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VOM HUMBOLDT AND RITTER:

CONMTRIBUTIONS TO GEOGRAPHICAL HMETHODOLOGY

by

fi. Seks
Makumbi Mission

The Berman scholars, #&lexander von Humboldt (17469-185%) and
Carl Ritter {(1799-185%) are said to be the founders of modern
gepgraphy by many writers e.g. Wooldridge and East (1936);

Freeman, {1961} EBroek, (1265). James (1972) refers; to
Humboldt and Ritter as forming the bridge between classical and
madern geography. The rise of modern geography is part of the

Renaissance of the 19th centwy, a movement like that of the
16th century but penetrating deeper inte the realms of thought.

Geography befoare Humbpldt and Ritter was haphazard,
unsystematic and descriptive. It was a jumble of pelitical,
statistical facts and place names,; a catalogue of facts about
the earth’'s surtacs. A good example of the geographical

literature of that time was a text by Hohann Ernst Fabri’'s
‘Hurzer Abris der Geographie’ which appeared in Germany between
1785-1793. It was an arid list of couvntries, political diwvi-
sionse cities,; reigning housss, eic. FRitter (in Allgemeine
Erdkunde, 18627 complains:

8 systematic organisation of material is seldem to be
found in them ... They contain at bottom only an
arbitrary, unorganised, unsvstematic compilation of
all sorts of noteworthy phenomena, which in  the
different parts aof the globe appear to bhe especially
striking ... The facts are arranged like the pieces
of a petchwork guilt, now one way, now ancther as if
each disconnected plece could stand by itself. {pp-
2124 .

The progress of geography during this time was bhampered by

lack of reliable facts systematically colliected. Mo wonder
people like Varenius and Carpenter failed in their attempts to
search for underlying principles. Crone (1944 notes that the

facts were largely uncontrolled observations of men of varving
capabilities in distant lands, he speculation of long dead
chilosophers and selected texts from the Eible. Without
reliable  facts generalisations and theorising were dangerous
pursuits. The vovages of discovery did smuch to increase human—
kind ‘s knowledge about the earth s surface. The contemporary
ewnlution of scientific thought associated with the work., of
Montesqguieu, Voltaire and Rousseau, did much to stimulate the
work of thes two scholars. This evolution of scientific
thought was affeciting a change in ocutlook which  slowly but
dacizsively affected the development of scisnce.

it i= against such a background and the stimulius of the new
philasaphy that the contribution of Humboldt and Ritter to



modern geograpny can be sean. Crone {(19&4) describss Humboldt

as:

an accurate and painstaking swveyor ., and industrious

botanical collector, a2 student of politicsl and

social conditions, an untiring inguirer into . the

myriad of natural phenomena which present themselves

to his keen eve. but above all, he was pondering upon

the rnatural world and searching out its underlying

urit. {p. Sl

Tatham (in Taylor, 1%%51), writes of Humboidt as a man of

great versatile genius, well informed in many branches of
scisnce. Humbeidt first became a mining engineer after
studying Geology under Werner at Freiburg but scon tuwrned to
the rcareer of a natwral scientist and an sxplorer. He &also
read phyvsics and chemistry. His interest in geography was

inherited from George Forster who taught him the method of
careful observation and the critical terezatment of +{acit=s.
Forster 's artistic but scientific description of the landscape
greatly impressed Humboldt. He developed Forster = technigue
to the peal: of pertection and his method becams= & model and a
spur to later workers.

Humboldt 's aim was to recnognise unity in the vast diversity
of phenomena and by exercise of thought, and the combination of
cbhservation, to discern the constancy of phenomena in the midst
of apparent changes. Hi=s method was empirical and inductive.
He made multitudinous observations from 40 different instru-
ments he carried on his journeys. He accurately rescorded
measuwrements of heights, areas, 1lengths, temperatures, lati-
tude, etc. Most of his journevs were in South America and
Russia where he colliected, classified and interpreted plankts,
animals and rocks according to theivr origin and geographical
distribution. Tatham goes on to point cut that nothing escaped
Humboldt ‘s eye, and no aspect of nature failed to arouse. his
scientific curiosity. Because of this Humboldt made contribu-—-
tions to a number of fields.

