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Editor’s Preface
With changing partners, I, Hans von Storch, have carrying out interviews with respected
scientists for more than twenty-five years. Hans Hinzpeter in 1996 was my first interviewee.
This interview is number thirteen in this series of snapshots of our joint scientific history.
Nearly all interviewees have been geoscientists who can look back at long and impressive
scientific careers. They are all witness to events that often lie far in the past but heavily
influence our present time. These “testimonies” alone are already valuable in that they allow
younger generations to understand why conditions and knowledge are the way they are
today, that science is not a collection of truths, but is, as George Philander describes, a social
process: ”Science is organized skepticism, a strange religion that demands of its congregation
a firm commitment to the continual testing of all observational and theoretical results. The
tests permit no compromises, are not democratic – if 99% of all scientists are in agreement,
then they are not necessarily right – and produce results that, in the long run, are objective,
independent of ethnicity, race, gender, religion, values etc.”
These interviews follow the same premise – it’s not about truth, but the perception of our
witnesses; it's therefore only to a certain degree about how matters were, but about how the
witnesses had experienced these matters. It is naturally possible that others understood the
events and conditions differently. Our partners in dialogue have control of what finally ends
up in the interview – all statements were checked and approved by our interview partners.
This time my interview partner was Martin Claussen who also wrote the foreword.
The interview was carried as an online-exchange. The subject of the interview was on
science and its significance or policymaking, but also its conditions under changing attention
milieu; the subject of the interview is not the interviewed individual’s personal background.
June 29, 2021
Hamburg – Hans von Storch
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Foreword
In March 2021, Mike Hulme received the Eduard Brückner prize for pioneering our
understanding of climate and the interactions between climate change knowledge, society
and policy.
Starting as scientists with a deep knowledge of climate, Mike Hulme has expanded the field
of knowledge beyond understanding climate to explore the relation between climate and
society. He has studied geography at the University of Durham. As a lecturer at the University
of Salford, he has investigated African climate change and variability and its significance for
ecology and society. At the same time, he has developed a deeper reflection on the role of
culture in understanding climate and human response.
In 1988, Mike Hulme moved to the University of East Anglia, and he became a member of
the internationally renowned Climate Research Unit. He compiled and analyzed large-scale
observational climate data sets, in particular on precipitation, which was, and is, one of the
most comprehensive gridded precipitation datasets in the world. But Mike Hulme is not only
a data person, he was also involved in model evaluation, and he made numerous
contributions to Integrated Assessment Models. In 2013, he became professor of Climate and
Culture at King’s College in London, and since 2017, he is professor of Human Geography at
the University of Cambridge.
During his time at the University of East Anglia from 2000 to 2007, Mike Hulme was the
founding director of the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, a distributed virtual
network organization headquartered at the University of East Anglia. As the director of the
Tyndall Centre, Mike Hulme became more and more exposed to climate policy and to the
communication of climate change science. He became increasingly uneasy about some of the
ways in which climate science was being presented and deployed in public debates, and he
developed a more critical view on the relation between climate change science, public
knowledge and discourse, and policy development. In an article for the BBC, in November
2006, Mike Hulme warned against the dangers of using alarmist language from which
emerges a strong fatalistic narrative with frequent referrals to helplessness, societal collapse,
and catastrophe.
“Why we disagree about climate change” presumably is Mike Hulme’s most famous book,
published in 2009. He does not describe climate change as being ‘a problem’ waiting for ‘a
solution’. Instead, he considers it as an environmental, cultural and political phenomenon,
which is re-shaping the way we think about ourselves, our societies and humanity’s place on
Earth. He shows that climate change can act as a catalyst to revise our perception of our place
in the world.
A few months after his famous book was published, Mike Hulme found himself in the midst
of the “Climategate”. Because of his previous involvement with the Climate Research Unit, he
was familiar with some aspects of the allegations subsequently made by critics about the
corruption of science. Some of his own email correspondence was made public and he was
also accused of certain dubious practices, or at least of being a proximate observer of such
practices. But instead of taking a defensive stance, Mike Hulme asked: What does
“Climategate” teach us about the changing relationships between scientists and the public,
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about expectations for transparency and accountability in science and about the relationship
between climate science and climate policy?
I had the pleasure of meeting Mike only a few times when he was at the Tyndall Centre. I
have very much enjoyed our conversations. Mike is a great person and a great personality. He
is a courageous person who tackles the inconvenient truth of how we do science and how we
communicate science.
Martin Claussen, June 2021
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course
I
called
‘Contemporary
climatology’. This included topics such as
acid rain, ozone depletion, climate &
desertification, and the emerging science
of anthropogenic climate change. During
this period of employment, I was seconded
for 4 months to the University of Harare,
Zimbabwe, where I taught and researched
African climatology.

Mike, let us begin by sketching the
sequence of stations of your career.
My higher education was completed
between 1978 and 1984, first as an
undergraduate geography student at
Durham University and then, from 1981,
as a PhD student at University College
Swansea, in Wales. My PhD research
investigated
twentieth
century
fluctuations in rainfall in the semi-arid
regions of Sudan and the coping strategies
employed by rural communities to adapt
to shorter and longer periods of drought.

