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Martyn Hammersley 

IS MYTH A SOURCE OF BIAS, OR IS BIAS A MYTH?1 

I was asked to reflect on the times in my career when I have engaged with the issue of bias, 

and to reflect more generally on the role of myth in research. Of course bias is an ever-present 

concern in doing research, and in academic work more generally. But there have been several 

occasions when I have been led to give particular attention to this issue, and I will focus on 

these here.  

The concepts of bias and myth are complex ones, and it is necessary to start by briefly 

outlining what I take these terms to mean (see also Hammersley and Gomm 1997). ‘Bias’ refers 

to systematic, rather than random, error in researchers’ decision-making, this tending to 

produce false conclusions. However, erroneous conclusions need not be a product of bias on 

the part of an investigator: research could be carried out in an unbiased and well-directed 

fashion but nevertheless result in error. Similarly, bias does not necessarily lead to error: we 

may reach sound conclusions despite it. Equally important, it is misleading to argue that our 

having some set of starting assumptions or commitments in itself makes us biased. These will 

not always cause bias, especially if the researcher works hard to minimise any biasing effects 

they may have. Indeed, distinctive assumptions or commitments can lead us to recognise truths 

that others overlook. What is required, then, is to try to limit bias, not to abandon our 

commitments and assumptions. However, as I will explain, we may need to suspend some of 

these for the purposes of research.  

In my view there are two main sources of bias: 

1. Competing goals: What is involved here is researchers pursuing other goals as well as, 

or instead of, the production of knowledge – ones that have conflicting requirements. 

These goals may be practical, political, ethical, or religious.  

 

2. Negligence: This amounts to a failure to question assumptions that ought to have been 

questioned if our aim is to produce knowledge, or a failure to counter preferences that 

lead us away from discovering the truth. Such negligence can arise even without 

competing goals. 

Turning to the concept of ‘myth’, this term has been used in a wide variety of ways. But 

perhaps the most significant sense for our purposes here is ‘a statement or narrative that is 

believed to be true, but that goes beyond what can be justified by the evidence, or one that can 

be shown to be false but is still believed’. It should be clear that, in these terms, myths are one 

possible cause of bias. We can ask why people believe myths, and again there are a couple of 

reasons: 

                                                           
1 This is an expanded version of talk given at an event on Myths in Research that formed part of Birkbeck 
University’s Arts Week, May 2017. 
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1. Because we need to make sense of matters that we do not, or cannot, have knowledge 

about.  

 

2. Because we prefer to believe what is reassuring, or take to be life-affirming, rather than 

to accept what may be worrying, discouraging, terrifying, or self-incriminating. 

For me, issues about truth, myth and bias first became important when I was a sociology 

undergraduate at the London School of Economics in the late 1960s, and a concern with them 

has recurred at several subsequent points in my career as a social scientist. 

1968 and all that 

I arrived at LSE in October 1967, and in 1968 student unrest in the UK came to a head in a 

demonstration against the Vietnam War in Grosvenor Square, outside the US Embassy. We 

took over the main LSE buildings for the weekend so that students from elsewhere in the 

country could meet and sleep there. During this period, there was a great deal of student 

discussion not just about political issues generally but also about the nature of social science – 

since many of the leading figures in the student movement were taking sociology courses. One 

of the central themes in these discussions was the Marxist argument that bourgeois ideology 

infects the social sciences (see, for example, Cockburn and Blackburn 1969, Blackburn 1972). 

This was my first introduction to the notion of bias.  

Initially I accepted this Marxist argument, but later I became more sceptical. I realised that, 

in order to use the concept of bias, one must also have a concept of truth, since this is what 

supplies the contrast, along with some idea about how genuine knowledge can be achieved. 

Looking at Marxism we find three different ideas about this:   

a) That the most effective way of producing knowledge is through scientific investigation. 

