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Permanence, Change, and the Anthropocene

The End of Nature (1989)

"The idea of nature will not survive the new global pollution ς

We have changed the atmosphere, and thus we are changing the weather, we 
make every spot on earth man-made and artificial. 

²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ Ŧŀǘŀƭ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΦά 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜτŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǳǎ ŀƭƻƴŜέ

άLǘ ǿŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǊŜŘǿƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ǎŀŎǊŜŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘǎ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
identity should remain beyond our control. But once that barrier has been 
broken, what is the fight about, then?...How can there be a mystique of the rain 
now that every drop ςeven the drops that fall as snow on the Arctic, even the 
drops that fall deep in the remaining forest primeval ςbears the permanent 
stamp of man? 

Having lost its separateness, it loses its special power. Instead of being a category 
like God ςsomething beyond our control ςit is now a category like the defense 
ōǳŘƎŜǘ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ǿŀƎŜΣ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘΧƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ 
ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ ƛǎ ŘŜŀŘΦέ





Owl Workshop  

Humboldt - Human Impacts on the Environment

In his book Central Asia (1843), Humboldt listed three ways in which 
the human species was even then affecting the climate:

ά¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ 
(irrigation and drainage), and through the production of great masses 
ƻŦ ǎǘŜŀƳ ŀƴŘ Ǝŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎΦέ

ά¢ƘŜ ǿŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘƭŜǎǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ 
ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎǇƻƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΦέ

ωHumans are part of nature
ω Nature/Cosmos is bigger than us
ω Most human impacts are unintended consequences 
ω Limits of human understanding of nature should encourage caution

Humboldt said it was the duty of scientists to examine the changeable 
ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜέ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎΦ 



IǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ /ƻǎƳƻǎ

The dance of world and mind

Humboldt lived in Paris from 1805-1827 but 
was forced to return to Berlin in May 1827

In November 1827 he began a series of 61 
lectures that proved so popular he added 16 
more. For six months he gave lectures 
several days each week. 

No entry fee was charged and hundreds of 
people attended ranging from the royal 
family to coachmen and half those attending 
ǿŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ IǳƳōƻƭŘǘ άŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛȊŜŘέ 
science. 

From these lectures, the multi-volume work 
Cosmos was born. 



Cosmos: A Sketch of the Physical Description of the Universe

IǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ-volume opus Cosmos (1845-1862)

Cosmos was the scientific bestseller of the age. In 1845, the first edition of 
the first volume sold out in two months; by 1851, Humboldt estimated 
that eighty thousand copies had been shipped. He himself superintended 
the French translation, and by 1846 it had also been translated into 
English, Dutch, and Italian. His publisher wrote in 1847 that the demand 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ǿŀǎ άŜǇƻŎƘ-ƳŀƪƛƴƎέ



ά/ƻǎƳƻǎέ ¢ƘŜ ŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŘ 
ςTangibles and Intangibles ςMind and Nature

ωYŜȅ ǘƻ IǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ ǿƻǊŘ ά/ƻǎƳƻǎέ ǿŀǎ ƛǘǎ 
double references the physical universe as it exists apart from 
humanity, and to the beauty and order of that universe, which are 
ideas intrinsic to humanity. In short, the universe exists without us, 
but it exists as a Cosmos only through our minds. 

ω IǳƳōƻƭŘǘ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴƻǎǘ άŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎέ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀ 
contrast between nature and mind, but insists that we must not 
therefore be led to separate the two, lest doing so reduce science 
ǘƻ άŀ ƳŜǊŜ ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭǘƛŜǎΦέ 

ωIǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛǎ ƪŜȅΥ ƻǳǊ ƻƴƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ άŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ōƭŜƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ 
ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǘƻ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎέ

ω The world is known to us only through our mind, and our mind is 
known to us only as we engage the world: the two form a 
phenomenal unity. 

ω Only in the dance of world and mind, object and subject, does the 
Cosmos come into being.



IǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΩǎ [ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ /ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ¢ƘŜ /ƻǎƳƻǎ

ά¢ƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ Ƴǳǎǘ 
ΧƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǳƴǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΧLŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ōŜ ƛƭƭƛƳƛǘŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ 
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



In 1869, the centennial of his birth was celebrated 
across the globe, from Moscow to Mexico City and, in 
the United States, most cities hosted celebrations, with 
10,000 people joining President Grant in Pittsburgh 
while 15,000 attended the festivities in New York City. 