My ambition however was to devote
much more of my time to research than to
teaching and so in 1988 I applied
successfully to an open research position in
the Climatic Research Unit at the
University of East Anglia (UEA).

Mike at UEA in 1991
This was to work as a post-doctoral
scientist on a project contracted by the
British Government’s Department of
Environment investigating ‘the validation
of climate models’ especially, but not only,
with reference to the rapidly developing
UK Met Office climate models. Although
the position was initially for only two years,
I enjoyed my work there so much that what
followed was a series of short-term
contract renewals for the next 10 years.
This saw me securing and working on
climate change research projects funded
by a wide range of national and
international
governmental,
non-

Mike in 1983 at the University of
Khartoum, Sudan
I was fortunate to secure my first
academic position in October 1984, whilst
still completing my PhD, as a Lecturer in
Physical Geography at the University of
Salford. Here in the mid-1980s, I taught –
amongst other things - a final year BSc
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later in 2016, a process in which I was
successful. I took up the position of Chair in
Human Geography in September 2017 and
this remains my current position.

governmental and scientific organisations
– among others, the British Government,
the EU, UNEP, WWF and BP.
In 1999, I was able to lead a successful
interdisciplinary team of scientists and
academics from across nine UK universities
to secure £10m funding to establish a
national climate change research centre,
which we named the Tyndall Centre for
Climate Change Research. After leading
the Centre from 2000 to 2007, I retired
from this role to take up a more general
professorship in climate change within the
School of Environmental Sciences at UEA,
which involved a mixture of climate change
teaching and research.

The arc of my career has thus taken me
from Physical Geography to Human
Geography, via an extended stay in a
School of Environmental Sciences during
which I was able to establish a national
inter-disciplinary centre for the study of
climate change.

If you look back, what do you personally
think were your most significant scientific
achievements?

By now my interests around climate
change had moved decisively into the
social sciences and humanities, exploring
the social and cultural meanings of climate
change. I found myself increasingly
peripheral to the thrust of research in the
School which was heavily dominated by
the natural sciences. I was invited to apply
for a Chair in Geography at King’s College
London (KCL) -- the opportunity to return
to my “home discipline” of Geography was
extremely attractive. I took up this position
in 2013 and I remained there for four years
during which time I established a new MA
Programme on Climate Change: History,
Culture, Society. During these years, I
spent a six-month summer sabbatical in
2014 at the Rachel Carson Centre at
Ludwig Maximilian Universität, Münich,
from whom I had won a Writing
Fellowship.

I would probably say that, scientifically
speaking, my most significant achievement
was to lead the design and publication of
the world’s first high resolution (0.5°
latitude x longitude) observational land
climate dataset for the whole twentieth
century. This developed out of a sustained
programme of research in the Climatic
Research Unit in which I, first, expanded
the coverage and quality of a global
precipitation database and, second,
compiled a worldwide dataset of 19611990 climatological data. This gridded
climatology – published in 1999 and 2000 –
found a very wide range of scientific uses
in thousands of published studies around
the world. I think the work I led during the
period 1992 to 2002 on developing climate
scenarios, from national to global scales,
was also of significance. This was work
commissioned for the British Government,
for the EU and for the IPCC (and other
public and private sector bodies) and
brought
together
my
work
on
observational datasets and analysis of
climate model simulations and integrated

By 2016 I was Head of Department at KCL
with significant administrative obligations
and the opportunity to apply to the
University of Cambridge presented itself
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This is a difficult question to answer
because it depends on who you ask. Until
around 2009, many people would have
come across my work in the context of
gridded climatological data, model
evaluation, global precipitation and the
design and application of climate
scenarios. This would have applied to
environmental scientists and some social
scientists working on climate impacts.
However, within the last decade more
people would probably point to my work
on broadening our understanding of what
type of phenomenon climate change is and
the different cultural vantage points from
which is needs study. This would apply to a
wide range of social science and
humanities scholars who have found my
work valuable in shaping their own
approaches to the study of climate change.
Such people might be completely unaware
of my earlier work in the 1990s on data,
models and scenarios.

these with different socio-economic
development pathways. These climate
scenarios found wide application in
adaptation planning and climate mitigation
analysis.
In terms of institutional achievements, I
think there are three things I would draw
attention to as significant. One was the
setting up and running the IPCC’s Data
Distribution Centre (DDC) during the
period 1996 to 2001 and another was
establishing and running the Tyndall
Centre from 2000 to 2007. It was my work
for the IPCC, especially for the Third
Assessment Report in 2001, that led to my
receiving a personalised certificate from
the IPCC recognising my contribution to its
awarded (jointly) of the Nobel Peace Prize
in 2007. The third achievement was
founding, designing and editing the multidisciplinary review journal WIREs Climate
Change from 2008 to the present-day.
Beyond this scientific work and
institutional innovation, the research I
have published over the past 10-15 years
on placing the idea of climate change in a
cultural context is also highly significant.
Through a series of books and articles I
have made the case that all human
societies in the past, and still today, make
sense of their climate and its fluctuations
drawing upon a wide variety of beliefs,
theories, stories and values. If the
phenomenon of climate change is
understood solely through a scientific lens
then it will not really be understood.