But within Marxism there are at least three, very different, conceptions of science: 

Hegelian, Kantian, and structuralist;  

b) That achieving knowledge depends upon adopting the standpoint of the proletariat. It 

is argued here that oppressed classes are in a better position to discern the true nature 

of their society than members of a dominant class, because they are not motivated to 

pretend that it is the best of all possible worlds. Marxists also sometimes argue that the 

working class is the revolutionary class whose mission it is to bring about the end of 

pre-history and to realise all human ideals, including truth;  

c) That knowledge of capitalist society is best gained through the struggle to overthrow it. 

Here the argument is that it is only in the course of such struggle that the real nature of 

the society is revealed: for example that, while apparently liberal, the various freedoms 

it offers will be replaced by a police state should capitalism be threatened. (For me, this 

ignores the fact that all freedoms must be limited, and that all states must protect 

themselves from attack: the key issues are what the limits should be, what constitutes 

attack, and how protection should be exercised.) 

These different ideas were sometimes combined, but they are quite distinct in character. The 

first seemed to me to be the strongest one, but questions remained about the proper nature of 
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scientific investigation. My views about this came to be influenced by pragmatism, especially 

the ideas of Charles Peirce, and by neo-Kantianism, in particular the work of Heinrich Rickert 

and Max Weber. As a result of this, and of my experience of the student movement, I became 

quite critical of Marxism, despite sympathy for the ideals it championed. Indeed, I came to see 

it as a source of myth (see, for instance, Tucker 1961). 

Bias at the Open University? 

The issues of bias and myth returned to haunt me when I obtained my first permanent job, at 

the Open University in 1975. The course on which I was employed to work was attacked in the 

national media for ‘Marxist bias’ (Gould 1977; see Hammersley 2016b; or the longer, original, 

version 2016a). This did not relate to my own section of the course but to that of three 

colleagues, who had presented a Marxist account of the role of the education system in 

reproducing capitalist society. I found myself caught in the middle of this dispute, but (with 

other non-Marxists on the course team) sided with my colleagues in defence of their academic 

freedom. Nevertheless, I believed that they had failed to test the validity of their Marxist claims, 

and that the account they presented was largely speculative: it was myth rather than knowledge 

if you like, and was a product of bias on their part. So, I agreed with the charges made against 

them, to some extent, but I was aware that their critics were also politically motivated, and 

were more powerful. Their commitments seemed to derive from the kind of liberalism that 

underpinned the idea of ‘the end of ideology’, which had become influential in Anglo-

American political circles in the 1950s as a result of the Cold War. There were myths involved 

here too. 

 This experience at the Open University later led me to sustained reflection on the nature 

of academic freedom: Should my colleagues have been free to put forward the Marxist account 

that they did? Were the critics also protected by the notion of academic freedom? What does 

this principle allow, and what does it proscribe? Is it the same as free speech? It took me a long 

time to reach conclusions about this with which I was reasonably satisfied (see Hammersley 

2016a and 2016c). 

The question of bias in feminist and anti-racist research 

The next occasion when the issue of bias became important for me was in the 1990s. By this 

point much of my work had been concerned with social research methodology, and I became 

interested in the arguments put forward at this time about the distinctive methodological 

features of feminist research (see Hammersley 1992). One of these features is, of course, a 

commitment to furthering the emancipation of women. My view was that feminism had 

undoubtedly drawn attention to issues that had previously been neglected, and had also 

highlighted some bias in previous research. But I also came to believe that some feminists’ 

claims about male bias were excessive, and that they often introduced bias of their own, this 

reflecting their commitments and presuppositions, and especially their commitment to pursue 

research in such a way as to achieve feminist goals.  

