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What can IP tell us about America’s past?

• Incremental progress 
over time

• What was important 
to people and why?

• Innovation is all 
around us

• How can we inspire 
the next generation 
of creators? 
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Article I, Section 8, Clause 8

[The Congress shall have 
Power . . . ] To promote the 
Progress of Science and 
useful Arts, by securing for 
limited Times to Authors 
and Inventors the 
exclusive Right to their 
respective Writings and 
Discoveries.
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Innovation has deep roots



What did the early IP system look like?

6

Following passage of the 1790 
Patent Act, the first Patent Board, 
composed of Secretary of State 
Thomas Jefferson, Secretary of 
War Henry Knox, and Attorney 
General Edmund Randolph, 
begins meeting at regular 
intervals to examine patents.



Lots of dedication, not a lot of structure
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In 1793, Congress did away with the 
requirement that an invention be "useful 
and important." Instead, applicants would 
receive a patent regardless of the 
invention's merits—regardless of whether 
the invention or improvement was novel.



Not X-files, but X-patents
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Patent Act of 1836

• Introduced patent 
numbering system

• Reintroduced 
examination 
requirement and 
hired professional 
examiners

• Established a library 
of prior art 
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Patent Office fire of 1836



Patent models
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“The Patent Office at Washington, 
furnishes an extraordinary example 
of American enterprise and ingenuity; 
for the immense number 
of models it contains are the 
accumulated inventions of only five 
years; the whole of the previous 
collection having been destroyed by 
fire.”

- Charles Dickens, 1842
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A growing office
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Post-war changes and expansion
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Trademarks enter the chat 



Golden age of American innovation 
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Country​ Cost
Britain​ $875​
Russia​ $450​
Belgium​ $420​
Austria​ $350​
France​ $300​
USA​ $35​

Patent fees in the U.S. were 
uniquely affordable: 
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Innovation as a spectacle 



Innovation and equality  
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Innovation and equality  
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Plant patents 
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Lanham Act and consumerism 
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New technologies and tech transfer
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Rapid increase and expansion
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America Invents Act - 2011

• Regional offices
• Patent Pro Bono 

services in all 50 
states

• First inventor to 
file 

• More patent 
examiners
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What questions do we grapple with today? 



• Learn more at 
www.uspto.gov/about-
us/history

• Check out our Journeys 
of Innovation series

• Follow us on social 
media!

Want more history?
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http://www.uspto.gov/about-us/history
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