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Background: 
 
In November 2009, approximately 1000 emails from the Climatic Research Unit (CRU) of 
the University of East Anglia (UEA) in England were made public without authorisation, 
apparently from the account of the then- (and now re-appointed) Director, Professor Phil 
Jones.  
 
This was on the eve of the Copenhagen climate summit. The disclosures were 
presumably meant to be shocking, particularly as passages were highlighted that 
seemed to indicate departures from scientific impartiality, objectivity or rigour (more on 
this below).  
 
It was described as a “hack” though subsequent police action suggests that there wasn’t 
much technical sophistication to it; it was likely more a question of illicit access or the 
theft of a password.  
 
 
A Smoking Gun?: 
 
The leak is only newsworthy if the scientists at the CRU and those with whom they agree 
can be seen as – or presented as – doing something illegitimate or unscientific. In other 
words, from the point of view of the leaker, the aim was to find evidence to suggest that 
the orthodox position on climate change is much weaker or more flawed than is publicly 
admitted. 
 
Two sorts of issues which looked as though they fitted this category were a) the 
intemperate and personal tone of some remarks, which seemed at odds with how 
impersonal, cool and objective science is supposed to be, and b) the much-cited 
admission of using a “trick” to manage apparent discrepancies in trends in historic 
temperature records.  
 
From a sociology of science point of view, the surprise was not what was revealed, but 
how familiar it was: it was almost as though the email messages had been taken from a 
science-studies text book. The arguments resembled famous “controversy studies” 
cases – such as Pasteur and Pouchet over the origins of microbial life. Equally, as 
Gilbert and Mulkay pointed out in the 1980s, scientists work in a culture in which 
accurate beliefs are accounted for in terms of straightforward correspondence with the 
way the world is. When scientists have to explain how it is that their academic opponents 
disagree with them, they tend to use ‘defects’ in their opponents’ approach or skills or 
abilities as an interpretative resource. Gilbert and Mulkay (1984) highlighted this 
asymmetry in how scientists account for their own (good) and others’ (mistaken) beliefs 
and pointed out that this leads to claims about others that come out like personal 
criticisms. Of course, such claims rarely surface in the scientific literature but they are 
routinely generated in everyday talk about what people in the field think. 
 



Strikingly, both those who wanted to exploit the hack and those who wanted to defend 
CRU treated the leaked material in much the same way: they saw it as potentially 
dangerous and tried to exploit or minimise that danger. Thus, US “talk radio” figure Alex 
Jones (no relation presumably) exploited the news by asserting that; ‘CRU’s Phil Jones 
will step down from his position as director of the unit that cooked climate change data to 
hide global cooling’i (my emphasis). 
 
When these assertions about the supposed flaws in the science revealed in the emails 
were repeated and circulated among climate-change deniers, they often got shortened to 
claims such as: ‘In effect, the global temperature trends have simply been made up’. But, 
contrary to this dismissive summary by libertarian British commentator Christopher 
Walter Monckton (3rd Viscount Monckton of Brenchley)ii, this kind of criticism did not 
stick. In all the material that was leaked there was little that gave direct assistance to the 
idea that climate phenomena had “simply been made up”. 
 
 
Using the Emails to Criticise the Social Institutions of Science: 
 
Even if the emails were not very useful to opponents of climate change actions in terms 
of revealing falsehoods or things that were “simply made up”, they could none the less 
be exploited in a second way.  
 
Developments in STS stress the extent to which scientific knowledge is based in 
practices and procedures. Philosophical analyses often tended to treat scientific beliefs 
as though they were to be viewed in a purely conceptual way. But it is evident that the 
strength of scientific ideas cannot be separated from the strength of the institutions that 
support them; this flows directly from the work on the construction of scientific knowledge 
and is, in a sense, at the heart of ANT’s ideas about ‘chains of association’, though it 
was also a key interest of other commentators such as John Ziman (see his 1978). 
 
In a complex field such as global climate change, where there are contributions from 
numerous disciplines and where innovative techniques are constantly being deployed, 
there is a general question about ‘quality control’. If a scientist is dependent on 
measurements, data or knowledge from a neighbouring field, how are they to know 
which publications or which figures to use? A standard answer – of course – is peer 
review, the method of quality assurance that the scientific profession itself has 
developed.  
 
Accordingly, the leaked emails were useful because they allowed a critical light to be 
shone onto this key quality-assurance mechanism. Thus, in one passage, Jones is 
talking about a paper in a peer-reviewed journal. 
 