Humboldt used the term climatology and writers
Dickinson {124%) think he probably coined it. The basic
dure was to arrangs the facts in groups, measure and ass
that the phenomena of warmth could be brought under *mpiri
laws. Using data he collected from his measurements, Humbol
compiled isothermal linss on a map. He illustrated that +
lin=s near the squator were parallel to ik, but spread north
over . the sea and south aover the land and that thev reach
further narth on the western sides of continents. He also came
up with the idea of continentality after examining his tempera-—
ture figures.

The result of his massive collection of Secuth American
plants was the +irm basis of nlant geography. He distinguished

setwas=n the distribution of individual species and the
numerical associations of plants in varticul ar places,
Compiling lists of plants by continents obrscured the
distribution of plants in different isocthermal rones. . He
pointed out that other facts, apart from climate., influenced
plant distribution. His argument was that the studvy must szel
laws that determine the physicgnomy of nature in general. the
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escribe the face of the earth as a
aple and their work in the concept of
=R i} Se He argued thst only through the
s of oshenomena can one evaluate any one of them.
t simpily to measure one phesnomenon but to kBring
in which the great varietvy of observable phenomena
scape are associated and interconnected with each
ferent places. As noted above, Humboldt contri-
variety of fieslds of knowledge and he was also
concerned with the areal associatiaons of natwre and organic
phenomena. He 1s generally ranked as founder of plant and
phvsical geography. fis he also recogniceed the interdependsnce
of areal ghenomena and the need for explaining any one set of
spatialiy distributed phenomens in relation to their spatial
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:nnt t, Humboldt can, in this sense also be considered to be a
regi 1ist His position and work stand unassailable for the
reason  tha he perceived clearly the limits of the field in
which he was working. He was guided by clearcut principles.
He was not delivering laws but sesking them out. The age of
specialisation or systematic studies came into being largelvy as
a result of Humboldit ‘s work. The volume of recorded cobhserva-—-
tions about the world and man's place in i%t, [ad greatly
inrreased and no individual scheolar could hope anv  longer to

=ter the world’'s knowledge sbout the =artn.

FRitter was greatly influenced by the educational methods of

men  like Rousseau, Festalozzi, Salzmann and his teacher
Gutsmuths. These men insisted that clear thinking must be
based on careful cbservations of things and that words could
have no meaning unless matched with perceptions. Ritter was
taught how to observe nature during the frequent waiks with his
teachsr. He was encouraged to formulate for himself the con-—
cept of the unity of people and nature and thus b= derived the
central concept ‘unity in diversity’ at an early stage. Unlike
umboidt, Ritter held several academic positions during 115

1ife. He bec ~ame professcor of history at Frankfurt in 1819%. In
1820 he toak up & post as l=zctursr in gsography at the Univer-—

ity of Berlin uptil his dsath in 185%5%. - He held other
positions during his life time. He lectured on history at the
Frussiocn wmilitary school where he became director of studies
for the corps of cadets. He founded the Berlin BGeodragchical

Society and he undertook many field trips each summer to

varinus parts of Europe.

Hitter 's emphasis was in teaching a gecgraphy. a new scien—
fic gesagraphy, instead of the lifeless summaries of facts
bout countries and cities, mingled with all sorts of scienti-
%i: incongtruities He bkased his scientific gecgraphvy on the
ept of unlty in diversity, +the central concept running

hout bhis maior work, the Erdiunde. Ritter ‘s purposse was
stand the intercgnnéttinns, the causal interresiations
the areal associations cchesive. He conceived of

v as an empirical scisnce. The =study should proceed



from ochservations to the search of general should not
proceed from preconceived ideas, to nypothe servation.
Wa' cshoald - the earkth for its laws, Ri arqgued. His
search for unity in diversity led him to regional
appraach  to geography inst=ad of the sy approach,
although he =aw the imsportance of =¥ studies.
Humbocldt s systematic work helped him in his studies of
regiDnS, Rittzr saw each region as consi a unigue

individuality as= heing a ‘whole” in itsel+ : =ai1d ©tO

inauirz into and present the individuality th was the

highest talk of geographical science.

Ritter ‘s philozophical view was teleological. He saw in all
his gecgraphical studiss the evidence of God’'s plan into
building the earth as the home of humankind. Thiz view was
considered &y later workers as unscientific and brought his
work, the Erdkunde, into disrepute, although it had no effect
on the method and substance of the work.

Ritter s work on Asia and Africa was based on other people’s
observations, He stated that his field studies of BEurops mads
it possible for hie to give an interpretation of other lands
without actually geing there. Curiously enough, as Fritz
Kiramer {i957) reparts, Ritter = description of places he had
never sesn were more vivid and accurate than descrigtione of
nlacese he had actually visited. Here is therefore a difterence
between Humbeldt and Hitter.

