,
while a conserving partner responds to uncertainty through greater containment. Each response
intensifies the condition provoking the other's resistance. The interaction becomes antagonistic

because the participants’ characteristic modes of regulation produce an escalating conflict.

Hypothetical applications

The following three pairings illustrate different relationships among the same constitutional
principles. They are analytical examples, not traditional pairing prescriptions or

recommendations concerning actual individuals.

Example A: Garuda-Dog-Elephant male and Cow-Bird female — Balanced complementarity

The male constitution combines expansion, relational continuity, and structural stability. The

female combines sustaining continuity with exploratory mobility.

Elephant, Dog, and Cow reinforce the preservation of dependable relationships and stable
conditions. Garuda and Bird provide corresponding capacities for movement and change. The

combination therefore contains both stabilizing and mobile tendencies.

Its difficulty arises when their directions of expression conflict. Bird may resist the continuity
favored by Dog and Elephant, while Garuda independence may disturb Cow’s requirement for
sustained participation.

The interaction becomes complementary when its stabilizing characteristics provide sufficient
continuity for the mobile tendencies to operate without repeatedly disrupting the relationship.
The important characteristic is not simply elemental correspondence but the capacity to

coordinate preservation and exploration.
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Example B: Lion-Dog male and Fish-Owl female — Modulation and possible asymmetry

The male constitution combines Lion's sustained Fire-oriented direction with Dog's Earth-
Water tendency toward relational continuity. The female combines Fish's fluid responsiveness
with Owl's independent observation and discrimination. The dominant Fire-Water relationship
suggests a potentially complementary interaction: Lion establishes a relatively consistent
direction, while Fish accommodates changing circumstances and permits adjustments within

that activity.

Dog's concern for relational continuity may strengthen the association, while Owl provides a
capacity for observing and evaluating its direction rather than merely following it. However, the
combination's secondary characteristics introduce two different possibilities. Where Owl's
discriminating independence remains active, the woman's responsiveness need not become
unqualified accommodation. She may adapt to the man's directed activity while retaining

sufficient independent judgment to modify or challenge its course.

Where Owl becomes withdrawn or ineffective, Fish's accommodation may predominate. Lion's
sustained direction and Dog's attachment to continuity could then reinforce a relationship in
which one partner increasingly determines the pattern of activity and the other continually
adjusts to it. The apparent stability of such an arrangement would conceal an imbalance in the
regulation of the partnership.

This example demonstrates that elemental complementarity is insufficient without considering
the modifying function of secondary dispositions. The distinction between constructive modula-
tion and one-sided accommodation depends upon whether both constitutions retain effective

capacities for direction and correction.

Example C: Horse-Bear male and Turtle-Deer female — Interference and constitutional
incompatibility

The male constitution combines Horse's autonomous Wind-Fire movement with Bear's
inwardly directed Earth-Water conservation and self-sufficiency. The female combines Turtle's
Earth-Water containment with Deer's sensitive Wind—Water responsiveness. At first sight, the
relationship contains compensatory qualities. Horse provides movement, Turtle stability, Bear

endurance, and Deer sensitivity to changing conditions.

However, the direction and regulation of these qualities may produce interference rather than
cooperation. Horse favors independence and responds to restriction through renewed movement.
Turtle seeks continuity through containment and may respond to disturbance by increasing

restraint or withdrawing from activity.

Deer's heightened sensitivity may intensify the woman's response to the man's changes of
direction. Rather than providing the flexibility needed to accommodate movement, it may

increase vigilance and reinforce Turtle's conserving tendency.

Bear introduces a further complication. When confronted with sustained demands for

adaptation, the man's secondary disposition may favor protective withdrawal rather than
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continued relational engagement. The resulting sequence is potentially self-reinforcing:
independent movement produces heightened sensitivity and containment; increasing
containment provokes further independence; and protective withdrawal reduces the opportunity

for mutual adjustment.

The relationship therefore illustrates how apparently compensatory elemental qualities can
become antagonistic when their direction and regulation are incompatible. Secondary
characteristics do not invariably moderate the dominant types. Under some conditions they may

reinforce the very patterns that prevent effective coordination.

The limits of complementarity

The three examples establish that constitutional compatibility cannot be reduced to similarity,
opposition, or the presence of complementary elemental qualities. In the first pairing, stabilizing

and mobile tendencies can support one another through coordinated expression.

