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How symbolic of our human nature is this very 

recent headline: “Two-million-year-old skull of 

human ‘cousin’ unearthed”. The article describes 

how an ancient skull, broken into hundreds and 

hundreds of tiny pieces, was found in South 

Africa a few years ago, upon which discovery 

archaeologists have spent until now piecing to-

gether and analysing the fossil, which they say 

throws more light on human evolution. What 

other species would have that kind of patience 

and focus to learn about their own history and 

their ancestors? 

 History is everything! The Greek ιστορια 

means “asking questions, to arrive at knowl-

edge”; it is an act of exploration and thirst for 

knowledge that defines human kind. Seeking 

truth, the wish to understand who we are, how 

we have built our societies and cultures, and 

how we connect are deeply human forces.

 We try to interpret the past through 

studying finds, facts, texts, artifacts, poems, 

stories, songs, books, films and music, all that re-

cords human lives and transactions, religion and 

love, which eventually become sedimented in 

narratives. And while fossils are important in as-

sisting us to construct the past and the present, 

we simply cannot become fossilised ourselves in 

unquestioned acceptance of narratives passed 

down the generations. Official history usually 

gets written by the dominant culture, finding its 

way to education through “approved” textbooks 

which can obscure the view on the myriad of dif-

ferent angles to events and the contributions and 

roles of many. It is, however, also in our nature 

to always continue gathering stories and new 

facts that can change our perspective on events 

past and current, and how our civilisations are 

impacted. 

 The big news on the skull of a male 

Paranthropus robustus, a “cousin species” to 

Homo erectus takes us back to events far re-

moved from our modern everyday lives, and 

yet it also nudges us to re-evaluating our hu-

manness today—especially in these tumultuous 

times that are opening our eyes to the impor-

tance of lives and stories that were so easily over-

looked and excluded from the traditional histori-

cal legacy. Now is the time to forge new history: 

we have all the technological means that enable 

us to “unearth” facts and images and we feel 

impelled to channel history in the making.

 In 1945 Maria Montessori, upon the 

ending of the Second World War, wrote to an 

old friend: ‘Personally I feel that only a world 

without the bounds of nationalism will bring our 

civilisation to fruition and that anything short of 

           ‘It is the cultivation of the human  

personality of every individual 

      that will form the new world’
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that will cause disaster after disaster. I had seen 

it since the last war (1914-1918 ed.) and I had been 

preaching of the “Nazione Unica”, but who was 

ready to understand then? (...) Education is still 

an item to which the least importance is given; 

and it is still conceived as the old pattern of im-

parting information by word of mouth or by text 

books. Change of text books will not form a soul: 

it is the cultivation of the human personality of 

every individual that will form the new world.’

We hope you will be inspired by reading some 

thoughts by Maria Montessori on “The Uncon-

scious of History”, which she wrote a few years 

later (1948-1949). Her approach is one that invites 

us to acknowledge the extent to which we have 

acted upon, enlarged and modified our environ-

ments, which she termed supra-natura.  

She also asks us to ‘leave’ the well known paths 

and be open to ‘new vistas in the interpretation 

of the complex phenomena of social life’.

Lynne Lawrence 

Executive Director

A caveat regarding the editorial policy to not change 
some of Montessori’s gender language.

Maria Montessori studied and pioneered her revolutionary approach to education 
in a male dominated world, a world in which recognition of female achievement did 
not come easily. Being trained in the traditions of academia, Montessori naturally 
adopted the language that was customary in her fields of research. In her time
gender-fair language was not on the agenda: male words were often used to  
denote the universal concept; Montessori would use the Italian il bambino—the 
male child to refer to all children. The same observation can be made for her use 
of man (l’Uomo), men and humankind, by which words she of course refers to all 
human beings: the human individual as representing the species, the human race 
without reference to gender.
 
In our times we have become much more sensitive to gender-fair language to help 
reduce gender stereotyping and discrimination. Neutralization is essential, but 
where Montessori’s language could perhaps not yet reflect this deeply felt necessi-
ty, her work and offerings, both approach and educational tools, offer equality in all 
dimensions.
 
The editors of this article have decided not to change Montessori’s language to  
better reflect today’s positions because we considered it a forced exercise to sub-
stitute every instance of these words for today’s terminology. By providing this brief 
background, we are convinced that whatever “sensitive” language Montessori uses, 
the reader will understand it must be placed in the context of her time.

