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Foundersofmoderngeographicalthought

Afterthegreatageofdiscovery,twoleadingGermanscholars,

viz.,AlexandervonHumboldtandCarlRittermadevaluable

contributiontothefieldsofbasicsciences,humanitiesandarts.

The foundation ofgeography as a modern science was

primarilylaidbyGermanscholarsduringtheperiodfrom 1750

to1850.Thesecondhalfofthisperiod,thetimeofHumboldt

andRitter,isknownasthe‘classicalperiodofgeography’.

Humboldtlaidthefoundationofplantgeographyanddeclared

geographyasadescriptivescience,whileRitteriscreditedwith

introducingmankindintogeographicalstudies– particularly

humanity in relation to environment.He also opined that

‘geographyisnotconcernedwiththeindividualplantsbut

ratherwiththeplantandanimalcover'.Thesetwoscholarsare

regarded as the founders ofmodern geography although

neitherwastrainedasageographer.



AlexandervonHumboldt

Alexandervon Humboldtled the wayin the expansion of

geographyinandoutsideofGermany.Hewasascholarof

greatversatility,whocontributedappreciablytothefieldsof

geology, botany, zoology, physics, chemistry, history,

climatology,geomorphology and to allotherbranches of

geography.Hetravelledabout4000milesandinallhistravels,

however short,he made multitudinous observations.He

performedalljourneyswithtelescopes,sextant,cynometers

and barometers.With the help ofthese instruments,he

measured accurately the temperature of airand ground,

pressure,winds,latitudes,longitudes,elevationsabovethesea

level,magneticvibration,natureofrocks,typesofplantsin

relationtoclimate,latitude,altitudeandhumanattitude.

Humboldtwasborninanaristocraticfamilyinprussia.After

gettingeducationinclassicallanguages,economics,finance,

history,technologyand mathematics,Humboldtstarted his

careerinthearmy,buthismotherprevaileduponhim tostudy

economicsandtocompleteinthecivilserviceexamination.His

interestin geography started with his acquaintance with

GeorgeFoster–whowasoncook'ssecondvoyagearoundthe

world.Hebecamekeenlyinterestedintherockstructureofthe

Alpsand visited Bavaria,Austria,Switzerland and Italy.He

learned the art of handling various instruments of

measurementlikesextant,barometer.

AdventuresandExplorations

Humboldthadagiftforexceptionallysharpobservation

and infieldworkhewasunsurpassed.InMadrid,he

madedailyobservationsoftemperaturesandaltitudes.



From Madrid,HumboldtandBonplandreachedCumana

portinVenezuela.Alongtheseacoasttheywentto

CaracasandexploredtheValencialake.Henoticedthat

theValencialakehasshrunkandfieldsforcultivationof

crops had been developed on its flat banks.He

attributedtheshrinkageofthelaketodeforestationof

the neighbouring lands.He established a positive

relationshipbetweentheforestsandrainfall.Theidea

thatmoreforestsmeanmorerainfallstillsignificantly

persists.

Humboldt’sexpeditionexploredtheOrinocoriverandits

tributariesandestablishedthetruthofitsconnection

withAmazon.Hedidmeasurementsandestablished

exactlatitudesandlongitudesofplaces.

HumboldtandBonplandarrivedatCartgonaandfrom

this portthey wentto Andes,Ecuadorand Peru.

Humboldtgaveascientificexplanationofcropsandthe

influence ofaltitude,temperature and vegetation on

crops.

TraversingtheAndessouthward,theexplorersreached

Lima.OnthecoastofPeru,guanabirddroppingswere

observed which gave greatmanuralvalue.The cold

watercurrentofPeruwasalsoobservedandrecorded

forthefirsttime.Thetemperatureandvelocityofthis

currentweremeasured.Thiscoldwatercurrentwas

subsequentlynamedasHumboldtcurrent.



In1806,hemadeavisittoVesuviusvolcano.Afterits

completionhewrotehisexperiencesandobservations

in 30 volumes in French,which were subsequently

translated into a numberofforeign languages.He

visitedthecityofSt.Petersburgwherehewasentrusted

withthetaskofexploringthevirginlandsofSiberia

across the Uralmountains.Throughoutthe Siberian

expedition,aregularrecordoftemperatureandpressure

waskept.Onthebasisoftheseobservations,itwas

inferredthattemperatureonthesamelatitudesvaries

moving inward from the coast. The concept of

continentality was also established by Humboldt.

Moreover,theterm ‘permafrost’wascoinedtoexplain

thefrozencharacteristicsoftheSiberiansoils.Itwas

afterthisventurethattheword'climatology’appearedin

geographicalliteraturewhichdealswithvariationsof

atmosphere,temperature,humidity,barometricpressure,

winds,atmosphericpurityandthedegreeofvisibility.