In the second, the outcome depends upon whether responsiveness remains accompanied by
independent discrimination. In the third, several potentially compensatory qualities interact in

ways that may intensify conflict rather than diminish it.

The decisive consideration is the functioning of the combined constitutions, particularly how
their predominant and secondary tendencies are directed and regulated. The sixteenfold
framework consequently offers a means of examining the organization of a relationship rather

than assigning fixed rankings of suitable partners.

Nor does every constitution necessarily possess an ideal counterpart. Some interactions remain
persistently unsuitable where the individuals lack the flexibility needed for coordination. The
principal utility of the classification is explanatory: it identifies the processes through which
constitutional dispositions may sustain, stimulate, regulate, or obstruct one another.

Its application to advanced tantric partnership depends upon an additional consideration: the
particular contemplative accomplishment for which the relationship is intended.

IV. Constitutional Compatibility in Completion-
Stage Practice

The action seal (karmamudra, Tibetan las kyi phyag rgya) is an actual human consort employed
within particular advanced tantric systems. Its function must be understood through the

requirements of the intended practice rather than constitutional compatibility alone.

In the Arya tradition of Guhyasamaja, the completion stage progressively transforms the
relationship between subtle winds (rlung), channels (7tsa), drops (thig le), and consciousness. The
isolations of body, speech, and mind prepare the practitioner for the attainment of the illusory

body, actual clear light, and union.
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Verbal isolation employs practices such as vajra recitation (rdo 7je bzlas pa) to develop the capa-
city to concentrate and regulate the subtle winds. Mental isolation involves their progressive

dissolution into the indestructible drop at the heart.

As this process develops, the subtle consciousnesses known as white appearance, red increase,
black near-attainment, and clear light become manifest. These correspond to the four empties:
empty, very empty, great empty, and all-empty. A decisive distinction exists between preliminary
manifestations of these states and their fully qualified attainment.

During verbal isolation, experiences resembling the four empties may arise without the complete
release of the remaining channel knots at the heart. The practitioner may therefore encounter
the anticipated sequence of appearances without accomplishing the complete dissolution
required for final mental isolation. At the culmination of this process, exemplary or
metaphorical clear light (dpe'i ‘od gsal) provides the immediate basis for the arising of the impure
illusory body.

The extremely subtle wind supporting that consciousness becomes the substantial cause of the
illusory body. Subsequently, the impure illusory body is withdrawn into actual or meaning clear
light (don gyi 'od gsal), through which emptiness is directly realized. The resulting purification

leads toward the stages of union.

The importance of the action seal concerns its function as an external condition supporting these
transformations. Internal yogic methods develop the practitioner's ability to gather and dissolve
the winds. Consort practice can provide an additional condition through the generation of great
bliss, facilitating the dissolution and manifestation of the corresponding subtle consciousnesses.
The action seal does not substitute for the preceding practices. Its effective employment

presupposes the capacities already developed by the practitioner.

Application according to accomplishment

The appropriate application of an action seal depends upon the practitioner'’s existing capacities
and the attainment toward which the practice is directed. A practitioner may have developed
substantial control of the winds and experienced the subtle appearances without yet
accomplishing the complete dissolution associated with exemplary clear light. Another may
already possess the requisite level of mental isolation and employ consort practice in connection

with subsequent completion-stage attainments.

The practical distinction concerns the relationship between the attainment already established,
the function of the method employed, and the next accomplishment to be realized. This accom-
modates differences in students’ capacities without requiring the present discussion to become a

separate examination of the scholastic positions concerning the necessity of an action seal.

The constitutional framework contributes a different consideration. The activation, stability,

and responsiveness of both participants may influence their capacity to sustain coordinated

10
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activity under demanding contemplative conditions. However, these characteristics do not

themselves measure mastery of the subtle winds.

The 7lung of Tibetan medical constitution and the subtle winds employed in completion-stage
yoga belong to related but distinct explanatory contexts. Constitutional disposition concerns the
individual's characteristic organization of embodied functioning; accomplished control of the
subtle winds depends upon the training and attainment of the tantric path. The sixteenfold
model may therefore illuminate conditions relevant to partnership without determining the

attainment of either practitioner.

