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a b s t r a c t

This article explores the relationship between meteorology, British imperialism and evolving forms of
scientific internationalism in the twentieth century. Focussing on a series of imperial meteorology
conferences begun in 1919, it is shown how the British Empire was positioned in the interwar period as a
corrective to skewed forms of scientific internationalism which were emerging in meteorology, with
standards and data formats biased towards Northern climates. Possessed of an empire of ‘all types of
climate’, British meteorologists identified themselves as a counterbalance to a perceived eurocentrism in
international meteorology. The Empire was thus a convenient shortcut to a truly ‘global' science, while
meteorology itself emerged as a potentially powerful new resource as aviation and agricultural devel-
opmentalism took hold. The paper contributes to debates about the spatialities of scientific practice,
offering the imperial as an interstitial space where a new globalism might be reconciled with the Em-
pire's diversity of climates and meteorological techniques. It argues that empire was an important way in
which meteorology became global e both in its subject matter and in its practices.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Those concerned with science's geographies have insisted that the
powerful globalism of disciplines like meteorology lies not simply
in their truth-production but in their ability to master space.1 The
making of knowledge which can transcend the local circumstances
of its production demands the spatial extension and mobility of
tools, techniques and ideas. Creating authoritative knowledge of
space requires the replication of place e the laboratory or the ob-
servatory e in and through networks tethered to coordinating
‘centres of calculation’.2 The emergence in the second half of the
twentieth century of the climate as an intrinsically global system
attests to the successful construction of a global calculative appa-
ratus, facilitated by what Paul Edwards calls ‘infrastructural glob-
alism’.3 This globalism has a particular historical depth, rooted in

the internationalist ambitions of early twentieth-century European
meteorologists, but brought to maturity in part through the power
of Cold War-era American scientific diplomacy.4 With the post-
World War II rise of the governmental World Meteorological Or-
ganization (WMO), cooperative internationalism could bear fruit in
the form of newly global visions of the atmosphere. Current his-
torical work on meteorology has narrated this triumph of the
global, which culminated in the rise of global predictivemodelling.5

This paper explores the period before the triumph of Edwards'
infrastructural globalism. The first half of the twentieth century
was a period of faltering internationalism in meteorology, as the
voluntarism of the International Meteorological Organization (IMO,
the WMO's non-governmental predecessor) struggled to unite the
world's meteorologists around a shared calculative apparatus in the
face of diverse standards, data formats, practices and interests.
Katharine Anderson has argued that ‘the meaning of global science
needs to be investigated through … shifting contemporary
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characterizations of meteorology as global, national, or local sci-
ence’.6 This essay responds to this challenge, but seeks to add
another spatiality to Anderson's triptych: meteorology as imperial
science. In meteorology, intersections of atmosphere and empire
are suggestive of spatialities which trouble Anderson's hierarchy of
global, national and local.7 As Helen Tilley has argued, imperial
scientific institutions ‘occupied an interstitial space that was
neither national nor international’, while Joseph Hodge has
described imperial science as a site where the pursuit of univer-
salist aims (such as ‘development’) occurred through new ways of
dealing with local specificities.8 In the case of British Empire
meteorology, it is argued here, this interstitial space was defined in
both scientific and governmental discourses as one of great climatic
diversity, of a kind which posed challenges to an emerging glob-
alism in meteorological practices while also presenting opportu-
nities for new kinds of economic exploitation. By examining the
work done by this idea of diversity in the interstitial space of em-
pire, we can further understand, inmeteorology, ‘theways inwhich
ideas and techniques moved across nations, empires, and interna-
tional bureaucracies’.9

This paper investigates the role of empire in meteorology's
shuttling between the local and the global, the national and the in-
ternational. Imperialmeteorology emerges here as a science steeped
in evolving national interests and imperial priorities, but also posi-
tioned as a corrective to a biased internationalism and awaypoint on
the road to a truly global science. Taking the British Empire as an
example, the focus is a series of meetings convened between 1919
and 1989 known as the Conference of Empire (later Commonwealth)
Meteorologists (CEM or CCM). In their negotiation of emerging in-
ternational standards and practices in the face of imperial climatic
diversity, the conferences present a means to examine how a global
calculative apparatus was being constructed through empire. How-
ever, this was far from a post-national, post-ideological notion of
scientific internationalism.10 Rather, this is also a story of the con-
struction of a calculative apparatus for empire, as meteorologists
responded to pleas for greater contributions to economic and mili-
tary projects. The paper focuses especially on the meetings which
took place in 1919, 1929 and 1935. By focussing on discussions of
aviation meteorology, the suitability of international data codes for
colonial climates and the possibilities of agricultural meteorology, it
is shown how imperial meteorology was positioned as a calculative
apparatus adapted to shifting global and local conditions.

As well as being an age of imperial revival and flux, the interwar
period saw rapid change in meteorology as the technologies of the
aeroplane and wireless telegraphy, along with new theories of air
masses and fronts, transformed the possibilities and expectations
of weather prediction.11 The argument is that narratives of

twentieth-century meteorological internationalism which fail to
account for imperial structures and their infrastructural residues
miss an important set of building blocks in the socio-technical
construction of a modern scientific discipline with a distinctly in-
ternational (albeit greatly uneven) geography and a conspicuously
global field of vision. In more recent years this global vision has
produced concerns about anthropogenic climate change, and
Commonwealth Meteorologists Conferences have accordingly
shifted their focus from geographic diversity to temporal change.
But the chief claim of the paper is that, through efforts to reconcile
an emerging globalism with the climatic diversity of Empire, early
twentieth-century British imperial meteorology was a key, yet
heretofore neglected, element of how meteorology became global
e both in its subject matter and in its practices.

Early stirrings of an imperial meteorology

Jan Golinski concludes his study of eighteenth-century British
weather knowledges by ruminating on the geographies of
Enlightenment-era meteorology. The seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries saw repeated attempts to perfect a Baconian system of
observation and theoretical induction, with characters like Joseph
Hooker, Robert Boyle and Henry Cavendish repeatedly insisting on
the need for greater coordination in meteorological observation
around the British Isles and, increasingly, beyond.12 Other European
elites also sought to encourage greater imperial coordination of
British scientific practice. Echoing Alexander von Humboldt's pleas
of 1836 for the Royal Society to make better use of the geographic
expanse of British colonial possessions for scientific purposes, Eu-
ropean meteorologists at early twentieth-century international
meetings continuously referred to the importance of the publica-
tion of meteorological data from ‘distant regions’.13 For G.K.
Lempfert, Assistant Director of the Meteorological Office, ‘[t]hese
resolutions were in large measure … directed at us of the British
Empire’.14

Lempfert's imperial self-admonition reveals anxieties about the
failure of British meteorology to appropriately coordinate its im-
perial activities. Although meteorology had become, along with its
geophysical siblings, ‘a means for the scientific mastery of
geographical space’, it was far from a globally unified or coordi-
nated discipline.15 However, at the dawn of the twentieth century
the practical empiricism (and even parochialism) of official British
meteorologye as described by Andersonewas givingway to a new
interest in worldwide ‘centres of action’, wherein large pressure or
temperature gradients might hold the keye through carefully sited
observatories e to understanding weather patterns across large
expanses of the globe.16 In India, John Eliot had come to realise,
through his work on the Indian monsoon, that making sense of a
space like the Indian Ocean as a whole, where weather on one side
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