In the empirical field in which I had done research, the sociology of education, some 

feminist claims about discrimination against girls in schools were well-established by evidence, 
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but others were not (see Foster et al 1996:83-5 and passim). For instance, one argument was 

that girls were channelled by schools into subjects that were ‘gender-appropriate’ and away 

from ones widely viewed as ‘male’. Yet the subject choice process in secondary schools at this 

time allowed girls to choose ‘boys’ subjects’, so that one of the main reasons for the gender 

differences in take-up of subjects was that most girls refused to make such a choice (just as 

most boys did not take up ‘girls’ subjects’). This led some feminists to argue in effect that girls 

had been brain-washed by patriarchal ideology, to put it crudely. It seemed to me that this 

raised difficult analytic issues. My point was not that the claim was untrue, indeed I believed 

it had some plausibility, but that there were very serious difficulties in establishing its truth that 

had not been faced; it had simply been assumed to be the correct explanation, on the 

questionable assumption that if they were genuinely free girls ‘ought to’ choose physics, 

mathematics, etc as frequently as boys. One of the features that disturbed me was that there 

was a hidden mix of factual and normative assumptions here. It was reminiscent of Marxist 

arguments about the failure of the working classes in Western societies to become 

revolutionary activists. In both cases we have speculative interpretations largely adopted so as 

to preserve the political commitments of those who put them forward; or at least they had been 

adopted without sufficient caution for research purposes. 

So, I argued that there was evidence of bias in feminist research, and that this largely 

stemmed from the commitment to pursue feminist goals through research. A common response 

to this criticism was, of course, that, being male, I was incapable of recognising what was 

actually happening in schools as regards gender discrimination. This response amounts to 

reliance upon a standpoint epistemology similar to that which had been put forward by 

Marxists, albeit now privileging women rather than the working class. While there may be 

some truth in the charge, this type of argument involves severe problems. Indeed, these were 

illustrated by developments within feminism, with the views of white middle-class feminists 

being disqualified by working-class, black, and lesbian feminists via standpoint arguments. 

The logical implication of standpoint epistemology here seemed to be that only an extremely 

small proportion of women (working class, black, lesbian feminists) could be taken to have 

privileged access to the truth, the rest all being blinded by ideology. And if we ad disability 

into the mix of intersectionality, the proportion shrinks even further. In my view, this signalled 

fundamental problems with this epistemological perspective (see Hammersley 1995:chs2 and 

3). 

Somewhat later, I found myself having to deal with similar issues in the case of anti-

racist research, when one of my PhD students, Peter Foster, became involved in investigating 

the under-achievement of some categories of ethnic minority children. Much of the research in 

this field in the 1990s in the UK reported that there was widespread prejudice or discrimination 

on the part of teachers. When Foster concluded in his study of an inner-city secondary school 

that ethnic inequalities did not seem to be generated by teacher discrimination, but were largely 

a product of differential allocation of ethnic groups to schools of different types, he was accused 

of failing to recognise the racism that was taking place ‘under his nose’ (Connolly 1992:142). 

The attacks on him intensified when he went on to argue that many of the other studies in this 

field, which had claimed to demonstrate teacher racism, relied upon flimsy evidence.  
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I very much agreed with his assessment, and I concluded that many anti-racist 

researchers assumed that they did not need to pursue better evidence because the idea that 

teacher discrimination was rife was, in effect, an article of faith for them. As a result, they over-

interpreted their data: not just in overgeneralising from a relatively small number of cases, but 

also by potentially misinterpreting what happened within those cases (see Hammersley 

1995:ch4 and references included there; Foster et al 1996). It seemed to be assumed that the 

very existence of ethnic inequalities in educational achievement showed that there must be 

discrimination. Indeed, the conception of equality of educational opportunity employed – 

focusing on equality of outcome – made this true by definition. (This conclusion was reached 

despite the fact that there were some ethnic minorities, notably Chinese students, who were 

also subject to prejudice within the society, but who – on average – outperformed other groups.) 

Furthermore, the reaction of anti-racist researchers to anyone who questioned the validity of 

their findings was to accuse the critics of being racist. This was what happened to Peter Foster, 

myself, and another colleague Roger Gomm. The effect of this is, of course, to insulate the 

knowledge-claims made by anti-racist researchers from criticism: in this manner, bias becomes 

institutionalised within this research community. 