Changing perspectives—a necessary evolution in education
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The Human Story, to be continued...

I should like to treat the "unconscious" in relation 
to the life of adult man, both because it forms a 
contribution to a new trend of education and ac-
quisition of higher culture, and because it opens 
up new vistas in the interpretation of the complex 
phenomena of social life. A practical application is 
the study of history where the unconscious 
affords new interpretations of the evolution of  
civilisation.
 
Most modern historians connect the story of our 
planet in its successive transformations (includ-
ing the evolutive changes of both the animal 
and vegetable kingdoms) to the history of Man. 
Readers, desirous of understanding the past of 
humankind in proper perspective see with sur-

prise first the apparition of a nebula, then the 
slow defining of the solar system and lastly the 
gradual cooling of our own earth. Upon this still 
smouldering stage, the first actors appear—the 
unicellular animals; later more complex organ-
isms, culminating suddenly in the frightful giants 
of the reptilian epoch, which, on disappearing, 
leave the field to the more modern mammals 
until at last ... Man !

But this is only the beginning of the story “to be 
continued”. Evolutionists begin the first instal-
ment of human history by showing man start as 
but a species of the group of apes: he handles 
stones in a manner analogous to chimpanzees 
who, submitted to special experimental condi-
tions, pile boxes one upon the other and with a 
stick knock down a bunch of bananas that they 
can reach in no other way.

Man-still-hairy is shown in the claws of his his tory, 
crouching down, knocking one stone against an-
other, trying to fashion a tool. He is then accom-
panied through the centuries to the heights of 
modern civilisation, over a long path, the “mile-
stones” of which are usually types like Napoleon, 
Hitler, Mussolini, against a background of blood 
and fire. (...)

Modern history takes up a new conception: that 
in order to understand human facts it is neces-

sary to take into consideration also the Cosmos. 
Together with all other energies of the universe, 
humanity takes its own part in it with the glory 
and suffering that accompany it in its relatively 
short history. The term unconscious concerns 
us, the hu mans. It is true that of all living beings 
we alone are endowed with the gift of reasoning 
consciousness that lifts society to ever loftier lev-
els through the evolution of civilisation. But there 
is a part of our existence that never becomes 
conscious, or (at least) reaches only indirectly the 
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conscious level of a few. Humanity has, therefore, 
conceived a world that evolves and organises it-
self only through our conscious instincts, through 
impulses and cravings and through the superb 
accomplishments of our intelligence.

When we speak of a link between environment 
and events that reveals the existence of a cosmic 
plan, we do not refer to the correlations illustrated 
by the modern science of Ecology. We refer rather 
to psychological conditions; to the fact that, while 
man interprets the events of social life only as the 
result of conscious efforts, these are influenced 
and guided by the “Creative Unconscious”. We 
come to this conclusion not by direct proof, but 
by considering the analogy between the life of 
man and that of animals and plants. This analo-
gy, again, is not the evolutive descent illustrated 
by biology. It refers to the behaviour of all living 
things and to that of the majority of great natural 
forces.

A broader view is slowly infiltrating into the field 
of science that is centred upon the study of the 
evolution of life in its relation to environment. The 
latter was hitherto considered as a sort of stage 
on which the two main actors of life, animals and 
plants, were struggling to render their existence 
secure and to adapt themselves to prevailing con-
ditions. The modern tendency—even in the rigid 
realm of biology—is to consider what geology had 
previously read in the pages of the history book 
of the Earth: that life is a constructive energy that 
modifies the environment.

Life appears as a worker, as an “agent of creation”. 
Its various components are led by their several 
in stincts to perform special functions directed to 
the maintenance of the “order of nature”. Each 
task is indispensable; each individual is concerned 
more with the advantage of the evolution of the 
whole in which all take part than with its own 
salvation. 

Thus the purpose of life is shown to go beyond 
the limits of life itself. It enters a field much wider 
than the restricted aims of self-preservation 
and self-perfection. All living beings present two 

aspects in their behaviour: one, specially consid-
ered by biology, is that of self-preservation; this 
is the conscious aspect. The other, considered by 
geology, is the contribution that each gives to the 
upkeep of the environment, to cosmic creation; 
that is the unconscious aspect. Animal and plant 
behaviour, considered from this double point of 
view, appears much more com prehensible and 
logical than otherwise. (...)

