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Editor’s Note: Rupert Sheldrake’s 1981 hypothesis of “morphic fields” has continued to stir a lot of
excitement in research at the frontiers of consciousness.“Morphic” comes from the Greek word morphe,
meaning “form.”According to Sheldrake, morphic fields of form provide structure or order to biological
organisms, as well as to nonbiological entities, such as crystals. Every kind of molecule—proteins, for
example—has its own particular kind of morphic field that organizes form and behavior.Thus there
is a hemoglobin field, an insulin field, a collagen field, and so forth.

For Sheldrake, even our mental experience can be affected by morphic fields of behavior.By under-
standing his morphic field theory, we might even come to a new view of the nature of the mind.

R U P E R T  S H E L D R A K E

M o r p h i c  F i e l d s

OF FORMOF FORM

MORPHIC FIELDS: influences that extend through

time and space, organizing coherent systems and patterns.[ ]
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TThhee  HHyyppootthheessiiss

All self-organizing systems are wholes made up of parts
which are in turn lower-level wholes themselves—such
as organelles in cells, cells in tissues, tissues in organs,
organs in organisms, organisms in social groups.At each
level, a morphic field gives each whole its characteristic
properties, and coordinates the constituent parts.

The fields responsible for the development and 
maintenance of bodily form in plants and animals are called
morphogenetic fields.The existence of these fields was first
proposed in the 1920s, and this concept is widely used
within biology.But the nature of these fields has remained
obscure. I suggest they are part of a larger family of fields
called morphic fields. Other kinds of morphic fields
include behavioral and mental fields that organize animal
behavior and mental activity, and social and cultural 
fields that organize societies and cultures. All of these
organizing fields are different kinds of morphic field.

Morphic fields are located within and around the 
systems they organize. Like quantum fields, they work
probabilistically.They restrict, or impose order upon, the
inherent indeterminism of the systems under their 
influence. For example, of the many directions in which
a fish could swim or a bird fly, the social fields of the school
or flock restrict the behavior of the individuals within them
so that they move in coordination with each other rather
than at random.

The most controversial feature of this hypothesis is
that the structure of morphic fields depends on what has 
happened before. Morphic fields contain a kind of memory.
Through repetition, the patterns they organize become increasingly
probable, increasingly habitual.The force these fields exert
is the force of habit.

Whatever the explanation of its origin, once a new 
morphic field—a new pattern of organization—has come
into being, the field becomes stronger through repetition.
The more often patterns are repeated, the more probable
they become. The fields contain a kind of cumulative
memory and become increasingly habitual.All nature is
essentially habitual.Even what we view as the fixed “laws
of nature” may be more like habits, engrained over long
periods of time.

MMoorrpphhiicc  RReessoonnaannccee

The means by which information or an activity-pattern
is transferred from a previous to a subsequent system of
the same kind is called morphic resonance. Any given 
morphic system, say a squirrel, “tunes in” to previous
similar systems, in this case previous squirrels of its species.
Morphic resonance thus involves the influence of like upon
like, the influence of patterns of activity on subsequent 
similar patterns of activity, an influence that passes through
or across space and time from past to present. These 
influences do not fall off with distance in space or time.

ANY GIVEN MORPHIC SYSTEM,
SAY A SQUIRREL, “TUNES IN” TO

PREVIOUS SIMILAR SYSTEMS�

IN THIS CASE PREVIOUS

SQUIRRELS OF ITS SPECIES.
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The greater the degree of similarity of the systems
involved, the greater the influence of morphic resonance.
Morphic resonance gives an inherent memory in fields 
at all levels of complexity. In the case of squirrels, each 
individual squirrel draws upon, and in turn contributes to,
a collective or pooled memory of its kind. In the human
realm, this kind of collective memory corresponds to
what the psychologist C.G. Jung called the collective
unconscious.

Long-established systems, such as zinc atoms, quartz
crystals, insulin molecules and muscle cells are governed
by strong morphic fields, with deep grooves of habit
established over millions of years, and consequently little
change can be observed over a few weeks, or even years,

of research. They behave as if they are governed 
by fixed laws.

By contrast, new systems should show an increasing
tendency to come into being the more often they are
repeated.They should become increasingly probable; they
should happen more easily as time goes on. For example,
when a new chemical compound is synthesized by research
chemists and crystallized, it may take a long time for a 
crystal to form for the first time.There is no pre-existing
morphic field for the lattice structure. But when the first
crystals form, they will make it easier for similar crystals
to appear anywhere in the world. The more often the 
compound is crystallized in one place, the easier it should
be to crystallize elsewhere.