Have
these
achievements
been
connected with societal achievements?
Yes, the work I have led and been
involved with has always had wider
societal benefits. I can trace this back to
some of my very early work in the 1980s.
For example, for my BSc Geography
Degree I conducted an original project
developing an empirical winter weather
severity index for the UK. This was later
picked up and christened “The Hulme
Index” and used by organisations
responsible for winter road maintenance
operations.

Would others share this judgement of
most significant achievements, or would
they point to other aspects of your work?
7

The work I led in the 1990s and early
2000s on creating future climate scenarios,
found may societal applications ranging
from water resource planning, to building
heating
engineering
and
coastal
protection.
And my more recent work about the
centrality of human values in climate
change discourse has been societally
valuable in that it recognises the important
of multiple voices to be heard in climate
change debates. If climate change is
indeed a global phenomenon affecting all
peoples, societies and systems, then all
voices are needed in public debates –
decisions must not be left to scientists or
technocrats.

Source: Gustavsson,T. (1996) Test of
indices for classification of winter climate.
Meteorological Applications. 3, 215-222.
In the late 1980s, I introduced a new
regular feature in The Guardian, a national
UK daily newspaper. On their weather
pages I introduced for the first time in any
national UK newspaper a regular climate
column where each month I would provide
a retrospective assessment of the climatic
anomaly of the previous month and also a
series of short popular articles about
aspects of climate change.

Presentation of future climate scenarios,
1998

An example of a retrospective
assessment of the climatic anomaly of the
previous month in the Guardian.
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undoubtedly had an influence on what I call
the 2009/10 ‘winter of climate discontent’.
Climategate was followed a few weeks
later by the failure of COP15 in
Copenhagen to agree a successor to the
Kyoto Protocol and then in the early weeks
of 2010 a series of trenchant and damaging
criticisms of the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment
Report and its chair, R K Pachauri.

The Climategate affair - in 2009. You
were affected by it. What happened, how
have you been affected, and how do you
judge the whole episode now, with
hindsight?
Climategate was certainly the most
‘dramatic’ set of events in my professional
career. As a former member of the Climatic
Research Unit (CRU) in the School of
Environmental Sciences from where the
emails had been obtained and as an
employee of the University of East Anglia I
was an ‘interested party’ to the events
unfolding in November 2009. A number of
the published emails had been copied to
me or else were sent to me. Some of them
were sent by me. I knew quite well a
number of the central characters in the
story. In the days immediately after the
emails were published, I was therefore in
correspondence with many interested
actors in the climate change debate
seeking my perspective on the significance
of the unfolding events. These included
scholars and scientists, members of the
public, a variety of journalists and
representatives of various organisations.

In many respects – and I thought this at
the time – Climategate was a controversy
waiting to happen. As tinder-dry
brushwood accumulates in dryland
ecosystems over a period of time and
prepares the conditions for a major
wildfire, so over the previous two decades
climate science – or at least some aspects
of climate science - had slowly begun to
operate in ways which was building up
inflammable material. As the public policy
debates around climate change grew and
multiplied in scale and complexity, so the
cultural and political contexts in which
climate science was practiced became
more febrile. The polarising of political
positions around climate change responses
began to be reflected in a polarising of
opinions amongst some practising climate
scientists about other climate scientists:
they were either ‘on our side’ or else
‘against us’. This is what Judith Curry at the
time referred to as the warring tribes of
climate science.

I first wrote about Climategate in early
December 2009 in an essay for the BBC, cowritten with Jerry Ravetz, just a fortnight
after the controversy broke. Then again 12
months later in a commentary for The
Guardian newspaper. A few years later, in
2013, I wrote a longer essay - ‘After
Climategate … never the same’ - which was
published in my book Exploring Climate
Change Through Science and In Society
(2013, Routledge).

Because of this, leading up to Climategate
things began to change … very subtly.
Access to certain data became a victim of
this mentality; ‘friends’ could access the
data, but not ‘enemies’. Peer review
processes and judgements became subject
to similar group loyalties; papers were
judged on their authorship rather than on
their content. The IPCC exerted an
increasingly important influence over what
science was deemed to be ‘useful’, and
hence fundable; research was designed to
fill gaps identified by the IPCC and papers

Climategate certainly had a short-term
(1-3 year) impact on the politics of climate
science, and it affected public attitudes and
perceptions of climate change, more so in
English speaking western nations than
elsewhere. The resulting public confusion
about the credibility of climate science
10

were prepared to meet IPCC deadlines.
And in the name of a ‘good cause’, some
climate scientists temporarily lost sight of
their role to produce critical, sceptical and
qualified scientific claims.

example of science having to comes to
terms with new social forms of
communication, new movements towards
greater openness with data, and greater
public accountability.