Unconscious Life—a Cosmic Mission
Let us consider aquatic life; e.g. the purity of sea 
water. Every day, every hour, every moment, since 
the cooling of the earth, enormous quantities of 
carbonate of calcium are poured into the world 
oceans by innumerable streams that flow into it. 
Just as steadily the water evaporates: a sort of in-
visible fairy that rises in its greatest purity, leaving 
behind all extrane ous substances it held in solu-
tion. In this double play the oceans tend to be-
come saturated with calcium carbonate. Now this 
substance is for sea life as powerful a poison as 
carbon dioxide is for terrestrial life. A slight addi-
tion of it to the normal proportion of the different 
substances in solution would spell death to all the 
living beings that crowd the ·sea from its sunlit 
surface down to the eternal darkness of its deep-
est abyss. But here also there exists a saviour, the 
great tribe of the corals. In common with other 
secreting animals of lesser cosmic importance, 
they construct a “skeleton ‘’ (for lack of a better 
word to describe it)—absorbing carbonate of cal-
cium, making it insoluble and thus safeguarding 
the life of all the denizens of the ocean. Were the 
corals to cease in their function, the oceans would 
become a realm of death and putrefaction, and 
the water itself, reverting to the primeval chaos, 
would become an immense muddy slough. 

The immensity of the task accomplished by the 
corals is revealed by the tremendous masses of 
rocks they construct. To gauge adequately their 
extensions, look at the map and you will see them 
breaking the surface of the waters in the form of 
islands clustering in thousands over the face of 
the oceans. The Laccadive Islands, the Maldives, 
and Polynesia are only some of the groups of 
archipelagoes of such islands. In the face of this 
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evidence one can well, believe, as geology says, 
that in the past corals built whole continents.
Let us once again penetrate into the realm of 
fantasy and endow the corals with consciousness. 
They would first of all realise the advantage of 
soli darity, of unity. How proud would they be of 
their constructions! How drab would appear our 
monu ments to them! And how tiny our great 
cities! Individually, the coral would feel themselves 
“bon viveurs” who crave for drink and for drinking 
without limit—they could drink, by the way, all the 
water of the oceans! (...) Warmth, salinity and tran-
quility would be the essence of their happiness. In 
other words, they also would be conscious of the 
needs dictated by their instincts, but certainly not 
of their cosmic function as purifiers of waters and 
constructors of new worlds. 
I have mentioned corals as an example but every 
other kind of life also has a similar function, more 
or less important. The work they do is the rea-
son for their existence; their task determining 
the length of their lives, entirely entrusted to the 
super vision of their instincts. 

If the earth is a garden, that is due to the unceas-
ing labour of innumerable small gardeners. Long 
and fascinating is the tale of the various cosmic 
tasks of living beings: ever busy each of them, 
ever hungry, ever eager to carry out their partic-
ular job, no matter how horrible it may appear to 
others whose instincts lead them to fulfil tasks 
opposite to theirs.

And Here Comes Man: Supra-natura
(...) Man, the most recent and perfect of creation, 
must also have been allotted an unconscious 
share in the universal task of order and creation. It 
is not possible that he be the first parasite to ap-
pear upon the earth, come only to enjoy the fruit 
of the labours of other types of life. 

And undoubtedly we find him to be a great 
worker, a resourceful producer; he transforms 
the surface of the earth as if he were a ferment, 
the ferment of a higher level of life. (...) Like all 
animals, he feels only his vital needs, conscious 
only of himself, he is preoccupied by selfishness. 
Like all other types of life he must provide for his 
maintenance and the reproduction of his species. 
He must overcome dangers and seek security to 
ensure his safety.

Life is considered by the geologist as an addi-
tional sphere surrounding the earth. Besides the 
hydro sphere and the atmosphere there is also the 
immense multitude of vital energies that forms 
the biosphere. Were it not for these, were the 
earth abandoned to the mercy of non-living ener-
gies, it would soon be plunged into the primitive 
chaos, in the confusion of elements. Humanity 
must have been allotted a major part towards the 
fulfilment of the common purpose. Its multitudes 
cover the earth contributing a new energy: the 
additional envelope of a psycho-sphere, which 
participates in the perfecting of nature. Just this 
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should be the task of history: to reveal this other 
aspect of the life of man, to illustrate his cosmic 
task, to throw light on the action he unconscious-
ly performs on the planet where he spends the 
brief years of his life: The contribution which man-
kind gives will afford new interpretations to the 
succession of events through which it has passed 
in order to reach its present state of evolution. 

