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Victorian Britain, with its maritime economy and strong links between government and scientific enterprises, founded an office to collect meteorological statistics in 1854, in an effort to foster a modern science of the weather. But as the office turned to prediction, rather than collection of data, the fragile science became a public spectacle, with its forecasts open to daily scrutiny in the newspapers. Meteorology came to play a pivotal role in debates about the responsibility of scientists and the authority of science. 

Studying meteorology as a means to examine the historical identity of prediction, Katharine Anderson offers here an engrossing account of forecasting that analyzes scientific practice and ideas about evidence, the organization of science in public life, and the articulation of scientific values in Victorian culture. In Predicting the Weather, Anderson grapples with fundamental questions about the function, intelligibility, and boundaries of scientific work while exposing the public expectations that shaped the practice of science during this period. 

A cogent analysis of the remarkable history of weather forecasting in Victorian Britain, Predicting the Weather will be essential reading for scholars interested in the public dimensions of science. 

Katharine Anderson is associate professor in the science and society program at York University. 

Advance praise for Predicting the Weather
“Katharine Anderson has identified an important and understudied topic in the history of Victorian science—the emergence of weather study as a heavily institutionalized science.  She tells the complicated story with great adroitness—embedding nineteenth-century meteorology firmly in the politics of elite science, without neglecting its alternative context of weather wisemen and other popular prognosticators. Deeply researched and evocatively illustrated, Predicting the Weather is an impressive achievement—a significant contribution to the study of Victorian science and of the relation of science and scientists to the larger culture to which they belonged.”—Harriet Ritvo, author of The Platypus and the Mermaid, and Other Figments of the Classifying Imagination

“Where else but at London’s Great Exhibition in 1851 would it be possible to find an instrument which used the instinctive reactions of a dozen leeches to anticipate approaching storms? We take weather forecasts for granted today, but their Victorian origins are full of surprise and controversy. Katharine Anderson’s ambitious, imaginative, and often witty book reveals how the modern predictive science of meteorology emerged from a fizzy cocktail of astrology, religious enthusiasm, technological ingenuity, and imperial enterprise. Ranging from foggy Scottish mountaintops to monsoon-swept India, the compelling story she tells opens up new chapters in our understanding of nineteenth-century culture.”—James A. Secord, author of Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation
“Rich in scholarship and perceptive in insight, Predicting the Weather is a landmark study of one of the most adventurous enterprises in Victorian science. Covering a stunning range of hitherto unexplored issues, from almanacs to analysis and from clouds to calculating clerks, Anderson provides an extraordinarily vivid account of the personal, political, and professional forces that shaped the modern culture of weather forecasting.”—Vladimir Jankovic, author of Reading the Skies: A Cultural History of English Weather, 1650–1820

“Relying on grand statistical compilations and weather maps, Victorian meteorologists hoped to redeem prediction from astrologers and to demonstrate that the weather was determined by physical law and not by prayer. In a series of beautifully drawn episodes, Katharine Anderson reveals the vulnerability of scientific expertise to the vagaries of complex atmospheric systems, the jeering of critics, and rival anticipations by untrained local people on the basis of ‘weather wisdom.’”—Theodore M. Porter, author of Karl Pearson: The Scientific Life in a Statistical Age

“By focusing on a science wracked with controversy, suicide, religious prophecy, and political maneuvering, Katharine Anderson weaves a fascinating narrative that brings questions of the purpose and authority of science in the Victorian era into sharp focus.”—Michael Reidy, coauthor of Communicating Science: The Scientific Article from the 17th Century to the Present

“We are so accustomed to weather forecasts today that we take them for granted, but Katharine Anderson shows how Victorian scientists struggled to produce them and get them accepted.  She demonstrates that knowledge of the atmosphere reflects beliefs about what science should be like and what institutions should study it.  Her book is an excellent contribution to the cultural history of the British weather.”—Jan Golinski, author of Making Natural Knowledge: Constructivism and the History of Science
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