Boston hosted three separate celebrations, among 
them one at the Music Hall under the auspices of the 
Boston Society of Natural History. Professor Louis 
Agassiz set the tone, and in the audience sat "the best 
culture of New England," including Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow and Oliver Wendell Holmes, together with 
the mayor, senators, the governor, and "many others, 
ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘέ



Humboldt Monument ςCentral Park, NYC

The monument, donated by the Humboldt Memorial Association, was dedicated at its 
original location at 59th Street and Fifth Avenue on September 14, 1869. Gustav Blaeser 
knew Humboldt and used his death mask as a reference as he sculpted the bust. In 1981 it 
ǿŀǎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ 9ȄǇƭƻǊŜǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ ƻƴ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ tŀǊƪ ²Ŝǎǘ ŀƴŘ ттǘƘ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ 
across from the American Museum of Natural History.



Why was Humboldt forgotten in America?

[ƻǳƛǎ !ƎŀǎǎƛȊΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ мусфΥ ά9ǾŜǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭōƻȅ ƛǎ 
familiar with his methods now, but he does not know that Humboldt is his 
teacher. The fertilizing power of a great mind is truly wonderful; but as we 
travel farther from the source, it is hidden from us by the very abundance 
ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘέ

ωHumboldt not associated with a university or an individual science
ωLƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣ !ƎŀǎǎƛȊ ƻōǎŎǳǊŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƻǊΩǎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ
ω Agassiz develops his own school of American science and nature study



Why was Humboldt forgotten in America?
Anti-German Hysteria 
World War I and World War II

ωMany families anglicized their names to blend in. 

ω Patriotic fervor wedded to a hatred of all things 
German prompted restaurants to change their 
menus to read "liberty steak" instead of 
hamburgers and "liberty cabbage" in place of 
sauerkraut. 

ω A rush to de-Germanize the nation prompted 
communities to rename their parks, streets, 
schools, and towns. Germantown, Nebraska 
became Garland; Berlin, Iowa became Lincoln. In 
Cincinnati, Hanover Street was changed to Yukon 
Street; Schumann Street to Meredith Street; and 
Humboldt Street became Taft Road



By 1920, the number of German publications was 
a third of what it had been in 1894, as readership 
and subscriptions continued to decline.

World War II continued the persecution of 
German-Americans and more.



Owl Workshop  

Why was Humboldt forgotten in America?

LIteratureand Translating

ωIǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǘȅƭŜ ςcomplexity, hyper-text

ω Literary genre? romantic? aesthetic science?

ω Before his time?

ω Poor translations and limited translations over time



Why was Humboldt forgotten in America?

ωDevelopment of Professional, Institutionalized Science/Academia

ωIǳƳōƻƭŘǘ ŀ άmeta-scientistέ ςCharles Sanders Peirce

ω Specialization vs. Comprehensive/Holistic Science

Specialization would seem a logical response to a rapidly expanding 
knowledge base; it yielded tangible results and ever-greater 
capacity for human manipulation and control of nature. As scholars 
and researchers raced down their separate disciplinary pathways, 
though, knowledge became increasingly fragmented and 
communication across major disciplinary boundaries more the 
exception than the rule. Nowhere was reintegration a discipline.

Humboldt championed aesthetic forms that emerged from the 
particulars of nature, and scientific forms that embraced, rather 
than excluded, the subjectivity of the  observer. 

This put him on a collision course with the emergent concept of 
άƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ŀƴŘ άǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴƛǎƳέ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ IǳƳōƻƭŘǘΩǎ ōƻƭŘΣ 
experimental texts were absorbed, reshaped, and, in large part, 
ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƭƛǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ¢ǿƻ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΦέ
- Walls, Passage to Cosmos



Why was Humboldt forgotten in America?

The Two Cultures (1959)

A good many times I have been present at gatherings of people who, by 
the standards of the traditional culture, are thought highly educated and 
who have with considerable gusto been expressing their incredulity at 
the illiteracy of scientists. Once or twice I have been provoked and have 
asked the company how many of them could describe the Second Law of 
Thermodynamics. The response was cold: it was also negative. Yet I was 
asking something which is about the scientific equivalent of: 'Have you 
ǊŜŀŘ ŀ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ {ƘŀƪŜǎǇŜŀǊŜϥǎΚΨ

I now believe that if I had asked an even simpler question ςsuch as, 
What do you mean by mass, or acceleration, which is the scientific 
equivalent of saying, 'Can you read?' ςnot more than one in ten of the 
highly educated would have felt that I was speaking the same language. 
So the great edifice of modern physics goes up, and the majority of the 
cleverest people in the western world have about as much insight into it 
as their Neolithic ancestors would have had.



The Sociobiological Reductionist Solution to Knowledge 

ά¢ƘŜ ƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴƛǎƳ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŀǊǘΤ 
ǘƘŜ ƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴƛǎƳ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦέ

²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ ΨŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƛŘŜŀΩΣ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƭƭ ǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ 
social institutions, are based on material processes that are ultimately reducible, however long 

ŀƴŘ ǘƻǊǘǳƻǳǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿǎ ƻŦ ǇƘȅǎƛŎǎέ όǇΦмфоύΦ

Reductionism vs. Holistic Science