Then history will fulfil its task of consolation and 
enlightenment for human society which seems 
to be on the verge of being engulfed by darkness 
and disaster. History, treated as an exposition of 
successive social events, has hitherto considered 
only the con scious urges that led to them and 
has disregarded entirely the “unconscious” drive 
that makes of every living being an agent of cre-
ation modifying in some detail or other its envi-
ronment, Earth. Each, following its instincts, the 
dictates of the unconscious, performs a task as if 
it were a cosmic worker, and does so in harmony 
with the tasks of all other living beings and with 
those of inanimate nature.

Naturally, we ask what is the cosmic task of Man? 
What is his special function in perfecting this 
planet that revolves around the sun? In what way 
does he take part in the creation of the universe? 
The elucidation of man’s contribution in relation 
to his environment, Earth, would throw light on 
the life of man himself. On the other hand, what 
consolation can we derive from this idea, from 

the hypothesis that man has a special purpose, 
especially when we consider that he himself is 
unconscious of the task he performs? Let me say 
that the exposition of this idea is not intended 
to bring consolation to sorrowful existence, or to 
breach the metaphysical field of man’s destiny.

The intention is merely to give a new angle to 
consideration of historical events by adding a  
co-efficient which has never been taken into 
account. This study may enable us to judge social 
events more clearly. 

That man today is almost surprised by the new 
conditions of life that society offers him is evi-
dent. He finds himself struggling in the midst of 
phenomena which are in contrast and often in 
opposition to another. Has he not reached the 
culmination of power that makes him a master of 
matter, of natural forces, of the surface wealth and 
of the hidden treasures buried in the depths of 
the earth? Is it not an astonishing victory over the 
environment? Yet he gathers only sorrow. From 
this mastery he creates fearful dangers to his own 
existence. (...)

Humanity, evidently, did not plan to attain the  
vertiginous heights of its present power. It was 
not through conscious will that it struggled up to 
them. It reached the present peak by procedures 
of which it was unconscious. And now when it has 
arrived at these sublime heights, human society 
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is still mainly conscious only of its physical needs 
and instinctive passions. If the conscious cosmic 
task is in relation only to the environment, how 
can we  recognise man’s special task in the im-
mense mass of contributions by all living beings 
to the maintenance of natural order. (...)

With man has come intelligence and the hand to 
carry out the tasks it dictates. 

He has mastered forces hidden in eternity (...), he 
has invaded the earth and the seas, and the air.  
He has made of the atmosphere a place where 
shortly he will fly as if he were in his element,  
moving in a three-dimensional space. He will in-
vade that element, which, although unattainable 
from the beginnings of creation, is destined to 
become his. It is undoubted that this agent, even 
though his skeleton and entrails show that they 
have used the same common material and vital 
elements from which animals have drawn, has 
nevertheless brought in himself a new force, 
a complex of nature that differs from all others  
previously existing. 

Rapidity: Man’s Fourth Dimension
If the time since his appearance on the earth be 
compared to that spent in the slow evolution of 
the earth and its animals, the period of man’s 
existence is seen to be so small in proportion that 
one can barely estimate it. If one considers the 
last phase of his action upon the environment in 
which he has captured such natural energies as 
electricity, cosmic rays and the tremendous forces 
deriving from the splitting of the atom, this is 

shorter than a flash. (...) This is the great unknown 
and if we are to penetrate more deeply into the 
mystery of his existence and to solve it we must 
confront Man himself and study history anew.  
The history of civilisation must be studied in its 
successive events, and its unconscious secrets 
must be sounded.

It is certain that all the events of the past have a 
finality which was not realised by man though he 
alone had striven to attain it. That finality can be 
observed today—the level reached by civilisation 
in the present time. The present is certainly only 
a passing phase, a stage in evolution which will 
continue, we cannot exactly say until when. (...) 
The present is the part that can be considered 
as directed by the unconscious until the highest 
peak is reached.

