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Natural Sciences can be regarded as seeking patterns to explain natural phenomena.  New discoveries lead to more patterns and different classifications that give rise to better insights. A case study of Gilbert, Gray and Franklin and their ideas about electricity shows the cumulative nature of knowledge, how each early scientist "stood on the shoulders of those who went before", but at the same time made changes in the explanations for natural phenomena.

In his book "De Magnete" (Gilbert, 1600), magnetostatic and electrostatic forces were separated. Gilbert noted that magnetic attraction could be observed even through water while electrostatic attraction was stopped by humidity. This differentiation was explained more than a century later.

Gray's discovery that electricity does not remain in the same place led to a new revolutionary classification of materials, no longer electrified or non-electrified materials.  Now, all materials could be electrified although some were classified as conductors and others as insulators. Water and moist air were found to be conductors which explained Gilbert's assertion that electrostatic forces were dissipated by humidity.
Moist air as a conductor led Franklin to explore lightning. He explained lightning as an electric spark that leaps between clouds or from clouds to earth in the moist air. Further experiments led Franklin to describe electricity as a continuous fluid. 
Classification systems are subject to change when more information becomes available. A new scheme for explaining electrical phenomena came about when materials were classified as conductors or insulators.  Applying this knowledge to a particular case, that of moist air, led to further developments of ideas about electricity.