An illustration of how the process operates is provided by a reviewer of one of Peter 

Foster’s papers when he submitted it to a journal for publication. This reviewer wrote the 

following: 

I had considerable difficulties with this article which, although on the surface 

apparently reasonable and logical, seems to imply that there is too much concern shown 

over inequality in schools. I've shown the article to a colleague who is in agreement 

about its hidden agenda. (Journal Referee) 

This was the sum total of the review, and it was put forward as grounds for rejecting the paper, 

which was indeed what the journal did. In effect, the researcher simply asserts that Foster’s 

article displays the ‘wrong’ political attitude, and therefore recommends that it should not be 

published. There is an ascription of bias (a ‘hidden agenda’), but this rests entirely on what are 

taken to be the political implications of the findings. What is wrong here is not the suggestion 

that Foster may have been biased, that is quite legitimate, and could be true or false, but rather 

that no evidence is offered about this other than that someone-else suspected bias as well: there 

is no reference to the specific arguments in the paper, other than in fact to indicate that they are 

‘apparently reasonable and logical’. In effect, the reviewer treats the decision of whether or not 

to publish the paper as if it should depend entirely upon whether its political implications are 

acceptable. In this way, the reviewer makes a biased, and ill-supported, assessment. 

Fortunately, rejection by this journal did not stop Foster’s article eventually being published, 

though its findings were treated by many researchers in the field in much the same way as they 

had been by the reviewer.  

The debates over Peter Foster’s work illustrate a classic way in which political bias can 

operate in research. My point is not that I and my two colleagues were unbiased – everyone 

has background assumptions and commitments, and these will shape their arguments in 

particular ways. While we were far from believing that black ethnic minority groups were less 
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intelligent, or less deserving, than their white peers, it is nevertheless possible that, being white, 

we failed to recognise what was going on (though most of the people who criticised us were 

also white). However, our point was not that discrimination did not take place, or even that it 

was not widespread, but solely that the evidence currently being offered was weak. Indeed, it 

was only ‘convincing’ if you already believed there was widespread discrimination. 

There are two important, but subtle, distinctions that need to be highlighted here. First, 

there is a difference between, on the one hand, making positive or negative claims about the 

existence of some phenomenon (in this case discrimination), or about its frequency, and, on 

the other, arguing that there is insufficient evidence to come to a sound conclusion. The critics 

of Foster tended to conflate his argument that the evidence was insufficient with the negative 

claim that no discrimination exists, or that it is rare.  From their political point of view the two 

amounted to the same thing. In doing this, I suggest, they failed in their responsibilities as 

researchers. 

The second distinction is different in character: it concerns the motivation of the 

researcher. There is nothing wrong with doing research on a topic because one believes it to be 

important, or even because one has very definite views about it: the recommendation that 

research should only focus on unimportant topics would be ridiculous. But there is a difference 

between being motivated to investigate a particular topic because of one’s political 

commitments, on the one hand, and pursuing research in such a way as to serve those 

commitments, on the other. Doing the latter increases the danger of bias; this is why it is 

necessary to suspend one’s political and practical commitments when doing research – in other 

words, not to treat them as one’s goal. The overriding aim of a researcher must be to produce 

worthwhile knowledge; nothing more, and nothing less. There will be other goals that are 

important, and some may be judged more important than this. If they are, then research should 

perhaps be abandoned to pursue them: attempting to pursue them through doing research will 

distort the research process, and it will also rarely be the most effective way of achieving them. 

Of course, standpoint epistemology runs counter to this. As I have indicated, it insists 

that the truth can only be discovered if one adopts the right standpoint – that of the proletariat, 

of women, or of black people, say – and/or if one engages in struggle to counter class-based, 

sexual, or racial oppression. This standpoint, it is claimed, offers privileged access to the truth 

about society. Interestingly this is a version of an argument that was used in the Middle Ages 

to the effect that all inquiry must be based on Christian faith if the truth is to be discovered. 

