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Influential Bias

Most things we
 learn today stem from the past, and not only do we add our own bias onto present day knowledge, but historical scientists also inferred a certain amount of bias into their observations. Because of this it is hard to interpret new ideas and make observations or conclusions without some inference of the past.  Scientific data by observation is influenced by prior theoretical, cultural, and religious beliefs; because of these new revelations in science they are not displayed without some overlay of the past and in part contribute to why there is never one-hundred percent certainty in science.  Evidence that all observers bring bias to their observations can be examined among the ancient Greeks such as the way that scientists repeatedly made theories about space and relied on the idea that the earth was at the center of the universe. Or how the Greeks tried to attribute natural phenomena back to the natural will of the Gods, or 
Galen’s belief that every part of the body serves a specific purpose.


Bias is brought into scientific observation in a number of ways: previous knowledge is incorporated into a new idea; a conclusion is reached in the head before the idea is tested;
 and ideas are accepted because there is a need for an explanation.  The Greeks provide an example for how bias can prove so strong that even when a theory is wrong it can be sustained for hundreds of years, even after it has been disproved.  This is shown in their model of the universe when it was originally thought that the earth was the center of the universe, such as the crystalline sphere provided by Aristotle.  This theory was rejected by a number of other scientists, but was not replaced with a better reason and therefore Aristotle’s theory was not rejected until another explanation could be given that people could latch onto and accept.  This is a type of predisposed bias that continues today.


Bias also occurs when theories are presented simply to give a rhyme or a reason to something without having the proper results to support the idea.  This occurs when an idea is already determined in the mind and therefore draws conclusions based on that idea rather than on what the data presents.  This is shown among the Greeks’ idea that natural phenomena could be attributed through the will of the Gods.  This idea is depicted in the discussion between Socrates and Strepsiades when Socrates tries to explain natural phenomena such as rain, thunder, and lightning.  Strepsiades feels that it is the Gods’ will, but Socrates replies with a possible substitute for divine intervention saying that the clouds rain
 because they are “full of water, and forced to move along, they are of necessity precipitated in rain.”  Socrates tries to explain these occurrences without attributing them to the gods using an abstract idea, but has no basis for the new way he presents the ideas.

Galen, though,  is somewhat an exception to bias.  Galen is an example of experimental observation.  He took Greek and Roman theories and tried to prove or disprove them, but even though he was essentially testing the biased himself was biased.  He accepted the Aristotelian notion that everything in nature has a purpose and based many of his theories upon that idea, such as the experiment conducted on the natural faculties in the body.  While he did prove that testing observation was necessary, he also upholds the notion that even when trying to be unbiased, bias still inserts itself into theories.  Therefore, science, with all the experiments and observations, is never neutral.


In the days of the ancient Greeks before much was really known scientifically, people brought bias into their ideas in order to offer explanations for events.  Today, bias is still incorporated into scientific observations by people pulling their own ideas into theories, as well as integrating previous knowledge on the subject.   People want to understand things so they accept the ideas presented; people want things to be a certain way so they only count data pertaining to that idea; even those people who try to prove things through scientific methods often induce bias in their conclusions and observations.  Because of these problems in the observation process the generation of scientific data by observation is not neutral, but rather influenced by prior theoretical, cultural or religious beliefs.
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