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Tendencies  
 
“A new baby stares gravely up at her mother and her entire face curls into an unmistakable smile. 
 
Spring, and the sticky yellow and green horse-chestnut buds slowly unfurl.  Courting birds flit between 
the trees. 
 
Summer and clouds of small black midges surround us as we walk the moors. 
 
Autumn, and amid the fallen leaves of the beech wood a miniature forest of mushrooms sprouts. 
 
An African plain: termite mounds rise skywards, inherited by hundreds of scurrying thousands. 
 
A coral reef: myriads of brightly striped and patterned fish dart in and out of crevices; shoals weave and 
turn, each individual effortlessly part of the choreographed unity of the greater whole. 
 
A drop of pond water: single-celled, almost transparent creatures ooze; occasionally one meets and 
engulfs another. 
 
All alive.  All making their individual and collective ways in the world, cooperating, competing, avoiding, 
living with, living off, interdependent. 
 
All the present-day products of some four billion years of evolution, of the continued working-out of the 
great natural experiments that the physical and chemical conditions of planet earth have made possible, 
perhaps inevitable. 
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For every organism a lifeline – its own unique trajectory in time and space, from birth to death. 
 
The sheer scale, diversity and volume of life on earth surpasses the imagination”  
 
“The smallest independently living organisms are no more than 0.2 micrometres – one fifth of a millionth 
of a metre – in diameter; the largest living animal, the blue whale, can grow to more than 30 metres and 
may weigh 2,000 tonnes – heavier than any known extinct dinosaur.”  
 
“It is possible that there are as many as 10.000 species of bacterium in a single gram of soil, so far only 
3,000 have been named” and there are Californian redwoods which far outstrip the whales by reaching 
nearly 100 metres in height and at least 2,500 years of age.”  
 
“What a world to be living in, to marvel at, to enjoy in all its multifarious variety.”   
 
What a world to strike the eye of the painter. What a world to awaken the sentiments of the poets, the 
writers and the musicians.  
 
But to understand it, to study it, to explain it and to know it better, this is the task of scientists who, as 
they work will create new vistas of knowledge to embellish the visions of the artists. What they discover 
will be revelations of a hidden beauty that exists beneath the surface of things. 
 
It is within the last 300 years or so, that is about six generations, that human beings, so alike and yet so 
unalike any other species on earth have made an organized investigation of the universe.   
 
And as their knowledge grew, and as they learned to adapt to, and exist harmoniously with, a great 
proportion of the other creatures with which we share our planet, they learned to marvel at all creation.  
 
And it is this human being with his own unique trajectory from birth to death, his own life line that Dr 
Montessori chose, as a scientist, to study. And what she discovered about this human being shaped her 
vision and continues to shape ours.  
 
Her thinking was at the forefront of hypotheses about human development.  Her ideas spanned a vast 
range of subjects as she tried to encompass not only the biological essence of the human being but also 
his spiritual essence and to place these within the context of social  life; the family, the community and 
the marvellous world that surrounds us.   
 
Steven Rose again: 
 
“It is in the nature of living systems” and therefore the human being “to continually construct themselves, 
albeit in circumstances not of their own choosing”    
 
It is to the nature of this construction that Montessori proposed our attention should be given.  She 
believed, as do we, that human beings contain within themselves the powers of their own self-
construction, it is our study of these powers that will give us the vital information we need to create an 
environment that supports, helps and assists those laws of nature that exist within the human being.  For 
whilst the human being must construct themselves in circumstances not of their own choosing, they have 
an energy or power within them that enables them to adapt themselves to any environment.  This force, 
this energy, this power allows humans to act in the world in a particular way in order to the meet their 
various physical and spiritual needs. 
 
What is required is an environment and knowledgeable adults that are able to respond to what 
Montessori calls the ‘constructive rhythm of life’ that is, the developmental trajectory or life-line of the 
human being from birth to maturity and beyond.  



 

EsF Assembly, 4 August 2015 Page 3 

 
In studying the creative energies of the human being, our vision is, by its very nature a global vision.  It is 
not a vision applicable only to the young or old, or to human beings of a particular origin or creed.  It is 
not a vision applicable to the West or the East. It is not a vision limited to the confines of a school 
building.  It is a universal vision for all human beings both now and in the future.  It is a vision that is led by 
our unfolding knowledge of the nature of the life-lines that guide the human being from birth to death. 
And since our knowledge continues to grow it is a vision that is contemporary and alive. 
 
It is this response to these creative energies of the human being that we call Montessori education.  The 
Montessori approach is, as we all know ‘education as a help to life’.  
 
 ‘One of Dr Montessori’s great contributions to the subject of child study was that of the human 
tendencies.  The human tendencies are innate in human kind.  They are the characteristics, the 
propensities, which allowed human beings, from their first inception of earth , to become aware of their 
environment,, to learn and understand it, to conquer it for their use, and to rise above it.  This 
environment for the human beings who first entered it was an unknown.  These first human beings, 
therefore, had to be given powers which would allow them to know the unknown.  These Powers were 
the human tendencies, given to all human beings.  Each child as he is born, enters as the first human 
being, an environment, created for him but unknown to him. ’   
 
‘But the child, in essence, the object of education, has not changed.  The same laws which guided his 
development as a child of the first human families on earth are the same laws that guide the development 
of the most sophisticated nation’s child today.  And will be the same laws guiding the development of all 
the children of the future.  There is no prehistoric child, no child of Cave Men, no Renaissance child, no 
child of the Industrial Revolution, no child of the computer age.  There is only the child of all ages, of all 
peoples, of all nations, cultures, civilisations, of all times.’  
 