All of these practices – or variants of
them -- are recognisable in published
ethnographies of scientists at work. In its
ceaseless work of establishing and
stabilising public facts, science is not
immune from such influences and
strategies, and never can be. But in the
case of climate science in the years leading
up to Climategate these influences had
become magnified. Powerful interests
across the political spectrum were
“interested” in what climate science was
saying. The CRU emails were only a shock
to commentators if they did not realise that
scientific facts are made and not
discovered and that facts emerge as
products of deliberation, persuasion and
struggle. These scientific ‘impurities’, as
Steven Shapin calls them, offered a heady
mix of brushwood awaiting its lightning
strike. In this sense, Climategate was a
wildfire waiting to happen.

Have you been confronted
challenges caused by skeptics?

with

I haven’t received many personal attacks
on my work or integrity, unlike colleagues
at the centre of the Climategate
controversy, although I have in the past
been criticised indirectly through my
association with the likes of Phil Jones and
Michael Mann, and for working in CRU.
There probably has been as much criticism
of my work and writings from climate
activists/alarmists as there has been from
climate sceptics. One amusing response
occurred in 2013 when I made some critical
remarks about the “97% consensus” paper
of Cook et al. These critical remarks were
picked up by the sceptical cartoonist ‘Josh’,
who characterised me in his cartoon [see
below] as a head-teacher admonishing outof-line junior pupils.

Climategate revealed exactly what I had
been reading and thinking about in the few
years beforehand -- that science is a social
process, that’s its practices and knowledge
claims evolve in the context of changing
cultural norms, and that securing socially
robust scientific knowledge is a political
struggle. As Sarah Whatmore has argued,
all controversies are ‘teachable moments’,
teachable for scholars of science but also
for citizens more widely. Controversies
create opportunities for re-thinking how
problems are structured, how science
governs and undertakes its work, and how
new forms of public accountability can be
exercised. From this perspective, the
Climategate controversy needs to be seen
in a wider historical and cultural context of
how science evolves. It was a dramatic
11

the world just 100 months to stop climate
change after which it would be too late. We
are now 5 years beyond this and the clocks
have all been re-set). I believe these modes
of public communication are at best
unhelpful and at worst dangerous.
Countdown clocks suggest there is a ‘cliffedge’ to the evolution of climate and it
fuels fears and calls for ‘emergency
declarations’. And as we have seen with the
pandemic, all sorts of undesirable antidemocratic politics become acceptable in
an emergency.
The last 40 years have seen peaks and
troughs in alarmist claims about climate
change. Most recently, extreme claims
about climatic catastrophe have come
from spokespersons from the protest
group Extinction Rebellion, and someone
called Jem Bendell who talks about mass
(billions) deaths in the next 10 years or so
and about the end of civilisation. They
claim their predictions are based on a
“truthful” account of science. Bendell –
together with Rupert Read, another
climate alarmist – have a new book coming
out in July 2021 which will further
propagate this alarmist view: Deep
Adaptation: Navigating the Realities of
Climate Chaos (Polity). This most recent
manifestation of alarmism has prompted a
few mainstream climate scientists to push
back against ‘climate doomism’. Michael
Mann, for example, spends a considerable
part of his recent book taking on what he
calls “the doomists” (The New Climate War:
The Fight to Take Back Our Planet. 2021,
Public Affairs), claiming that they have
damagingly infiltrated “the climate
movement” itself. I agree with Mann on
this point. The disingenuous claims of the
climate doomists pay little regard to the
nature and provisionality of climate
scientific knowledge.

Would you say, there is also a problem
with what some call alarmists?
Yes, I think so. And it is a problem I first
spoke out about 15 years ago. I wrote a
short essay for the BBC web-site in
November 2006 calling out alarmist
rhetoric about climate change. It caused a
lot of strong reactions, both for and against
– I think that short essay in 2006 generated
stronger reaction than anything else I’ve
written. More recently, in 2019, my
colleagues and I wrote an essay for Nature
Climate Change about the dangers of what
we called “deadline-ism” – setting artificial
dates for ‘stopping climate change’ after
which is becomes ‘too late’. Associated
with deadline-ism has been the growing
fashion for designing public clocks counting
down to climatic endings which will arrive
in 5, 10 or 12 years (The first one I
remember started in August 2008 and gave
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informs and direct policy – the linear model
of science advice – I began to get more
interested in the philosophy of postnormal science and the relationship
between science and democracy.

Could you outline what your normative
position is on the role, and service, of
science to society?
My views on science have certainly
evolved during my career – partly through
my own first-hand observations of climate
science being used in society and partly
through becoming more interested in the
academic field of science studies. As
mentioned above, the Climategate
controversy was important for me in both
respects. In the 1980s, when I first
encountered climate change, the idea of
anthropogenic global warming was heavily
dependent on scientific knowledge. At first
glance, this was unlike other big political
issues of the 1980s, for example nuclear
war, global poverty, fair trade.
Geographers like me knew that climatic
variations affected societies in important
ways, but the claim that global climate was
being changed significantly by human
activities was a new, and very specifically
scientific, claim. The science behind
anthropogenic global warming was
complex and still quite tentative.

