
READING COMPREHENSION

EXERCISES

OERSTED AND THE ELECTRIC CONFLICT

The discovery and interpretation of electrodynamic and 
electromagnetic phenomena kept scientists busy throughout 
the nineteenth century. In particular, two schools of thought 
opposed one another: the French one, represented among 
others by Ampère, Biot and Savart, and the English one, whose 
champions were Faraday and Maxwell. However, the one who 
initiated the adventure of electromagnetism was the Dane 
Hans C. Oersted (1777-1851) through the demonstration that 
an electric current produces a magnetic effect. In placing a 
magnetic needle parallel to a wire and connecting the latter to 
one of Volta’s batteries, the needle rotated towards a position 
perpendicular to the wire.

Oersted had been looking for interactions between 
electricity and magnetism for almost a decade, under 
the influence of his adhesion to a German philosophical 
conception, the Naturphilosophie, whose most famous 
exponent was Friedrich Schelling. According to this school, 
underlying the physical explanation of nature are forces that 
pervade all space and which have a dual nature, attractive 
and repulsive: the natural world is born from the constant 
conflict between these forces.

Oersted, however, was not satisfied with an abstract model 
of natural reality, like the one offered by Naturphilosophie. 

He needed a meticulous experimental investigation that 
would verify the existence, also in the case of electric and 
magnetic phenomena, of a “conflict” between attractive and 
repulsive forces. This was his objective when he designed the 
experiment that opened the doors to electromagnetism. 

Paraphrasing Oersted, 
here is his explanation: the 
electric conflict generated 
in the conductor spreads 
through the surrounding 
space until it reaches the 
particles that make up 
the magnetic bodies (the 
needle). The impetus of 
the forces that fight inside 
the needle puts the latter 
in motion.

In what way did Oersted’s approach to the study of 
nature differ from that of the Naturphilosophie move-
ment?

True or false?
a. Oersted demonstrated that an electric current 

produces a magnetic effect by placing a 
magnetic needle perpendicular to a current 
carrying wire.

b. Oersted was not satisfied with the abstract 
model of natural reality offered by 
Naturphilosophie.

c. According to the Naturphilosophie, forces 
with dual nature, attractive and repulsive, 
pervade all space.

d. For Oersted, the movement of the needle is 
caused by an impetus from conflicting forces.
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Complete with:
Naturphilosophie • particles • electric • space • impetus • 
motion • attractive • electromagnetism • abstract • experi-
mental • conflict • repulsive • magnetic • spreads
Oersted was not satisfied with the _______ model of na-
tural reality offered by Naturphilosophie. He had need of 
a meticulous ________ investigation that would verify the 
existence, also in the case of ________ and __________ 
phenomena, of a “conflict” between ________ and 
______ forces. So it was that he devised the experiment 
that opened the doors of __________. Paraphrasing Oe-
rsted, here is his explanation: the electric conflict genera-
ted in the conductor ________ through the surrounding 
______ until it reaches the _______ that make up the ma-
gnetic bodies (the needle). The ______ of the forces that 
________ inside the needle puts the latter in ________.
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