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Abstract

Gaston Bachelard, French epistemologist and philosopher of science was the first to
introduce the concept of epistemological obstacle in philosophy of science. By
epistemological obstacles he meaned commonsense ideas and values, residues of
previous successful science which, he believed, obstruct the path of modern science
progressive development. To pave the way for development, he thought, it was best to
eliminate or overcome these obstacles. Georges Canguilhem, philosopher and historian
of science, who was Bachelard’s successor and pupil agreed with him on the negative
role of epistemological obstacles in development of science, so why included them in
his own historiography of science and contrary to his mentor’s opinion gave them an
epistemological value? This is the main question of current paper. To answer it
Canguilhem’s major concern in history of science, that were mainly medicine and
biology, have been pursued in order to reveal other aspects of these obstacles. For
example, vitalism which is a pre-scientific outdated mentality and an obstacle to the
development of many mechanical theories about the physiology of involuntary
movement is historiographically and epistemologically accredited by Canguilhem,
because the genealogy of the concept of reflex can be found in it. Moreover, studying
Canguilhem’s adventurous and normative conceptions of history of science shows that
epistemological obstacles are the central notion of Canguilhem’s epistemology and not
merely an impediment in scientific works, however, they can provide the conditions for
instituting and developing sciences in a different way, hence taking for granted a double

aspect role for scientific works, a critical aspect and a creative one, the paper shows that
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scientific developments occure in both ways: theoretically, or denying any pre-scientific
mind, tackling epistemological obstacles and criticizing scientific ideologies; and
conceptually, or creating continuities through which past concepts be assimilated to
today’s concepts legitimately. It is maintained that, considering the second aspect,
epistemological obstacles can play a facilitating role and provide a more continuous

notion of history of science by making scientific developments more visible.

Keywords: epistemological Obstacles, historiography of science, epistemological

discontinuities, scientific change.
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