As a minimum, one might regard science
as a powerful mode of inquiry into how the
physical world works. Scientific knowledge
might then explain how A leads to B. This
might be interesting for its own sake, but
more significantly it offers the promise that
if one can control A then one can
manipulate B. This thinking lies behind
most technologies rooted in scientific
knowledge and is why science and
technology are often closely coupled in the
public imagination.
But when thinking about science in
society we need to go well beyond this
instrumental view of science. Because
science offers (the promise of) powerful
knowledge – which can be used for
controlling physical processes – scientific
knowledge is inevitably political. If one can
control physical processes, one can begin
to control people. Science in its ideological
form of scientism can become dangerously
dehumanising and oppressive, an idea
explored in a book that was influential on
me as a teenager, C S Lewis’ 1945 That
Hideous Strength. This is why it matters
who controls scientific knowledge and its
technical
applications,
and
who
determines the credibility of the
knowledge being made and claimed. These
questions are abundantly obvious in the
case of technologies such as AI, geneediting and, in my own field, sunlight
reflection technologies which seek to
regulate global temperature.

On the other hand, just like the other
political issues of the 1980s, these new
scientific claims being made about a
changing climate had enormous social,
political and economic implications.
Although seemingly rooted in science,
climate change was in fact a deeply social
and political issue, just like nuclear war and
global poverty. And so quite rapidly during
the 1980s and into the 1990s, different
political actors mobilised to appropriate
climate science to support their particular
worldview.
Initially,
these
were
environmental NGOs, some energy
companies and then a little later
developing nations and development
organisations. This made me think about
climate science rather differently from how
I had earlier imagined it. Rather than
thinking that scientific evidence simply

Because science carries significant
cultural authority in many societies and
amongst many citizens, these questions
about how scientific knowledge is made, by
whom and with what credibility become
politically-charged questions. Scientific
13

deeply interested in evaluating the state of
climate science. In particular, they
scrutinise the credibility of the climatic
futures offered by the IPCC. To simplify a
little, climate contrarians believe the IPCC
is
compromised
by
liberal
and
environmental ideologies and produces
alarmist science, whilst climate radicals
believe the IPCC is too conservative and
errs on the side of over-caution. Climate
reformers place the greatest trust in the
scientific pronouncements of the IPCC,
believing them to be ‘just right’ -- neither
too alarmist nor too conservative.

knowledge is not just offering a textbook
about how the physical world works.
Science becomes enrolled by political
actors – political in the broadest sense,
including citizens – to be used as a strategic
or tactical resource. This can be in the
sense of science being used rhetorically in
order to ‘trump’ one’s opponent’s
argument: ‘we have science on our side’.
Or it can also mean that science becomes
enrolled as some sort of moral authority:
‘the science says we must do C’.
Both of these uses of science can be
dangerous. Yet they are claims about
science that are frequently heard in public
discourse and political arguments about
climate change.

The arguments that erupt around climate
science should be understood as part of a
struggle to secure the cultural authority of
science as legitimation for the preferred
political response to climate change. Very
much as the various European combatant
nations in the First World War declared
‘God on our side’, so too with climate
change. No political movement on climate
change can afford to dispense with science
as an ally.

I have written extensively about this in
my new book, ‘Climate Change: Key Ideas
in Geography’ (Routledge, 2021). There I
identify three high-level political stances on
climate change, which I label reformed
modernism, sceptical contrarianism and
radical transformation. These positions
each signify what the idea of climate
change means for political action in the
world. In each case, the science of climate
change is seriously engaged with; there is
great political necessity in doing so. These
three positions each find political and
cultural advantage in justifying their
framework for political action by leaning
heavily on their particular interpretation of
climate science. But what is extracted from
the sprawling body of scientific evidence
about climate change is different in each
case. Climate reformers, contrarians and
radicals each mobilise very different sets of
axioms, values and justifications to
interpret scientific evidence in ways that
build distinct evidential arguments in
support of their preferred political
programmes.

Thanks, Mike for this analysis of the
political landscape of climate science in
society. Let us now go to a different issue,
your earlier mentioned work in Africa. How
was life in Sudan and Zimbabwe back then
in the 1980s?
I made two extended research visits to
Sudan in the early 1980s as part of my PhD
fieldwork – six months in 1982/93 and two
months in 1984. I was affiliated to the
University of Khartoum and joined in with
quite a lot of graduate student activities in
the Department of Geography. Sudan at
the time was under a civilian government –

Since each of these three interpretative
positions broadly affirms the cultural
authority of science, all three stances are
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to understand the nature of climate
variability in the region, especially rainfall
fluctuations, and to examine the
relationship between climate variability
and desertification/land degradation.

President Nimeiri – and was relatively
stable and a safe place to be. At least in the
north of the country – civil war broke out in
the south during 1983. But I was able to
travel freely in the north of Sudan,
including to my fieldsite near the White
Nile. I was also in Khartoum for a short
research visit in February 1989 when I was
arrested (for taking some innocent
photographs) and held in custody and
interrogated for 6 hours! Political tensions
were running high, ahead of the military
coup which took place in June that year and
which brought Colonel Omar al-Bashir into
power for the next 30 years.