➣

—Adapted from an article by Rupert Sheldrake, first appearing in the Noetic Sciences Review, Summer 1989.

In biology since the beginning of this century, it’s become clear to many people that embryological development can’t be
understood just in terms of the material components of the organisms. Since the twenties, the idea that organisms are
organized by fields, morphogenetic fields, has been quite widely discussed. These fields are supposed to be within
and around these organisms that they organize. There are hierarchies of fields within fields. So in our bodies there is
a liver field, a kidney field, an eye field, and so on. Within those fields are the fields for the tissues and fields of the
cells—nested hierarchies of fields within fields.

Morphogenetic fields have a holistic property that is not present in chunks of matter. You can understand this by analogy with
magnetic fields. If, for example, you chop up a magnet into small pieces, what you get are not just lots of fragments of
the magnet or fragments of the field. You get a lot of little magnets, each with a complete magnetic field. This is analogous
to what you can do with lower animals like flatworms. You can chop them up into pieces and each piece can regenerate
into a whole worm. You can cut up a willow tree into hundreds of thousands of cuttings and each one can form a willow
tree. There is something about these organisms that enables them to retain their wholeness even when their material structure
is split up into bits. Something in field phenomena doesn’t occur in machines—if you cut up a Cray computer into lots
of little pieces all you get is a broken computer.

This magnetic field analogy helps us to understand how the morphogenetic fields can contain this wholeness—can some-
how obtain the form and shape of the structure and in turn shape the material system that develops under their influence.
This idea is very widespread in biology. The morphogentetic fields give the plans of the developing organism. Your
arms and your legs, for example, develop differently according to this view because they do so under the influence of
arm fields and leg fields. The DNA, the genetic material, the genetic program is identical in the arms and the legs,
and so are the chemicals, the proteins. The fact that you get different shapes depends on the different formative causes
in these fields. It’s the same in architecture. You can build houses with different plans using the same building materials.
The plans cause the actual form that provides the shape.

WHAT DO MAGNETS, FLATWORMS, AND 

WILLOW TREES HAVE IN COMMON?
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New compounds do indeed tend to crystallize more
easily the more often they are made. Chemists usually
explain this effect in terms of crystal “seeds” from the new
crystals spreading around the world as invisible dust 
particles in the atmosphere, or chemists learning from 
others how to do it.But the hypothesis of morphic fields
predicts that this should happen anyway under standardized
conditions, even if dust particles are filtered out of the air.

TTeessttiinngg  ffoorr  MMoorrpphhiicc  FFiieellddss

Morphic resonance should be detectable in the realms of
physics, chemistry, biology, animal behavior, psychology,
and the social sciences.

There are several possible ways in which the 
hypothesis of morphic fields can be, and has been,
investigated by experiment. Some tests attempt to detect
the fields as they link together different parts of a system 
in space; others look for the effects of morphic 
resonance over time.

The easiest way to test for morphic fields directly is
to work with societies of organisms. Individual animals,
for example, can be separated in such a way that they 
cannot communicate with each other by normal sensory
means. If information still travels between them, this
would imply the existence of interconnections of 
the kind provided by morphic fields. The transfer of
information through morphic fields could help provide
an explanation for telepathy, which typically takes 
places between members of groups who share social or
emotional bonds.

One promising area for this kind of research concerns 
telepathy between people and domesticated animals, as dis-
cussed in my 1999 book Dogs That Know When Their
Owners Are Coming Home.For example,many dogs and cats
seem to know when their owners are returning,even when
they come at non-routine times in unfamiliar vehicles 
such as taxis, and when no one at home knows when they
are on the way. The animals seem to be responding 
telepathically to their owners’ intentions.

The unsolved problems of animal navigation, migration,
and homing may also depend on invisible fields 
connecting the animals to their destinations. In effect, these
could act like invisible elastic bands linking them to 
their homes,which serve as “attractors.” (In the branch of
mathematics known as dynamics, attractors represent the
limits toward which dynamic systems are drawn.)

MMoorrpphhiicc  RReessoonnaannccee  iinn  

DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  aanndd  BBeehhaavviioorr

The build-up of habits can be observed experimentally
only in the case of new patterns of development and of
behavior.

