
“The first experience, or to be more precise, the first observation is always a first obstacle for the 

scientific culture” (Gaston Bachelard) 

 

A child fascinated by the storm is sitting next to a window. The child randomly started to wonder 

where lightning came from. The first two things it realised were that there needed to be clouds and 

that something was happening with them. After thinking about it for a while longer, the child 

concluded that there must be some sort of energy flowing in between the clouds. For the kid it was 

clear that for energy to flow one needs something positively and something negatively charged. The 

conclusion, a very logical one for an eight year old, was that there must be positively charged as well 

as negatively charged clouds. Each time these clouds collide, they create lightning in the form of 

energy exchange. Enthusiastically the child explained this theory to their mother. According to her 

viewed from a scientific point of standing this theory was plain wrong. Why did science have to break 

a completely satisfactory Explanation? Even though the child knew their theory was wrong it kept 

holding on to it, not necessarily believing their Theory was true but believing that it was a good 

explanation. 

Sometimes people are unable to overcome the first obstacle. So the question remains, why can we 

not always overcome the first obstacle? Why does our observation have an effect on scientific 

culture? Every Individual has their own personal beliefs and experiences. Our perception of reality is 

strongly related to ourselves as individual human beings with personal experiences as to our distinct 

sense of what can and cannot be. This leads to a difference between knowing and believing. Things 

that are scientifically proven are things one knows, one learns them at school and one reads them in 

books. Despite believing something, you do not have to know it. My point in relation to the quote is, 

that the way one perceives ones first observation depends of many different factors e.g. morals, 

ethics, time period one lives in, beliefs, knowledge, etc. 

Gaston Bachelard was a philosopher who focused his research on science and scientific progress. It is 

reasonable to say that his scientific Background influenced his conclusion. His Theory of the “obstacle 

épistémologique” criticizes the tendency of subconsciously aiming for too abstract conclusions during 

the process of realisation. When observing we immediately interpret. So overall Bachelard concluded 

that an observation is an obstacle. By indicating that an observation is, a specified Term Bachelard is 

probably eliminating any chance of misconception. Now the core of the statement would be the 

following sentence; the first observation is always a first obstacle for the scientific culture. Why does 

Bachelard not leave it at that? I theorise, that Bachelard deemed it necessary to categorise an 

observation as an experience. In this situation, the word “experience” is functioning as an umbrella 

term. There is a broad spectrum of experiences, which mainly differ by the way they are absorbed. 

An experience has a subjective undertone, it is an impulse that enters through the senses and is then 

processed on an emotional and intelligent level. Opposing to that an observation has a more 

objective undertone even though it is just as subjective. Nothing, not even an observation can bypass 

ones brain and emotions. For Humans it is obscurely difficult or even impossible to be without 

opinion. 

After reflecting on this quote for some time, I realised how difficult it is for humans to think simple 

and neutral. Especially when it comes to science and wonder, if one thinks about it, science is just 

people wondering and trying to explain the world. After an observation, it is our principle to first 

theorize and effectively trying to explain why our theory was right all along. Nevertheless, I do not 

fully agree with Bachelard. Science has come this far because people theorise and because people 

have opinions. To have an own opinion and being able to evolve it into a theory is a beautiful process 



which supports science more than it hinders it. We do not need to dehumanize ourselves for 

progress. 

To be completely honest I only now realised that I still have no idea where lightning comes from. All 

these years I was oddly satisfied with my conclusion even though theoretically I knew I was wrong. I 

guess I never overcame my first obstacle. 