The empirical part of my thesis research
involved considerable time spent in
repetitive tasks of (meteorological) data
transcription in a (literally) dusty archive in
Khartoum and subsequent manual data
entry into a computer back in Swansea (this
was before digital technologies were
widespread). My thesis introduced me to
this arduous work of data digitisation,
which shaped a considerable part of my
subsequent work in CRU in the 1990s. But
it was only 20 years later and the
emergence of large-scale projects of
meteorological ‘data rescue’ using citizens
as mass data transcribers, that I began to
re-interpret my own experiences in the
1980s as an exercise in data rescue. I could
then re-imagine the hundreds of hours I
spent in the archive transcribing data as a
contribution to a much larger social goal.

The 3 months I spent at the University of
Zimbabwe in Harare in 1986 were also very
productive. At the time Zimbabwe was well
governed
under
Mugabe’s
early
government
when
he
showed
magnanimity to the white minority and
included some white politicians in his
government. This contrasted with
neighbouring South Africa which at the
time still operated an apartheid regime. I
taught climatology to Zimbabwean
students and they included a number of
white South Africans who had left their
home country because Zimbabwe was
safer for them. Mugabe’s regime later
became more and more dysfunctional.

Another thing I experienced in Sudan
(and in Zimbabwe to some degree) was the
precarity of human life. My PhD thesis
refers frequently to the interactions
between climatic variation and water
scarcity, and hence human life. At the time,
the broader regional context for my
research was the Ethiopian famine of 19831985,
and
the
globally-mediated
construction of that tragedy through
subsequent public events such as the
LiveAid Concert in the summer of 1985. But
my first-hand encounter with the precarity
of life in a dryland environment made me
appreciate in a very direct way the
significance of climate variability. One of
my earliest papers (Hulme, 1986) was
about the adaptability of a rural water
supply system in Sudan, an early example
of climate vulnerability and adaptation
studies.

What did you learn? or How did your stay
in Africa has affected your life as
researcher?
There is no doubt my research
experience in Sudan influenced some of
the ways I conceived of the relationship
between climates and societies, both at the
time in the 1980s but then also later on in
my career. In the early 1980s, ‘global
climate change’ was not the allencompassing thought framework within
which most people studied climate. For
example, my PhD research in Sudan sought
15

My early training as a Geographer and,
now, working in a Geography Department
convinces me of the value for students
spending time learning, if not researching,
in a different culture to their own. I would
say this not just to Geography students, but
to all students. This is one of the reasons
why student exchange programmes and
research mobility schemes are so
important.

My research in Sudan also sensitised me
to the importance of culture for
understanding climate. The empirical
dimensions of my thesis were all
established within a very different cultural
context to my own, that of a rural Islamic
culture. As a Christian, I was acutely aware
of this difference in religious outlook.
Although my thesis says very little directly
about this, looking back I can see that the
entire immersive experience of my PhD
research was conditioned by this cultural
context. I think my research into climate in
Sudan laid the seeds for my later
understanding about the importance of
cultural beliefs. As the idea of climate
change has mobilised the world politically
in the years since, I have been prompted to
rethink climate and its changes using
cultural, and sometimes explicitly religious,
lenses.

It is a great tragedy that the UK has now
left the EU. This will lessen these
opportunities. But even more than just
mobility around Europe, there is huge
value in stepping outside one’s cultural
comfort zone to spend time in African,
Asian and Latin American countries whilst
one is still relatively young. This will
produce better informed research. And it
will also produce better citizens who
realise the danger of naïve universalist
assumptions about how people live and
what matters to them.

My PhD thesis therefore conditioned
much of my later thinking about how
climate and its variations, and its
associations with different social worlds,
should be studied: numerically, socially,
culturally, historically. Even if none of these
lines of thought or analysis are explicit in
my PhD thesis, the deeper insights gained
during my PhD experience have lived with
me. The personal and tacit knowledge
(Polanyi, 1958) gained while preparing my
thesis – embodied in memory, thought,
sensibility and practice - has shaped all my
subsequent readings, analysis and writings
on climate change. I would even say that to
understand my later approaches to the
study of climate change -- particularly as a
social scientist but also, to a lesser degree,
as a natural scientist – it is necessary to
understand how my 1980s experiences of
African climates shaped me.

Could you speak a little about CRU, about
its history, its achievements, and its
significance for science and for
policymaking? If possible, please address
also the role, achievements and legacy of
Hubert Lamb.
There is no doubt for me that the Climatic
Research Unit (CRU) and its founder,
Hubert Lamb, were pioneers in the study of
climate, history and society. The decision of
Lamb to leave the UK Met Office in 1971
and establish a university-based research
group was far-sighted, as indeed was the
decision of the University of East Anglia
(UEA) to accept his proposal and offer
some start-up money for CRU. This money
matched funds Lamb had already secured
from the oil and gas company Shell. It is
ironic that fossil fuel money helped launch
a research unit which made a large
contribution to confirming the influence of
fossil fuels on climate!