V. The Selection of Ql_gliﬁed Consorts

Within tantric settings where an actual consort is employed, selection may occur under the
direction of a qualified lama rather than through the independent preferences of prospective
partners. The lama's responsibility is to determine whether the proposed partnership possesses the
qualifications and conditions required for the intended practice.

Historical examples demonstrate the existence of teacher-directed selection. The fourteenth-
century Golden Garland Ambrosia, discussed by Kali Nyima Cape, refers to a partner assigned by
the teacher. In the seventeenth century, the Fifth Dalai Lama played a decisive role in selecting
Ngodrup Pelzom as Terdak Lingpa's consort from several candidates, as documented by
Dominique Townsend. These instances illustrate the exercise of lineage authority in the selection

of practitioners for particular religious purposes.

Traditional criteria and discernment

Consort selection may draw upon several established forms of assessment. Textual classifications
describe suitable and unsuitable candidates through bodily signs, conduct, mental disposition,
and spiritual characteristics. Their criteria are interpreted within the particular textual and

lineage setting.

Tibetan traditions also possess formal systems of astrological and elemental calculation.
Conventional marriage divination (bag rtsis), for example, may compare natal animal signs,
elemental relationships, eight trigrams (spar kha), and nine numerical squares (sme ba). These
methods demonstrate the existence of formal calculations of compatibility. Their application to
any particular tantric selection depends upon the practices of the relevant lineage; they do not
establish a universal matching formula for the proposed sixteen archetypes.

The lama's discernment may also involve perceived karmic relationships, auspicious signs,
dreams, visionary indications, and the experiential judgment attributed to accomplished
teachers. Formal criteria and intuitive discernment may therefore contribute different forms of

information to an assessment directed toward a particular spiritual purpose.
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Prerequisite qualifications

The requirements of the practice take precedence over the apparent complementarity of the
prospective partners’ constitutions. Both participants must possess the appropriate empowerment,
maintain the relevant commitments, and have attained the contemplative competence required

for the intended application.

The necessary capacities include familiarity with the relevant generation-stage methods, stable
concentration, understanding of emptiness, and the completion-stage accomplishments
presupposed by the practice. The qualifications of one participant cannot substitute for those

absent in the other.

Ngawang Palden observes that fully qualified practitioners and consorts are rare and that their
attainments frequently fail to coincide. This establishes a limitation upon any constitutional
matching system. An apparently complementary pair may be unsuitable because one or both
individuals lack the required contemplative capacities. Conversely, practitioners of contrasting
constitutions may be suitable when their actual qualifications and interaction satisfy the

requirements of the practice.

Suitability and exclusion

Traditional consort literature recognizes unsuitable candidates as part of the selection process.
Ddkki's Path and Fruit identifies nine categories to be rejected, employing the symbolic and
physiognomic language of its period. Such categories reflect the criteria of their historical setting
rather than the constitutional framework proposed here.

Within the sixteenfold model, an unfavorable pairing may arise where dominant tendencies
produce persistent instability, inhibition, or interference. The existence of apparently

complementary qualities does not, by itself, overcome these limitations.

More decisively, a practitioner may be unsuitable for the intended tantric practice irrespective of
constitutional type if the necessary contemplative qualifications have not been attained. The
guiding lama's assessment consequently proceeds from the intended accomplishment to the
capacities required of the participants, and from those capacities to the suitability of their inter-

action.

Where the necessary conditions coincide, the proposed partnership may be approved. Where they
do not, selection is withheld or deferred. The sixteen archetypes can contribute to an
understanding of constitutional interaction, but the determination of actual suitability belongs
to the requirements of the practice and the discernment of the qualified lineage teacher.

12
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Conclusion

The sixteen-archetype framework provides a means of understanding how constitutional
tendencies combine within individuals and interact within relationships. Its explanatory
strength lies in distinguishing predominant energetic quality, direction of expression, and mode
of regulation. These principles allow apparently similar archetypes to be differentiated and

provide a basis for analyzing reinforcement, containment, modulation, and interference.

Their primary application is to conventional compatibility. In advanced tantric practice,
constitutional considerations acquire a more specialized and subordinate relevance, since the

intended accomplishment determines the qualifications required of the participants.

Constitution describes predisposition; compatibility describes interaction; contemplative
accomplishment establishes capacity; and lineage instruction determines the appropriate

application of that capacity.

13
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