Now, it is certainly the case that background commitments shape our perceptions and 

interpretations, and thereby make it more likely that we will see certain things, or recognise 

particular explanatory factors, that other people with different views may overlook. However, 

this is true of all types of commitment, not just of one. Moreover, our commitments always 

potentially obscure things from us as well.  

Given the way that social positions and commitments affect inquiry, what we need is 

not a research community all of whose members share the same assumptions and preferences, 

but one whose members are diverse in background and commitment, thereby potentially 

capitalising on the insights to be derived from different perspectives. At the same time, if these 
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differences are to facilitate the production of knowledge, all members of the research 

community must be committed above all to that goal, rather than to serving political or practical 

goals. By contrast, Marxism, feminism, and anti-racism tend to encourage forms of research 

that are designed to serve political goals, and to restrict membership of the research community 

to those who are committed to these goals; and, to the extent that they do this, they increase the 

chances of bias. 

I think it is often forgotten just how difficult it is to become aware of how our 

background assumptions and commitments may be distorting our research. We are much better 

at recognising what we take to be other people’s biases (albeit sometimes wrongly) than we 

are at recognising our own, especially when these stem from strongly-held beliefs. And this 

tendency is encouraged by the common, but false, assumption that there is an affinity between 

the true and the good. One implication of this idea is that the ‘right’ values cannot be a source 

of bias, indeed that they will lead us to the truth. But this is a myth, one that was challenged in 

the nineteenth century, notably by Nietzsche. 

In the early 1990s, besides developing an interest in how bias might have shaped anti-

racist research, I also investigated how a review of research on ethnic inequalities in 

educational outcomes was reported in the media, and the role of bias there (Hammersley 2006). 

I found that the findings of this review were presented in a diverse range of ways. In part, of 

course, this reflected the political positions of particular newspapers, though the reports did not 

always correspond to those positions quite as closely as might have been expected; suggesting 

that complex processes of mediation were in play. But there were also variations in reportage 

that reflected the distinctive audiences of specific media outlets. For example, newspapers 

serving the Indian community in Britain celebrated the relative success of their children, while 

newspapers serving Pakistani and African Caribbean communities focused on the relative 

failure of their children, on average, and the reasons for this. This media study raised further 

interesting complications about the nature of bias for me. For example: Is all selectivity in 

reporting findings necessarily to be interpreted as bias? Was there a single message carried by 

the review, in terms of which judgments about media bias could be made? Was this message a 

factual or a political one, and what difference does this make? 

On the nature of bias as an offence 

One of the early sources on which I drew in thinking about bias, though I disagreed 

fundamentally with it, was a chapter on the topic by Peter McHugh and colleagues (McHugh 

1974:ch3). At one point, in seeking to describe ‘bias as a feature of the socially organised 

environment of social scientific inquirers’ (p47), an environment they regard as grounded in 

positivism, they remark that there is something ‘elusive’ about bias, that it is not the same as 

‘being mistaken’: ‘To be mistaken means to be able to be forgiven. Yet bias is a charge that 

brooks no forgiveness […]’ (p60). This is interesting because there is certainly a sense in which 

those who accuse others of bourgeois, patriarchal, or racist bias do not regard the offence as 

simply a mistake, and they do not see such biases as easily forgiven – though the offender 

could, presumably, be forgiven if he or she were to repudiate the offence and engage in self-

criticism. At the same time, any tendency to treat all men as biased in their views about gender 



8 
 

discrimination (unless they agree with a particular feminist line), or all white people as biased 

as regards discrimination against black people (unless they adopt the same view of the matter 

as those who label themselves anti-racists), results in such accusations becoming so widely 

applicable that any sense of the seriousness of the offence tends to be undermined, with 

differences between degrees or kinds of bias being flattened out. Furthermore, if it is argued 

that such people simply cannot help being biased, then (strictly speaking) the issue of 

forgiveness would not arise – no blame can attach to those who cannot do otherwise; though it 

would emerge in relation to any admission or failure to admit bias. 

