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Opinion

AMS Fellows
A hot topic in the air right now is the AMS Fellows pro-
gram. With the approval of the membership, the AMS has 
designated about one thousand members of the Society 
to be Fellows—that is about one mathematician in thirty. 
A Fellow of the Society is supposed to be a distinguished 
mathematician who is being recognized for his/her schol-
arly excellence. (I note that the National Academy elects 
about one mathematician in three hundred, so it is even 
more rarified.)

Even though I am now a Fellow, I must confess that I 
voted against the program just because I could not under-
stand its purpose. As editor of the Notices, I have received 
several letters protesting the Fellows program (and an-
nouncing the writer’s intention to decline the fellowship 
and resign his/her AMS membership). These letters have 
provided me with food for thought.

The typical argument of those vilifying the Fellows pro-
gram is that mathematics is (thankfully) egalitarian and 
the Fellows program flies in the face of that level playing 
field. So it is doing no good. I think that this reasoning is 
naive. Certainly the subject of mathematics is egalitarian—
both the loftiest professor at the Institute for Advanced 
Study and the lowliest lecturer at the University of North-
ern South Dakota can spend as much time as they like 
studying, writing about, and publishing about the Axiom 
of Choice, and nobody will tell them to do otherwise. But 
the mathematics profession is certainly not egalitarian. 
There are those in mathematics who have clout and who 
use it and there are those who do not. There are those with 
a surfeit of privileges and those without. There are those 
who are our leaders and who are highly placed. And then 
there are the rest of us. Such is human nature.

The other scientific societies have had Fellows pro-
grams for quite some time, and they find them to be quite 
useful. Colleagues have told me that at their institutions  
the statistics department frequently reminds the dean that 
20 percent of their faculty are Fellows of the American 
Statistical Association, thus beating the national average 
and showing how distinguished they are as a group. When 
visitors or parents tour the university, they are always 
excited to see the supercomputing lab and the genetic 
engineering building, but certainly not the rather drab 
math building and the seedy-looking math faculty. It is 
useful, from an administrative point of view, to be able to 
say that 15 percent of our math faculty are AMS Fellows. 
The existence of Fellows in any given mathematics depart-
ment shows that that group consists of serious scholars.

When the National Academy of Sciences was formed, its 
avowed purpose was to advise the president on matters 
of science. But eventually the joke became that the main 
purpose of the National Academy was to debate who the 
new members should be. There is some danger that the 
Fellows will serve a similar purpose, with little pretense 

to advising the AMS president. Since the Fellows program 
is new, I can only hope that we exercise some wisdom to 
make it a program with legs and with some intrinsic value.

I note that the number of Fellows at some distinguished 
schools is surprisingly low. Princeton has just 19, and Yale 
has just 4. This is apparently because members of these 
august institutions do not belong to the AMS, hence do 
not qualify to be Fellows. I think that it is a shame, and 
reflects poorly on all of us, that our leaders do not belong 
to our professional society.

I am not going to resign my membership in the AMS. 
As a Fellow, I am not now able to prove better theorems. I 
will not do a better job directing my Ph.D. students. I will 
not get a better parking place. I will probably not be more 
admired by the secretaries and staff. But I will contribute 
to the public image of my department and perhaps help 
it to promote itself. I might also hope to reinforce every-
one’s sense of self-worth. We mathematicians have not 
paid much attention to that sort of thing over the years, 
and we have suffered for it. It is time for us to learn to 
help ourselves.
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