Would you recommend your students to
spend a few months or even longer in
Sudan or Zimbabwe?
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At the time, the importance of historical
variations in climate for contemporary
societies issue was a very niche and
specialised concern – in the scientific world
there was just not the sense of the idea of
“climate change” as it exists today. Lamb’s
important conviction was that historical
climate variations – both temporal and
spatial – could be reconstructed using
historical methods. He thought that by
better understanding past climates, he
could help today’s societies cope with the
impact of climatic variation and extremes
on social, economic and, hence, political
life. Lamb had been pursuing this goal over
the past two decades in the UK, but the
Met Office – where he was working – was
not sympathetic to this idea, nor to his use
of historical reconstruction methods. And
so he left.

future trends of weather and
climate from a season to many
years ahead, based on acceptable
scientific methods and in a form
likely to be useful for long-term
planning purposes.”
Nearly 50 years later, this mission
statement still holds up very well.
You ask about Hubert Lamb. Yes, I met
him a few times during my first 10 years at
CRU, although I did not get to know him
personally. I had read quite a bit of his work
when I was a Geography student in the late
1970s and I had a brief conversation with
him in 1980 – I was 20 years old – when he
came to give a talk at Durham University. I
remember asking him whether I might get
a job at CRU, but he said he was no longer
the Director and I would have to write to
Tom Wigley instead. So I did, asking
whether I could join CRU to do my PhD. The
answer was ‘no’!

Of course, the early 1970s coincided with
a rising awareness of environmentalism in
general which would have influenced UEA’s
decision to accept Lamb’s proposal. A new
School of Environmental Sciences had
opened at UEA in 1967 and it was in this
School that CRU was located – and still is.

Later, by the time I did join CRU in 1988,
Lamb had more or less fully retired (he died
in 1997), but he would occasionally come
into the building to work on his historical
manuscripts. But he rarely interacted with
the younger climate scientists such as me.
His style of climatology was very different
to that of the new Director, Tom Wigley,
and Lamb never really fitted in with the
new climate science and modelling of the
1980s and 1990s. Lamb also displayed a
degree of scepticism – in the questioning
Mertonian sense of the word – about the
relative importance of human greenhouse
gases for altering climate, versus the
natural forcing mechanisms working on the
climate.

In thinking about my answer to your
questions, I went back and found this early
statement of purpose – from 1972 – for the
newly created Climatic Research Unit. I
imagine Hubert Lamb must have written it:
•
•
•

•

“To establish firmer knowledge of
the history of climate in the recent
and distant past.
To monitor and report on current
climatic developments on a global
scale.
To identify the processes (natural
and Man-made/anthropogenic) at
work in climatic fluctuations and
the characteristic time-scales of
their evolution.
To investigate the possibilities of
making advisory statements about

I think the culmination of Lamb’s work
was the hosting in July 1979 by CRU of the
First International Conference on Climate
and History. The purpose of the conference
was to discuss climate and its possible
impact on past and present societies and it
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with historical documents, but others at
CRU developed tree ring climate
reconstructions. Out of this historical
climatology grew – almost accidentally –
the global-land temperature record. The
second significant legacy is much more
closely linked to Tom Wigley’s work on
simple climate models. He and Sarah Raper
developed the MAGICC model in the 1990s
and derivatives of this model are still being
used today in science-policy analysis. CRU’s
work in the 1990s on observed global
gridded datasets and climate scenarios, to
which I contributed, was also pioneering.

attracted historical climatologists from all
over the world. Lamb was 66 years old at
the time (the new Director Tom Wigley was
39 and of a different generation to Lamb)
and I think it was a hallmark conference
that really put CRU on the international
stage.
By the 1980s, CRU was very well placed to
do research that bridged between the new
science of global climate change, and its
reliance on models, and the emerging
social and policy implications of climate
change. There were not many other
research groups at that time that had the
capacity or freedom to do this kind of work.
CRU scientists pioneered work on
paleoclimate
reconstructions
(Briffa,
Jones), constructing global-average land
temperature in the instrumental period
(Jones, Kelly, Goodess), climate scenarios
(Wigley,
Palutikof),
impacts
and
vulnerability (Kelly, Warwick) and simple
climate models, such as MAGICC (Wigley,
Raper). Virtually all this work was funded
through external contracts – CRU had no
central funds to support its work. There
was little job security for researchers.
Between 1990 and 1998 I had 15 separate
short-term renewals to my contract of
employment.

Claussen: I think, we have first met at the
newly founded Tyndall Centre, when John
Schellnhuber had joined the Centre. Back
then, we were excited to launch a BritishGerman enterprise on climate system
science and sustainability. How do you view
this enterprise in retrospect? Did it intensify
British-German cooperation sustainably?
We established the Tyndall Centre in
2000 at the University of East Anglia with a
£10 million contract from the UK research
councils, but I developed the Centre as a
networked organisation with eight other
UK university or research institute
partners. John Schellnhuber – then the
Director of the Potsdam Institute for
Climate Impact Research (PIK) – had been
on the international selection panel that
awarded the contract to UEA, and he was
subsequently appointed – initially parttime, later full-time -- as the Research
Director for the Tyndall Centre between
2001 and 2005.