 Interestingly, those on the other side of these debates also tend to treat bias as a serious 

offence, and therefore as not easily forgiven. This time the offence is against the responsibilities 

that are associated with being a researcher. To put forward questionable conclusions without 

sufficient evidence, to refuse to recognise contrary evidence, to dismiss criticisms via ad 

hominem attacks, etc. are offences that are likely to threaten the quality of the research that is 

carried out in a field, and the validity of the findings that are produced. They are offences 

against researcher integrity. These practices also potentially undermine the intellectual 

authority that researchers claim: to be able to produce factual knowledge that is more likely to 

be reliable than that coming from other sources. And, the more this is undermined, the more 

scope there is for the influence of false accounts that are designed to serve interests that few of 

us would support. (However, it is important to recognise that, for those on this side of the 

argument, bias can have different sources and take different forms, these varying in the degree 

to which the researchers concerned should be treated as culpable: see Hammersley 2000:160-

5.) 

 The serious nature of bias as an offence no doubt explains the intense and ill-tempered 

character of these debates in the 1990s. That important issues were involved would be agreed 

by all sides, even though they disagreed fundamentally in other respects. Also at issue is what 

should and should not be tolerated. There are pressing questions here about what the 

commitments and responsibilities of social researchers ought to be, and some of these remain 

largely unresolved today. 

The constructionist myth about bias 

In the late 1990s, and into the new century, a rather different attitude towards bias became 

prevalent, from those which assume a contrast with truth: what I will refer to broadly as 

constructionism. (This reflected the influence of French post-structuralist and postmodernist 

writers, though constructionism came from other sources as well: for instance, McHugh et al’s 

discussion was an early and unusual example deriving from ethnomethodology). The term 

‘constructionism’, or sometimes ‘constructivism’, is used in a variety of ways, but we can think 

of it as starting from a rejection of naive realism. This is the idea that true accounts are 

generated through the world impressing its character upon us, this ‘impression’ then being 

‘expressed’ by us in reports about the world that simply correspond to or capture its character. 

Instead, constructionists (rightly) argue that processes of perception and cognition necessarily 

shape what we experience, and what we take to be true; that these are dependent upon the role 

of language; and that each language must be seen not as a fixed, internal, generative structure 



9 
 

but rather as deployed within a diverse collection of social practices. Thus, what is taken to be 

real or true is necessarily a socio-cultural product, and will vary across people and contexts: 

there is no single ‘god’s-eye view’. From this it was often further inferred (wrongly) that, since 

we do not have unmediated contact with reality, the validity of any knowledge claim is relative 

to the socio-cultural framework within which it is formulated, or it was concluded that all 

‘facts’ are fictions.  

 In addition, constructionists sometimes argue that all assertions claiming truth are a 

form of oppression: that they are an attempt to impose views on others who have the right to 

determine what is ‘true for them’. For example, Denzin (1997:7) writes that: ‘Epistemological 

validity (authority) can now be interpreted as the desire of the postpositivist’s text to assert its 

own power over the reader’. (Here ‘post-positivism’ is a term used to refer to those who have 

not accepted the radical constructionist position.) 

From this constructionist point of view, the concept of bias must either be abandoned, 

since it relies on an ‘out-dated’ concept of truth, or reinterpreted as referring to the fact that all 

perspectives are partial, which is true enough, from which it is concluded (falsely) that all 

accounts are equally biased. The kind of scepticism or relativism that underpins this is 

unsustainable; one reason being that it is internally contradictory – scepticism and relativism 

each, necessarily, claim to be universal truths. So, you will find that constructionists do not 

stick consistently to their position: they use sceptical or relativistic arguments to undercut 

positions with which they disagree, but implicitly treat their own views as true in the traditional 

sense (see Foster et al 1996:ch1).  

