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Bias in observation


The use of the word neutral when referring to scientific observation poses a linguistic dilemma.  To be neutral is to lack support or fellowship on any particular dispute or belief.  Therefore, for scientific data by observation to be neutral, we
 must presume that people hold no beliefs.  Scientific observation, and essentially any human observation may be characterized as such, acts to explain natural phenomenon and examine the “who” and “why” of an event.  A scientist may be neutral when stating the exact “where” and “when” of an event or phenomenon, because these two are measurable variables.  However, when the scientist attempts to describe a casual relationship between
 a seen or experienced event and the larger source, which created its occurrence, then neutrality is lost because an assumption arises that we know more about the world than what is in front of us at any given moment.  Scientific data by observation is not neutral, because humans cannot escape the cultural and religious beliefs of their time, as well as theoretical assumptions prior to the individual’s observation.

Biased observation is an inescapable byproduct of the human observer.  Humans are social beings and depend on a community to survive.  From day one, infants are socialized with the expected rules and conduct lines of a culture.  Even a scientist who strives for valid and objective observation cannot avoid the larger society that sustains his or her existence or the prior socialization, which has affected his or her beliefs.  For example, early Greek philosophers and scientists accepted geocentric cosmology, which preserved their anthropocentric views of the universe.  First, Plato believed that the movement of the sun and the planets must be circular, because a circle is perfect and the universe was believed to be in perfect order.  Now we know that the planets orbit in an
 

elliptical fashion, which complicates the previous notions of a perfect universe.  The beliefs of early Greeks, such as Plato, demonstrate how bias can intrude on investigation
, because an illusion of certainty is supported.  Next, observations that seemed to deviate from the accepted logic of the time had to be justified within accepted norms.  For example, Ptolemy using a model of epicycles, which preserved the geocentric cosmology of the time, explained the retrograde motion of Mars
.  Even if a person were ostracized from society or remove prior prejudices there data would still be skewed, and objectivity compromised, when it became a matter of public discourse.  

Religious beliefs affect the neutrality of scientific observation, because the observer must balance spiritual and logical ideas when explaining phenomena.  Theologians were reliable sources that could explain the occurrence of natural phenomena. For example, Greek scientist, Herodotus, presents a bias before he even begins to investigate the rising and falling of the Nile; he says,  “I was particularly anxious to learn from them [priests] why the Nile, at the commencement of the summer solstice, begins to rise...”
 (II 19-31).  Herodotus chooses to only question priests on the fluctuating Nile, thus he will only receive responses that fit into the structure of the priests’ beliefs.
 Greek society believed that there was an order in the universe.  However, unexpected events, such as natural disasters, were difficult to orient into the cosmos.  The human desire to control nature, by anticipating what is going to happen and to organize, is part of the human psyche.  Therefore, biases, ultimately rooted in ignorance were, and are, the backbone people use to sustain an illusion of control over our universe.  Human observation still looks for security within definable systems that meld with the framework of accepted beliefs in our society.  Finally, the belief of creation has been a long-standing belief, even when scientific theory, namely that of evolution, had refuted such religious claims.  Therefore, when attempting to uncover a cause-effect relationship in the natural world, an observer cannot completely disregard the possibility of God, or some greater power, in contributing to something’s existence.  If a person were to do this it would compromise their entire belief system and many of the concepts of definitive truth.

Furthermore, even the “where” and “when” of scientific observation is subject to cultural bias due to incongruent words to describe an object or measurement.
  A tomato is a fleshy, acidic fruit that has commonly been misperceived as a vegetable.  Linguistically, the age-old adage of the tomato is “you say toe-may-toe, I say toe-mah-toe.”  This may seem to be a childish example, but it demonstrates how simple differences in language can change understanding and comprehension.  To me
, a scientific observer, a tomato is a fleshy, acidic fruit.  To my roommate, an alternative scientific observer, a tomato is a juicy, red fruit.  Thus, our environment is only as neutral as the language we use to describe and categorize it.  Even the content of this essay is subject to scrutiny due to my use of language, which the reader may deem as including inaccurate word choice.

In conclusion, biased scientific observation is a reflection of the human desire to internalize the environment and try to comprehend the occurrences of the universe within our lives.
 Also, employing language to describe the neutral environment further biases observation.  Scientific objectivity, based on observable phenomena, cannot be achieved because we cannot explain the universe with precision or validity.  The presented factuality of scientific observation is compromised by cultural, religious and theoretical beliefs that force discovery to coincide with the secured norms of our lives.  
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�Don’t make this personal. Just present the facts. In fact, this whole paragraph is a little skeptical and has little basis for its inclusion.


�Good comment.
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