(Man) has succeeded in creating for himself a 
new level of life, much superior to the natural one. 
He is not merely a transforming agent; he is the 
builder of a supra-nature.

Struggling with the elements, early man lived 
and worked in direct contact with nature. Only 
gradually did he build a form of life which is based 
on the produce of other men’s work. As man 
brought modifications to the environment these 
were made use of by others until gradually the 
point has been reached where man lives on the 
work of man. It is impressive to see this straight 
road which leads man from life—in a nature 
prepared by innumerable lower agents to life 
in a new nature prepared by a loftier agent still, 
himself. Today humanity could not live out of this 
environ ment. No longer can one stretch a hand 
to pick the fruit of the earth for nourishment, no 
longer secure an animal for one’s own use. All 
must come to us through other men. The fruit of 
the land is no longer a natural fruit, the animals 
one can utilise are no longer the animals one 
captures in the forest, There are other fruits and 
other animals, those that man has modified and 
perfected. The forest itself is guarded; it belongs 
to men and is being perfected by their action. If 
he wants new clothes, man can no longer pick 
the cotton from the plant, spin it and weave it. He 
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cannot even build himself a hut, because for the 
necessary materials and for the very ground he 
is to build upon he has to depend on the human 
community.

Man himself is different from what he would be 
in the natural state: his needs are more complex 
and to satisfy them he needs products superior to 
those that nature can offer him. His needs are no 
longer only food, clothes and shelter. He asks for 
refinements and comfort, artificial means of trav-
el, light when natural lighting has disappeared, 
and so on. He could no longer live without intel-
lectual help and without ever wider and more 
rapid communications with other men. Without 
the press, the telegraph, the wireless, his life in the 
vital sacrifice of his supra -nature would be incom-
plete and oppressed. The rhythm of his activity 
has changed so much that he could no longer 
provide directly for all his needs. 

Natural man was another species.  
The supra-natural man has replaced  
the Homo Sapiens of prehistoric fame.
In his gradual advance through successive civili-
sations man has become more and more linked 
with the rest of humanity, not only externally in 
social organisation, but more profoundly and 
intimately. Today humanity is but one organism 
composed of all living men.

The conception that men are not united only by 
their material needs but have the tendency to 
form one organism is perhaps the one fact of 
which humanity has been conscious. Words such 
as “All men are children of God” or “Universal 
Brotherhood” do not refer to the environment 
but to men in their mutual relations. From our 
point of view, one can really consider humanity 
as joined to form one living body that develops 
and functions through the activity of all. The 
majority of inventions, for instance, are the result 
of a collective intelligence to which successive 
generations have contributed. The marvellous 
dis coveries of our day are due not to the intel-
ligence of one man, but to the collaboration of 
the scientists of the world. They are based upon 
precedents all can draw upon for the realisation 

of further progress. This is the picture of the col-
lective intelligence that develops and functions 
supernaturally. It reaches far beyond the point 
which a man, even a genius, could ever attain if 
isolated.

Evidently, the task accomplished has not been 
done by man’s hands alone, nor are his migra-
tions upon the earth due merely to the agility 
of his feet. He moves today, aided by enormous 
machines which grow in their turn and become 
more perfect as if themselves in the course of 
continuous evolution, mirroring in this the char-
acteristics of living beings. True, man has invaded 
the oceans and the sky, but it is not the naked 
man of nature that has done this. Nowadays, it 
is only through humanity that he can exist and 
continue to live on the planet that he has con-
quered. (...) Ours is the supra-natural humanity 
living in a supra-natural world. This is the reality of 
the present of our history and this is the cause of 
all its problems. (...) Man begins to become con-
scious of being imprisoned in an artificial world 
from which there is no escape. If some groups 
of human society do not yet fully participate in 
supra-nature, they feel that they will not be able 
to survive unless they take part in it: they exhib-
it rapid functional movements of adaptation as 
they strive to reach this goal.

The immense constructions are not due to the 
conscious efforts of man, but to a creative uncon-
scious process shown by the consciousness of 
man as today he raises his voice to invoke liberty.  
Step by step, as he climbs the ladder of supra- 
nature he loses the freedoms of the natural man. 
He is bound by the universal law, by the plan 
underlying every single expression of creation.

    Maria Montessori 
1948-49
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