His major concern was to correlate the physical

environmentwiththehumanandorganicphenomena.

Whiledealingwithman-natureinteraction,heincluded

manandhisworksbutdidnotgiveadequateweightto

manasthemajordeterminant.Heattemptedtodevelop

a general picture on the distribution of average

temperaturesintheworldinrelationtothedistribution

ofcontinentsandoceans.

Alexander von Humboldt thought an approach to



sciencewasneededthatcouldaccountfortheharmony

ofnatureamongthediversityofphysicalworld.For

Humboldt‘theunityofnature'meantthatitwasthe

interrelationofallphysicalsciences-suchascojoining

betweenbiology,meteorologyandgeology.Heviewed

nature historically, and tried to explain natural

phenomenawithouttheappealtoreligiousdogma.

In 1845,Humboldt’smonumentalworkKosmoswas

published,andwaswellreceivedallovertheworld.It

waslaterontranslatedinanumberofforeignlanguages.

Kosmos,acomprehensiveaccountofthetravelsand

expeditionsofHumboldt,waswrittenwiththefollowing

fourobjectives:

1.Thefirstisthedefinitionandlimitationsofphysical

descriptionoftheworldasaspecialandseparate

branchofknowledge.

2.Thesecondistheobjectivecontent,whichisthe

actualandempiricalaspectofnature’sentityInthe

scientificform ofaportraitofnature.

3.Theactionofnatureontheimaginativefacultyand

emotionbecomesanincentiveto naturestudies

through themeansoftravel,description,poetry,

landscape,painting and display of contrasting

groupsofexoticplants

4.Thehistoryofnaturalphilosophyandthegradual

conceptpertainingtocosmosasanorganicunitare



dealtwith.

Inbrief,Humboldt’sobjectiveinwritingKosmoswas

todevelopauniversalscience.Religions,heinsisted,

offerthreedifferentthingstomankind:aloftymoral

idealism,which is common to all religions; a

geologicaldream regardingtheoriginoftheearth;and

alegendconcerningtheoriginsofthereligion.

Heplannedtowriteaseriesofbooksabouttheworld

with the following objective:give a scientifically

accuratepictureofthestructureoftheuniverse.He

saw natureasawholeandmanasapartofnature.

Humboldtbelieved thatallraces ofman had a

commonoriginandthatnoraceisnecessarilyinferior

totheothers.

SofarasthesubjectmatterofKosmosisconcerned,

inthefirstvolumethereisageneralpresentationof

thewholepictureoftheuniverse.Thesecondvolume

startswithadiscussionoftheportrayalofnature

through the ages bylandscape painters and then

continueswithahistoryofman’sefforttodiscover

and describe the earth since the time ofancient

Egyptians.

Whiledealingwiththesubjectmatterofgeography,

Humboldtcoinedtheterm ‘Cosmography’anddivided

itinto Uranographyand geography.In hisopinion,

Uranographyisthedescriptiveastronomywhichdeals

withcelestialbodies.Geography,ontheotherhand,

wasconfinedtophysicalgeographywhichdealswith



theterrestrialpart.Geography,accordingtohim,isthe

description of the earth which deals with

interrelationshipofphenomenathatexisttogetherin

anarea.

Heconsiderednatureasanorganicwholebornoutof

harmoniousinterrelationship between allliving and

non-living objects existing togetherin particular

territories.Thefoundationofuniversalsciencewas

themainobjectiveofhiskosmos.Hefocused on

geography as the discipline concerned with both

inorganic as wellas organic phenomena on the

earth’ssurfaceasaninterrelatedentity.Hewasthe

pioneeroftheconceptthat‘maneverywherebecomes

mostessentiallyassociatedwithterrestriallife'.

Hegaveimportancetogeographicalrepresentationof

dataonmapsandtheutilityofmapsforgeographical

studies.

Humboldtbelievedthatalltheracesofmanhada

commonoriginandthatnoraceissuperiororinferior

toothers.Moreover,hestressedtheneedofcasual

observations ofnature in the field and ofcareful

measurementofobservations.Itwasanapproach

towardstheorybuildingandmodel–making.

Humboldtconcentratedlargely,thoughnotexclusively,

onphysicalfeatures,climateandvegetation.About

theuseof‘natural',hewasthefollowerofKant.The

word‘natural'initsbroadestsenseincludedallthe

phenomenaobservedoutsidetheobserver'smindor



the objective reality. It is because of these

contributionthatheisconsiderednotonlythefounder

ofplantgeographyandclimatologybutalsomodern

geography.Humboldtthuswasthelastmasterof

universalscience.

Humboldt made substantive contribution to

systematicgeographyandlaidstressontheunityof

nature.Beinganagnostic,hedidnotwriteawordof

praiseforthecreator(God).
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