Gradually through the 1990s other
universities entered into this research
space creating their own climate centres.
And especially after 2000 new climate
research institutes were founded all
around the world as the expansion of
climate
change
research
grew
exponentially in many different and new
directions.

The collaboration between Tyndall and
PIK was very much John’s initiative. It
certainly hadn’t been part of our original
vision for the Tyndall Centre. Indeed, as a
new networked research organisation
between nine UK partners, my first priority
as Executive Director was to create a

In relative terms therefore, CRU’s
importance today is much less than it was
30-40 years ago, but its legacy remains
significant. I would say there are two main
legacies of CRU. Its work on historical
climate data – and this was very much
Lamb’s influence. Lamb worked mostly
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shared workshops at the time between
researchers at PIK and Tyndall around
integrated
assessment
modelling
especially. But looking back now, 15 or
more years later, I think it was always going
to be extremely difficult to make a
transnational research network between
Potsdam and Norwich work effectively.

research culture and a joint operation for
the Centre that brought different
disciplines, institutions and individuals in
the UK together around our common aim
of conducting applied inter-disciplinary
work on climate change. Building
transnational collaborations was going to
have to take second place. Indeed, a strong
transnational cooperation could even have
been premature – or self-defeating -- if it
preceded the Tyndall Centre establishing
itself on its own terms and with its own
identity. At least that was my thinking at
the time.

John returned to PIK full-time in 2005
after the end of the Tyndall Centre’s first
funding cycle. His return to Germany was at
least partly triggered by the difficulties we
encountered in 2004 with the UK funding
councils in seeking a 5-year refunding of
our work. The place for a UK-German
collaboration
within
this
funding
settlement was quite controversial within
the UK research councils – and nor was
everyone in the Tyndall Centre supportive
of the idea.

I think the difficulties we had in building a
close cooperation between PIK and Tyndall
in the early 2000s show some of the
challenges and limits of scientific
cooperation across borders. There might
well have been a degree of scientific and
intellectual convergence between the two
institutions – and John worked hard to
identify and cultivate this convergence. But
‘science across borders’ needs more than
just a scientific agenda. There are many
frictions introduced by the other important
contextual factors of scientific research
and
institution-building:
different
institutional norms, research cultures,
governance models, funding cycles,
political accountabilities, and so on. Some
of these frictions were evident in both the
German and UK funding systems. I think
we, and John in particular, underestimated
the importance of these frictions. Some
proved just too difficult to resolve.

Based on our experiences as reviewer and
author, we have gotten the feeling that
English scientists in our field have a clear
advantage when submitting papers to
Nature. Is this just a bad feeling, or does it
fit your experience?
This is a difficult question for a native
English academic/scientist to answer. My
experience of publishing papers has always
been filtered by my national and linguistic
identity and so if barriers exist for nonEnglish authors then they are likely to be
invisible to me. But perhaps the existence
of such obstacles in publishing for nonnative English-speaking scientists is
another example – like the one above –
that shows that the idea of ‘science
without borders’ is an impossible ideal to
fulfil. Studies in the sociology of science
suggest that all sorts of extraneous nonscientific factors get in the way of the free
sharing of data, the movement of scientific
labour, the open publication of ideas and
the meritocratic allocation of research
funds. Michael Polanyi published his well-

There were a few successes from this
effort at collaboration, but I don’t think any
of them have really endured. John
Schellnhuber and Sir David King, the UK
Government’s chief scientific advisor at the
time, were able to position UK-German
scientific collaboration around climate
change as an important element of Queen
Elizabeth’s State Visit to Berlin in
November 2004. And there were some
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and national politics intrudes into the
vetting and peer-reviewing of scientific
papers.

known paper in 1962 – ‘The Republic of
Science: Its Political and Economic Theory’
- about science as a self-governing republic.
But this republic – even if it ever existed,
which it hasn’t – could never have been
universal, egalitarian, impartial or
democratic. Politics intrudes into science
from top to bottom. So, I can certainly
imagine that – unfortunately -- chauvinism
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Awards and recognitions
2021 The Eduard Brückner Prize, for outstanding interdisciplinary achievements in climate
research.
2015 Why We Disagree About Climate Change was selected by Cambridge University Press in
November 2015 as one of their top 20 most influential books of all time
2014 5-month Writing Fellowship, Rachel Carson Center, Ludwig Maximilian University of
Munich (LMU)
2009 One of The Economist magazine’s four science & technology ‘Books of the Year’ for
Why We Disagree About Climate Change
2007 Personalised certificate for ‘contributing significantly’ to the award of the 2007 Nobel
Peace Prize jointly to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
1995 Hugh Robert Mill Prize from the Royal Meteorological Society for contributions to the
understanding and analysis of precipitation
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