In its questioning of claims to truth, constructionism takes over from naïve realism the 

idea that for something to be true it must be known beyond all possible doubt. If we adopt this 

severe standard then we will indeed find we have very little, if any, knowledge. Moreover, the 

result will be to reduce all other beliefs to mere opinion, about which people can legitimately 

differ, without there being any means of deciding whether one view is more likely to be true 

than another. But there is no reason to adopt this overly severe standard for judging what is 

true. Instead we must recognise degrees of likely truth.  

This is not easy, of course, since it requires us to acknowledge that there is often much 

ground for reasonable disagreement about important matters. But, at the same time, we all share 

many resources for assessing knowledge claims, and we must try to use these in ways that 

maximise our chances of reaching true conclusions. The kind of research community I outlined 

earlier – with members having diverse backgrounds but adopting the task of producing 

knowledge through research as their only goal – is the most effective means we have for 

generating reliable knowledge about factual matters; even though what it produces is 

necessarily fallible (see Hammersley 2011). (I must add that it is not the only way of reaching 

knowledge, nor can it produce knowledge about all of the matters in which we are likely to be 

interested.) 
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Other sources of bias 

As a brief addendum, it is important to recognise that political or practical commitments are 

not the only source of bias: there are also some that are intrinsic to the pursuit of research. One 

of these is a desire to produce newsworthy (perhaps even sensational) conclusions, and indeed 

there is much pressure on researchers today to do this. Each single project is expected to deliver 

significant findings that have ‘impact’. However, it is important to remember that much 

research in the natural sciences does not do this: many projects fail to produce positive findings 

at all, others do this but their findings would not be regarded as of great significance in lay 

terms, or sometimes even within the scientific field concerned. Instead, studies make a host of 

small contributions that may eventually lead to conclusions of greater significance. By contrast, 

seeking highly newsworthy conclusions in each study can lead to distortion. 

A second source of bias of this kind is a desire to produce a relatively simple and 

consistent picture. Research is a messy business, and we often find that data appear to 

contradict one another, or we find it difficult to understand how one type of data relates to 

others. Given our desire to produce clear-cut results, we may be tempted to impose a theoretical 

framework on our data, ignoring those places where it does not fit. There is nothing wrong with 

trying out theoretical ideas that simplify matters, but we must always remember the 

simplification involved, and pay attention to data that are at odds with this. By doing so we 

may be able to develop a framework that is more complex but that is still internally consistent 

and fits better with the data. 

A third source of bias, one that is especially important in the case of social science, is 

a desire not to upset or insult the people we are studying, or other stakeholders. There are 

ethical and prudential issues here, of course, but these must be balanced against the obligation 

of researchers to pursue the truth wherever it leads (see Hammersley and Traianou 2012). 

(I have not mentioned in my discussion what is often referred to in the methodological 

literature as ‘sampling bias’. This can be very important, but I think it is better to label it as a 

form of systematic error; one that can be, but need not be, caused by bias in the sense of the 

term I am using here.) 

Conclusion 

I have been concerned with the issue of bias throughout my career. My approach in thinking 

about this issue cannot claim much originality; even though it is at odds with some influential 

alternatives. The main elements of the view I have presented have long been well-established: 

they emerged in the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century and were developed and 

refined in subsequent periods. As regards the social sciences, the most important formulation 

has probably been that of Max Weber in the early twentieth century, though his arguments 

were not presented in a manner that is easily understood – indeed, they have frequently been 

misunderstood (see Hammersley 2017). 

The issue of bias and myth is very relevant today. We do not live in a ‘post-truth’ age, 

but certainly in one that is in danger of forgetting the value of genuine knowledge. Of course, 
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truths may be inconvenient. One of these is, perhaps, that we cannot live without myth (see 

Blumenberg 1985). At the same time, we cannot live without knowledge, and this requires that 

we guard against myths that cause bias in research, from whatever direction they come. 

Dedicated pursuit of knowledge, seeking to counter the effects of bias and myth, is especially 

important in a time of ‘fake news’.  
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