I think the skeptics will use this paper to their own ends and it will set paleo 
[paleoclimate reconstructions] back a number of years if it goes unchallenged. I 
will be emailing the journal to tell them I'm having nothing more to do with it until 
they rid themselves of this troublesome editor … , a well-known skeptic in NZ. A 
CRU person is on the board but papers get dealt with by the editor assigned by 
Hans von Storch. 

 
The threat here appears to be that, because this journal (or at least one of the editorial 
associates) is letting papers through which Jones does not approve of, he will boycott 



the journal. The difficulty for climate scientists is that this implies that even Jones does 
not feel that the system of peer review works and that he is prepared to take 
extraordinary measures to overturn decisions apparently arrived at through peer review. 
 
Naturally, there is a very large literature on peer review which does point to many of its 
limitations, but the climate change research community is put in a difficult position by this 
stance. Either peer review works, in which case one has to live with the outcomes of 
peer reviews, or it does not, in which case the idea that climate change is correct 
because it is supported by peer-reviewed research begins to be endangered.  
 
There is a second soft of critical opening, which this time touches on questions of 
openness and secrecy and which might be thought of as relating to Popper’s celebrated 
ideas about testing and refutation. Again the quote is from Jones: 
 

Many of us in the paleo [paleoclimate reconstructions] field get requests from 
skeptics … asking us for series. Mike and I are not sending anything, partly 
because we don't have some of the series he wants, also partly as we've got the 
data through contacts like you, but mostly because he'll distort and misuse them. 
Despite this, Mike and I would like to make as many of the series we've used in 
the RoG [Reviews of Geophysics] plots available from the CRU web page. 

 
Though the quote ends with him expressing support for the principle of making data 
freely available through the institution’s website, the earlier sentences suggest that he is 
avoiding requests for data from specific correspondents. In part, he explains, this is 
because the data requested is sometimes someone else’s, so he cannot give it; but it is 
also because he fears that the data is only being asked for so that publications and 
projections based on the data can be attacked – attacked, moreover, in misleading ways. 
 
However, this too seems to run contrary to widely distributed ideas about science being 
tested or proven through open checking and attempts at falsification. His position is 
made even more difficult by later indications that he is unwilling to share data and 
information even in response to Freedom of Information applications and similar moves. 
 
 
Managing the Controversy: 
 
A key mechanism for managing the problems created by the leak has been the holding 
of reviews. In the first instance there were three of these in the UK: 
 

• the UK House of Commons Science and Technology Committee conducted an 
inquiry – led by members of parliament – in March 2010 

• an International Panel was set up by the University of East Anglia (Lord Oxburgh’s 
panel) to examine the “integrity” of the research of the Climatic Research Unit 
April 2010; this was a Scientific Assessment Panel and looked at the Unit’s 
research not just at the emails. 

• The Independent Climate Change E-mails Review July 2010 chaired by Sir Muir 
Russell which considered the behaviour and not the correctness of the science 
which – it said – should be left to the usual scientific processes.  

 
These reviews are revealing because they tend to converge in defending the work of 
CRU overall, but without examining either what might be unusual about trying to do 



“good science” in the highly contested and politicised area of climate change or about 
how the criticisms of CRU were being developed by commentators, bloggers and others. 
 
Reflecting on this case, many seem to have looked back to Merton. His idea was that the 
CUDOS norms of scientific conduct are both an account of the way the scientific culture 
in fact is, and also functionally effective in delivering good science. Two of his norms 
seem particular relevant in the CRU case: 
 

•    Communalism 
•    Universalism 

 
But the difficulty is that the meaning and applicability of these norms is not as 
straightforward as commentators appear to assume. Indeed, as early as the 1970s, 
Mitroff, who viewed himself as a follower of Merton, was discovering ‘counter-norms’ 
among the space scientists he was investigating. In other words, he found that his 
respondents claimed that doing the opposite of the normatively favoured thing was also 
functional and acceptable: for example, sometimes it was effective and justified to be 
secretive rather than communalistic, to be particularistic and not universalistic. 
Reasserting the norms will not resolve CRU’s problems. 
 
 
Concluding Thought: 
 
To an extent that participants (and the review teams) do not appear to like to 
acknowledge, this is a modernist problem. Scientific claims are not just claims about how 
the world is; they are always anchored in claims about conduct, propriety and norms – 
and there are no indisputable standards for those things. 
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