 
The child, from the moment of conception, is guided by an unseen force directed toward the attainment 
of an end, that of the fully realized human being.  This force cannot help but enable the human being to 
arrive at full potential, unless it is stopped in its path by obstacles that impede its functioning or by lack of 
facilities to attain its end. 
 
Betty Stephenson The Human Tendencies – NAMTA Journal Vol 25 No3 
 
Dr Montessori recognised that within each human being there were these natural guides, which she 
called tendencies which urged every human being to act or behave in a particular way. These human 
tendencies are essential for survival and development of the human being. They enable adaptation and 
the development of the human personality. In this way benefit both individuals and the society in which 
they find themselves. 
 
If we compare the human being to the animal world we find that our species is the only one which is not 
fixed.  Animals have their special gifts too, each species has its own particular instincts that guide it to 
become what it was meant to be. In animals there are very strong directives that allow them to achieve 
their potential shortly after birth. They have coats to keep them warm, they are blessed with special tools 
which enable them to build their shelters and find their food.  They have instincts that ensure that they 
behave in a way that is appropriate for their species and that serve their task on earth. They have a kind 
of security in that.   
 
Human beings by comparison seem to have been given the short straw!  Our bodies are not clothed, we 
have our hands but no other tools or weapons, we do not know how to behave as a human being when 
born and take many years before we arrive at the mature version of our species, nor do we know 
immediately how to speak the ‘human language’ and we are still engaged in a search for our role in the 
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interdependency of life.  In spite of all these we have not died out.  We have expanded to populate all 
corners of the earth.  
 
However animals are circumscribed (limited) by their environment.  They are dependent upon it to find 
what they need.  When changes occur in the environment the animal is at its mercy. 
 
The human being shares some of the characteristics of the animals and some are ours uniquely. 
 
These tendencies enable mankind to build themselves from what they find in their environment, allowed 
them to both survive and fulfil their individual potential, it allowed them to get to know the unknown 
wherever that may be, whatever climate, time, era. They enabled human beings to satisfy some of the 
fundamental needs for survival such as Food, Clothing and Shelter. 
 
To clothe ourselves, to feed ourselves to build shelters for ourselves, to create values, customs beliefs.   
Of course these tendencies alone were not enough to do all this.  
 
Humankind was also given the gift of intelligence/reason and we were given the power to will for 
ourselves.  In this way humankind has the power to survive and adapt to any given circumstances, not to 
be tied to the here and now, to have mastery over our environment, to be free. 
 
Betty Stephenson NAMTA p12 
 
With these he had freedom of behaviour and the power, therefore, to adapt to any environment and 
modify it for his needs.  He had been given the gift of the earth and the power to use it. 
 
The Word Tendency 
 
What does this word mean?  
 
It comes from the Latin: Tendere which means to extend, a force which helps us to extend ourselves. 
Like a bow with an arrow aimed at a target. 
 
“A bent, leaning or inclination towards something 
Concise Oxford Dictionary 
 
“Aptness to move in a certain direction or way.. impelling force that will operate if not counteracted” 
Shorter Oxford Dictionary 
 
 
“Constant disposition to move or act in some direction or toward some point, end or purpose. 
 
Dr Montessori refers at times to them as ‘guiding forces or instincts’. 
 
 
What are these tendencies, these guiding instincts, these dispositions to certain universal actions that 
guide the development of the human being? 
 
It would be possible to follow the actions of Early Man and see how, because he was gifted with these 
natural forces, intelligence and will he was to overcome the hostile and unfriendly conditions.  What do 
we know the individual had to help with this task?  Basic instincts, senses, ability to and intelligence and 
will. 
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In the beginning Human Beings had some basic needs that had to be satisfied if they were to continue as 
a species. 
 
FOOD, CLOTHING, SHELTER 
 
FOOD: 
Orientation: reference points 
 
Tendency to explore – explore find out what was in it try it hope that it was good.  (Movement and the 
senses)  and was this experience purely a physical exploration? Exploration of sentiment as well. Mm 
lovely, 
 
Our exploration has now stretched beyond the boundaries of the immediate environment and we eat 
animal vegetable and mineral. You may have sushi as a starter and pasta to follow.  Why should that be? 
Are we not satisfied with what we have?  We also have a tendency to be curious? 
 
Tendency for orientation: the need to find your way about. To internalise it.  Using intelligence So they 
could go out and get back. 
 
‘If the security given by the sense of orientation is removed, it is not that one feels lost in a city; one feels 
lost in ones own mind’  
 
Tendency to order: without this impossible to make full use of increasing knowledge.  Make a sequence 
start here then go there etc. 
 
NEED FOR SHELTER AND CLOTHING 
 
Not enough we needed to make more elaborate and better things.    
 
Tendency to creative imagination and to think in abstract terms.How could that weapon be mine.  How 
could I with my limited speed catch that antelope.   
 
Tendency to work with my hands to create and manipulate to make actual what I have imagined. 
 
Tendency to work exactly to make the recipe taste better, to fashion the tool so that is more precisely 
meets my idea of what it should do. 
 
Tendency for self control and control of error 
 
Tendency to repeat  
 
Tendency towards self-perfection 
 
Tendency to communicate want to share and pass on what has been discovered –  
 
Spiritual requirement  LOVE 
Strong urge to be independent and to live with others. Needed for protection and sharing of knowledge. 
 
 
Ask students about their own experiences in country. 
Once the needs of the body had been met we had other spiritual needs that needed to be met. 
 
Customs cultures music art poetry and religion ideas for their own sake. 
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