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AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL SOCIETY (APS)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Interdisciplinary (Humanities, Natural Sciences, Social Sciences,

Arts, Public Service)

The American Philosophical Society (APS) is distinguished as the oldest continuously existing

learned society in the United States, founded during the height of the Enlightenment era.

Established with the explicit mission of "promoting useful knowledge," the APS serves as a vital

intellectual hub, uniting scholars, scientists, artists, and leaders across diverse disciplines. It

functions as both a prestigious honor society, electing members based on outstanding

achievements, and a research institution that supports scholarship through grants, publications,

and an extensive library and museum collection.

Unlike many modern professional organizations, the APS maintains a high barrier to entry,

functioning purely as an honorific organization where membership is bestowed rather than

purchased. The source content emphasizes that individuals are "voted in by presiding members"

based on their striking successes and exceedingly philanthropic contributions to their respective

fields. This rigorous selection process ensures that the APS remains a collegial body composed of

individuals widely recognized for excellence in the sciences, humanities, and public service,

reflecting the broad intellectual mandate originally set forth by its founder, Benjamin Franklin.

1. Core Definition and Mission

The core definition of the APS lies in its dedication to the advancement and dissemination of

knowledge. Founded in 1743 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where it remains headquartered, the

Society's initial charter was ambitious, seeking to establish a cooperative intellectual network

throughout the American colonies and beyond. This foundational purpose is encapsulated in its full

title, The American Philosophical Society for Promoting Useful Knowledge, which highlights a

pragmatic commitment to research that benefits society, bridging the gap between theoretical

inquiry and practical application.

As a learned institution, the APS fulfills its mission through several key mechanisms. It holds

regular meetings and conferences where new research is presented and debated; it publishes

influential academic journals, transactions, and memoirs that document significant scholarly

progress; and it administers competitive research grants and fellowships designed to support

scholars working in its areas of interest. Furthermore, the APS maintains a world-renowned library

and museum, which serves as a crucial repository for historical documents relating to early

American history, indigenous languages, and the history of science.
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2. Etymology and Historical Development

The genesis of the APS traces directly back to the intellectual vision of Benjamin Franklin, who

first proposed the formation of a philosophical society in 1743 via a printed circular entitled A

Proposal for Promoting Useful Knowledge among the British Plantations in America. Franklin

envisioned an organization that would facilitate communication among dispersed colonial thinkers

interested in science, agriculture, and practical invention. However, this initial effort lapsed due to

Franklin's diplomatic and public service commitments.

The Society was formally revitalized and permanently established in 1769 through a merger with

another Philadelphia intellectual group, the Junto, which Franklin had previously founded. This

consolidation brought together the leading minds of the time, including John Bartram, David

Rittenhouse, and later, figures like Thomas Jefferson and George Washington. The merger

secured the Society's permanence and cemented its role as the intellectual center of the emerging

nation, positioning it as an American counterpart to prestigious European institutions like the Royal

Society of London. The APS has continually operated from Philadelphia since its founding,

maintaining its historic significance through periods of revolution, war, and national expansion.

3. Membership and Organizational Structure

Membership in the APS is highly selective and purely honorific, reflecting the society's commitment

to recognizing sustained, significant contributions across the spectrum of academic and public life.

It cannot be purchased; rather, new members are nominated and elected annually by existing

members. This process ensures that those elected possess both scholarly distinction and a spirit of

public service, aligning with the "exceedingly philanthropic individuals" description derived from the

source material.

The Society is currently organized into four primary classes, each subdivided into various fields of

expertise:

Class I: Mathematical and Physical Sciences (e.g., Chemistry, Physics, Geology).

Class II: Biological Sciences (e.g., Evolutionary Biology, Medicine, Ecology).

Class III: Social Sciences (e.g., Economics, Political Science, Anthropology).

Class IV: Humanities (e.g., History, Literature, Philosophy, Arts).

Class V: The Arts, Professions, and Public Leaders (e.g., Law, Architecture, Public Policy).

The officers of the Society, including the President, Vice Presidents, and Councilors, are appointed

based on their "striking successes" in the science and humanities disciplines, ensuring that the

organization's governance remains guided by experienced intellectual leaders. This structure

reinforces the interdisciplinary nature of the APS, intentionally fostering collaboration between the

sciences and the humanities.
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4. Publications and Dissemination of Knowledge

A central pillar of the APS mission is the publication of scholarly works, a practice initiated early in

its history to fulfill Franklin's goal of disseminating "useful knowledge." The Society produces

several long-running and highly respected series that document new research and historical

discoveries.

Key publications include:

The Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society: An interdisciplinary journal featuring

articles based on papers presented at the Society's semi-annual meetings.

The Transactions of the American Philosophical Society: A monograph series dedicated to longer,

comprehensive scholarly treatments, often focusing on history, anthropology, or the history of

science.

The Memoirs: A series of books covering a wide range of subjects, including biographies and

critical editions of historical documents.

These printed works not only serve as a record of American intellectual history but also provide a

global platform for contemporary research. The editorial rigor applied to these publications ensures

they maintain a high standard of academic quality, reflecting the prestige associated with the

institution itself.

5. Library, Museum, and Collections

The APS maintains one of the premier independent research libraries and archives in the United

States, housed in Philosophical Hall, its historic headquarters adjacent to Independence Hall in

Philadelphia. The library's collections are particularly rich in several areas vital to American and

global scholarship, including rare books, manuscripts, and artwork.

The collection's strengths are manifold, focusing primarily on:

Early American History: Comprehensive holdings related to the founding fathers, particularly the

papers of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson.

History of Science and Technology: Extensive materials documenting the development of

American science from the 18th century onward.

Native American Languages and Ethnography: A unique and globally significant collection of

manuscripts, dictionaries, and linguistic studies related to indigenous North American cultures.

Evolution and Genetics: Significant collections related to figures like Charles Darwin and early

American naturalists.

The APS Library and Museum actively supports the research community by offering access to
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these materials and by administering numerous grants and residential fellowships, ensuring that its

resources are utilized by scholars worldwide, thereby furthering its mission of promoting useful

knowledge.

Further Reading

Official Website of the American Philosophical Society (APS)

American Philosophical Society Entry on Wikipedia

American Philosophical Society Entry on Britannica
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