There is already evidence from experiments on fruit
flies that morphic resonance occurs in developing 
organisms.When fruit fly eggs were exposed to a chemical
(diethyl ether), some of them developed abnormally,
turning into flies with four wings instead of two.When
this treatment was repeated generation after generation,
more and more flies developed four wings, even if their
ancestors had never been exposed to the chemical.

There is much circumstantial evidence that animal
behavior can evolve rapidly as if a collective memory is
building up through morphic resonance. In particular,
large-scale adaptations have occurred in the behavior of
domesticated animals all over the world.

One example that I have written about (in New 
Scientist in 1988) concerns cattle guards.Ranchers through-
out the American West have found that they can save
money on cattle guards by using fake ones instead,
consisting of stripes painted across the road. Real cattle
guards are made of a series of parallel steel tubes or rails
with gaps in between,which make it difficult for cattle to
walk across them, and painful to try.However, present-day
cattle do not usually even try to cross them.The illusory
guards work just like the real ones.When cattle approach
them, they “put on brakes with all four feet,” as one
rancher expressed it to me. Even calves encountering
them for the first time avoid them just as much as cattle
previously exposed to real guards, even if they have never
seen cattle guards before.This aversion may well depend on
morphic resonance from previous members of the species
that have learned to avoid cattle guards the hard way.

There are also data from laboratory experiments on
rats and other animals implying that such effects occur. In
one series of experiments rats learned how to escape from
a water maze.New batches of rats were tested month-by-
month, year-by-year.As time went on, rats in laboratories
all over the world escaped more and more quickly.

CCoonnnneeccttiioonnss  wwiitthh  QQuuaannttuumm  PPhhyyssiiccss

Some physicists have been intrigued by the possible 
connections between morphic fields and quantum theory,
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which no longer needs to be seen as confined to the inside
of the head. Just as magnetic fields extend beyond the 
surface of a magnet, and electromagnetic fields beyond a
cell phone, so the mind extends beyond the brain through
mental fields.When we look at something, say a tree, the
image of the tree is projected out though these fields to
the place where the tree actually is.Our minds touch what
we are looking at.This provides an explanation for our 
ability to sense when someone is looking at us from
behind.There is now much evidence for the reality of this
sense,discussed in my recent book The Sense of Being Stared
At,And Other Aspects of the Extended Mind.

The hypothesis of morphic fields,however,has an inherent
limitation. It helps explain how patterns of organization
are repeated; but it does not explain how they come into
being in the first place. It leaves open the question of 
evolutionary creativity. This hypothesis is compatible 
with several different theories of creativity, ranging from the
idea that all novelty is a matter of chance, to explanations
relating to divine creative power. Evolution, like our own
lives, is an interplay between habit and creativity.

RUPERT SHELDRAKE, an IONS Extended 
Faculty member and biologist, currently lives in
London with his wife and two sons. More 
than 75 of his papers have appeared in scientific
journals, and he has served as a Fellow 
at Clare College, Cambridge University.
His website is www.sheldrake.org.

including John Bell (of Bell’s theorem) and David Bohm,
whose theory of the implicate order, based on the non-
locality of quantum systems,turned out to be extraordinarily
compatible with the idea of morphic fields.These connections
have also been explored by the American quantum physicist
Amit Goswami and by the German quantum physicist
Hans-Peter Dürr. But it is still not clear exactly how
morphic fields might fit in with quantum physics, if only
because the implications of quantum theory for complex
systems like cells and brains are still unknown.

IImmpplliiccaattiioonnss  ffoorr  HHuummaann  

BBeehhaavviioorr  aanndd  CCrreeaattiivviittyy

Morphic resonance has many implications for the 
understanding of human learning, including the acquisition
of languages.Through the collective memory on which
individuals draw,and to which they contribute, it should in
general be easier to learn what others have learned before.

Morphic fields could revolutionize our understanding 
of cultural inheritance, and the influence of ancestors.
Richard Dawkins, in his book The Selfish Gene, has given
the name “meme” to “units of cultural transmission,”
and memes can be seen as cultural morphic fields.
Morphic resonance also sheds new light on many religious
practices, including rituals.

The hypothesis of morphic fields has far-reaching 
implications in all branches of science. In particular, it
points to a new understanding of the nature of the mind,

THE HYPOTHESIS

OF MORPHIC FIELDS POINTS

TO AN UNDERSTANDING OF MIND�

WHICH NO LONGER NEEDS TO BE

SEEN AS CONFINED TO THE

INSIDE OF THE HEAD.


