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The Unity of Nature

άL ǎƘŀƭƭ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǳǇƻƴ ƻƴŜ 
another and how the geographic environment influences plant and 
ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ  ǿƻǊŘǎΣ L Ƴǳǎǘ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦέ



Humboldtian Science

άǘƘŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ōǳǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǊŜŀƭ 
ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜ ƭŀǿ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ŎŀǳǎŜέ



Cosmos: A Sketch of the Physical Description of the Universe 

ά¢ƘŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘŦǳƭ 
contemplation, is that of unity in diversity, and of connection, resemblance and order, 
among created things most dissimilar in their form; τone fair harmonious wholeΦέ 



Humboldt the Atheistical?

Iƛǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜέ ŀƴŘ άƘŀǊƳƻƴȅέ 
often has been misinterpreted as reflecting a kind of Deism. Cosmos
was much criticisedfor its omission of God, and attempts were 
made to "domesticate" Humboldt's book for local audiences by 
connecting it to the argument from design. 

ω Westminster Review ƻƴ IǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ /ƻǎƳƻǎ 1846 -άŀ ǎƪŜǘŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨDƻŘΩ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ 
of God is supposed everywhere, will perhaps be regarded as 
dangerously Atheisticalōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛŎƪƭŜǊ ŦƻǊ ¢ƘŜ ²ƻǊŘΦέ

Nicholas Rupke-ά¢ƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜΣ 
Humboldt insisted, leads up to a picture of harmony and unity; but, 
as Immanuel Kant had argued a century or so before, "all higher 
speculative views" lie outside the realm of scientific study. 
Humboldt's narrative of Nature was a consciously secular one and 
omitted all rhetoric of the divineΦέ

ω Humboldt ςά!ƭƭ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ςFirst, a code 
of morals, very pure and nearly the same in all, next, a geological 
dream(Creation story) and thirdly, a myth or historical novelette
-ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŀǎǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭΦέ



IǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΩǎ [ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ /ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ¢ƘŜ /ƻǎƳƻǎ

ά¢ƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ Ƴǳǎǘ 
ΧƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǳƴǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΧIf nature be illimitable in extent 
and contents, it likewise  presents itself to the human intellect as 
a problem which cannot be grasped, and whose solution is 
ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦέ

The Universe is wider than our views of it.
- Henry David Thoreau



Humboldt recognized a connection between 
healthy landscapes and water supplies during his 
time in America. Humboldt saw this particularly in 
the plantations around Lake Valencia in northern 
Venezuela. The felling of trees by settlers did more 
than just denude the landscape.

ά²ƘŜƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ 
ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŘǊƛŜŘ ǳǇΣέ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΦ ά¢ƘŜ ōŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
rivers are converted into torrents whenever great 
Ǌŀƛƴǎ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƛƎƘǘǎΧ¢ƘŜȅ ŦǳǊǊƻǿ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƘŜŀǾȅ 
showers the sides of the hills, bear down the 
loosened soil, and form those sudden inundations 
ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦέ 

άLƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŎƘŀƛƴ ƻŦ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΣ ƴƻ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 
ŦŀŎǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

tǳƭƭ ƻƴŜ ǘƘǊŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘŀǇŜǎǘǊȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǳƴǊŀǾŜƭΦ bŀǘǳǊŜΩǎ ǎǘǊŀƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ 
intimately woven, but humankind can undo them. 

Humboldtian Environmentalism and the Tapestry of Nature



The Second Great Journey - Russia: The 1829 Expedition

In April 1829, Humboldt was invited to Russia to consult about the new metal called 
platinum discovered in the Ural Mountains and found an opportunity to realize his 
other grand dream: an expedition through Central Asia. 

Knowing  that diamonds were often found with gold and platinum deposits, Humboldt 
predicted that diamonds would be found there, too, and the Russian Government 
offered to fully fund his expedition to the Urals. Humboldt would push past the Urals to 
reach the border of China. 



Owl Workshop  

In 1829, Caroline dies at the age of 63. 



The Humboldt Brothers ςThe Spirit of Europe

https://explore.psl.eu/en/discover/virtual-exhibits/humboldt-brothers-spirit-europe



Humboldt in Russia - April - November 1829 

Lƴ ŀ ǿƘƛǊƭǿƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƛȄ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΩ ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ фΣтлл 
miles, passed through 658 post-stations, and used more than 12,000 post-horses! 



Humboldtian Science ςGlobal Network for Earth Science

Back in St. Petersburg by November 1829, Humboldt gives a speech for the Russian 
Imperial Academy of Sciences, in which he urged the establishing a chain of 
geomagnetic and weather observation stationsacross the Russian Empire linking with 
a network around the globe. 

The Czar agreed, creating stations from St. Petersburg to Alaska. These connected to 
stations in the US and Europe, and by 1839 the British had built them across the British 
9ƳǇƛǊŜΦ IǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ ǿŀǎ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘ ŀǎ the observation stations collected 
geomagnetic and climate data on a global scale. 

In the same speech, he urged climate studyto understand the effects of the 
destruction of forests on climate which he first described in South America on his first 
great journey. 



Understanding the interconnections of phenomena 



Owl Workshop  

Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767ς1835)  

ωWith his eyesight failing, he lived another six years after 
/ŀǊƻƭƛƴŜΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ 
of 68 in 1835 at Tegel.

ωWilhelm died while preparing a final book on the 
ancient Kawi language of Java, but its introduction was 
published in 1836 as The Heterogeneity of Language and 
its Influence on the Intellectual Development of Mankind.

ω!ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƛǾŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ оп ȅŜŀǊǎΧ