The contribution of Humboldt and Ritter to modern gs=so
are therefore great. - They moulded the substance of gecoraphy
inte scientific form. Their scientific organisation of know-—
ledge was done in two stages. The +irst stage was the assembly
pf accurate facts by observation and measursment. The second
stage consisted aof giving the materiazal coherence and making 1t
inteiligible by considering it undsr a number of laws to show
the relationship of cause and effect to bhe found in the pheno-—

graphy
ar

mena in 2 simple and concise wavy. Thus h©oth Humboldt and
Ritter emphasised the importance of the empirical method of
ressarch. in a letter to Blumenhach in 1795, Humbkoldt is
reporited to have stressed the importance of the empirical
method of science as one hbhest grounded and most likely  to
succeed. For geography to be considersd a science 1t must
establish laws and this is what Humboldt and Ritter strove to
do in their major works. Ritter put the position clearsr shen

he =said that he had demonstrated that geograghy nad a right *D
b2 considered a sharply definad science, o+ kindred dignit

with the others. Geography must go on to know the causes L%
thing=s, ‘rerum <ognoscere causaz’ .

Ritter and especiaily Humboldt, showed the wvalus of the
comparative method. Humboldt clesarly showsd this in the
handling of his ﬂvltltud1n ous chservations. His sszsavy on the
steppes and deserts is full of comparisons betwesn steppss and
oceans and betwesn all ithe steppes of the world. The idea was
revealed 1o his stddies of the heaths of central Eurocpe and
Llanpns of South America. By these comparisons he souhit to
revesl  the characteristice and physiogrnomy of sach study ss
detarmined by diversity of soil, climate and altituds. He
compared new abservations Lo previous ones of similar kind and

recorded  the differences and similariities. Ritter observed



thaﬁkgz‘usal relationships were to be sought by the comparative
method, the geography that went beyond mere description was

aint ati This can be seen in the Erdhunde where the method
a o i the =tudy of regions fto distinguish natural
e =

Systematic studies are generally attributed to Humbeldt,
&.0. ciimatology =na plant geography. — Regional geography 1is
Hitter's domain bhut in his lectures he smphasized the impor-—

tance of :ybtematlc studies as the basis of regional gecgraphyv.
A Final volume on systematic studies was included in his plan
of the Erdhunds, and, as pointed out above, he used Humbaldt's
Eygtématjc work to help him in his regional gepgraphy. So even

if their work overlapped, - it was largely complementary.
Humbnldt gave method and form to systematic geocgraphy while
Ritter ectablished the framework of regional geography.

Together, they provided an almost complete and modern pragramme
for geography.

Humboldt contributed his characteristic method, the
graphical representation of data. He used isotherms to facili-
tate his studies of comparative climate. He - drew sections
across the Andes and used the profiles to cshow altitudinal
belts of wvegetation. He also used these sections to show
gealogical structure. Though Humboldt was not the first te do
these cross-sactions he demonstrated their value and was  so
successful that their invention is often attributed to him. He
was the First to divide regions he explored into botannical
provinces an maps . published in 1814, Humboldt and to csome

xtent Ritter gave miodern geography graphical methods that make
it possible to study geography in a meaningful way.

" Humboldt and Ritter differed in their philosophical approach

to nature. Humboldt ‘s concept of unity and causality was more
aesthetic than theological. Ritter linked his concept of
‘wholes’ with a2 teleological view of the upiverss. This was

later criticised as being unscientific but this view is
instructive in that it is dynamic because it considers the
present and the future. A teleological philosophy can  be
combined w=with most rigid scientific accuracy in  ressarch.
“Another line of criticism came in their cause and esffect
analvsis, . This was later ascsociated with the unpcpul ar
machanisticy and deterministic metaphysical concepts. Harvey
(1969 stresses  that the main contribution of Humboldt  and
Ritter tc explanation in geography was their insistence that
cause and effect laws could be established to explain  the

occourrence of geographical distributions. There is no need to
rerard cause and effect analysis as necessarily implying causal
eterministic Evmlanaflon.

Thits Humhuldt and Ritter gave geography a strong foothcld
among the natural sciences, offering more to fire the imagina—
tion, toc attract the 591f1t of scientific inguiry.
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