2-17: The Royal Society of London: scientific institution – and public relations instrument for the ‘new science’

Seminar Aims 

We have often used the ‘Royal Society of London’ as a short-hand term for all that we mean by the ‘new science’ and ‘experimental philosophy’. That is partly because this venerable institution was a fine exponent at public relations. This is not to downgrade its significance – but to say that its significance lies elsewhere than we might think that it lies. This has been the trend of a good deal of modern research upon the Royal Society – much of it master-minded by Michael Hunter, whose work is included in the secondary reading here. In this seminar, we shall concentrate on one of the main instruments of that propaganda, Thomas Sprat’s famous History of the Royal Society (1667). We shall begin by looking at the frontispiece to this famous work (this will be distributed in class). Then we shall examine the selection of text from Sprat’s own history. But it will be important to place this in the context of the secondary works mentioned in the further reading, since Sprat was an able polemicist and he put the best spin possible on the Royal Society’s activities. This will also be the opportunity for us to examine briefly some contributions to the first philosophical journal, the Philosophical Transactions – these will be distributed in class. 

We shall examine the following text:

Thomas Sprat, The History of the Royal Society (1667), pp. 58-103 - available for download from here. 

Questions:
1) How does Sprat manage to present the activities of the Royal Society in a positive light? What criticism of their work was he trying to anticipate and answer?
2) In what ways does Sprat exaggerate the achievements of the Royal Society?
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