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How do you know what you don’t know? By answering a question. A question is defined
as “a sentence worded or expressed so as to elicit information”. (“Question™) The term “neutral”
is defined as “impartial or objective”. (“Neutral”) The very act of asking a question requires
imagination in order to come up with targeted inquiry. Due to the involvement of creativity and
imagination in the process of formulating a question, our ability to use reason when formulating
a question, as well as the ambiguous nature of language — which is essential in order to express
a question — it is impossible to completely eliminate subjectivity from inquiry. Furthermore,
the act of questioning implies a level of personal connection, thus making it subjective.
Therefore, there is no such thing as a neutral question. This concept can be seen in all areas of
knowledge, and particularly in history and the natural sciences.

Language not only refers to words, but any system of letter, symbols, gestures, or images
with agreed meanings. What questions can be posed without language? The answer is none;
even internal questions expressed in the mind are formulated in terms of language. Therefore, in
evaluating the influence language has on the ability of a question to be neutral, it must be
asked: can language be unbiased? Language often has connotations and second meanings that
can be interpreted differently by individuals based off of personal and shared knowledge and
experiences; therefore different people can understand the same combination of words

differently. It also means that when people express ideas using language, personal knowledge
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could unconsciously influence our language.

In the natural sciences, numerical data and figures are important, but so is the role of
language; before conducting an experiment that will provide them with empirical data, scientists
must first express their predicted outcomes by formulating an hypothesis. An hypothesis itself is
not a question, but rather an answer to a question, it is the expected outcome predicted by
scientists. The expression of an answer that has not been backed up by empirical evidence
shows the lack of neutrality in the scientific process; by stating what the expected outcome is,
the language used implies that the scientists believe any other outcome is highly unlikely,
therefore showing their bias.

In the area of history, knowledge is heavily reliant on memory, which is a highly
subjective tool, and could be regarded as a “secondary” source of knowledge because of this.
Furthermore, to communicate the memories, language must be used. Based on different cultural
perspectives and personal knowledge, the way we use language to ask about memories can
change, such as regarding the Nanking Massacre. The Nanking Massacre involved people from
two countries, Japan and China (The History Place). The language we use to seek out historical
information will always reflect our own personal bias because the way we approach the topic
will be different. For example, a Chinese person when approaching the topic of the Nanking
Massacre might ask about methods the Japanese used to torture people. This topic of inquiry
shows how the Chinese person already believes the Japanese used torture methods, and merely
wants to find out more detail about the torture, whereas a Japanese person, while not denying
that civilians were killed, would not ask about the specific details of Japanese torture because it

reflects badly on their nation.
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Imagination is required in every discipline if a question is to add to new knowledge or
truth; it can be used to making connections and create models and theories, as well as solve
problems. In order to ask a question, you must believe there are possible answers, which
requires imagination. Imagination can be used not only in daily life for entertainment or
problem solving, but also for self-expression, making it personal in nature. Since every person
has a different imagination, and the act of questioning often requires the use of imagination to
formulate the inquiry, is there any question that is not affected by human bias?

In the natural sciences, designing a lab or formulating a theory requires imagination. The
discovery of the structure of DNA took enormous amounts of imagination; several scientists had
to contribute to the research. By first coming up with models then disproving them through
experimentation and research, the questions being asked by the scientists Watson and Crick, as
well as others who worked in the field such as Rosalind Franklin, were fundamentally biased;
their questions implied that they already had ideas about what the answer was, due to the
subjective nature of imagination — they wanted their proposed models to be correct.
(Nobelprize.org)

Similarly, when asking historical questions, a certain level of imagination is required. We
are unable to determine most historical facts using our own sense perception skills (besides the
existence of certain structures, for example the Pyramids of Giza — there is no denying they are
there), therefore we must use our imaginations in the pursuit of historical knowledge. Why were
the pyramids built? How were they built? Questions such as these, while appearing to be
unbiased and designed for the pursuit of knowledge, betray the inherent biased nature of the act

of questioning. The act of questioning requires the existence of curiosity and thus imagination.

AN

43 Theory of knowledge teacher support material



Student sample essay J

It all links back to the knowledge question: how do you know what you don’t know? The
answer is, you must use your imagination. Even shared knowledge inquiries held in common
across a discipline involve individuals applying personal imagination and curiosity. Therefore,
due to the subjective nature of imagination, there is no such thing as a neutral question.

How can we tell if something is neutral? We can use reason to determine the neutrality of
something. However, this method has flaws. Standards of rationality and reasoning norms can
be influenced by culture as well as personal experiences, making them different for every
person, much like imagination. Due to the personal nature of standards of rationality, what
seems to be a neutral question to one person might appear to be biased to another.

A controversial natural science topic is the theory of evolution, an idea first proposed by
Charles Darwin in the 19th century. (Than) Scientists believe that all life originated from a
common ancestor about 3.5 to 3.8 billion years ago. (Than) This clashes with the creationist
belief that life originated from divine creation. To a scientist, the question “Did all life originate
from an organism that lived 3.5 billion years ago?” would seem like a neutral question. It can
either be answered “yes” or “no” with the correct evidence and reasoning. However, to a
creationist, this question would appear to highly biased because it implies that the theory of
evolution is correct; it does not dispute the theory of evolution, it merely questions the timeline
of the theory. A creationist would reason that by implying that the theory of evolution is correct,
the question is biased because it disregards their beliefs in divine creation that are backed up
with evidence from the Bible. Scientists would argue that biblical passages cannot hold up
against empirical scientific evidence, but in the end the perception of bias and the reasoning

behind it may all come down to the standards of rationality used by each party.
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The same conflict regarding the subjectivity of reason is present in historical inquiries.
For example, most people would consider the question “How long did it take the Egyptians to
build the Pyramids of Giza?” to be a reasonable question, but it is only reasonable if you believe
the pyramids were build by men. A member of a radical cult that believes in the existence of
aliens who was brought up believing that the Pyramids of Giza were actually brought to Earth
by beings from Mars would perceive the question as being biased because it does not coincide
with their personal views. Although extreme, the example shows the possible influence our
personal experiences and cultural backgrounds have on our ways of reasoning, which impact
our perception of neutrality. Due to the personal nature and cultural influences on each
individual’s reasoning norms, reason also includes a level of subjectivity, therefore affecting the
neutrality of questions.

Some people believe that in the subject of mathematics there can be neutral questions due
to the constant nature of numbers. However, there is still a level of subjectivity in the area of
mathematics that eliminates the possibility of neutral questions. Although it is true that numbers
are constant, the discovery of mathematical patterns, theorems and models requires imagination
on the part of the mathematician. When Blaise Pascal discovered his “Treatise on the
Arithmetical Triangle” in 1653, better known as Pascal’s Triangle, the pattern was already there,
it was just unknown. (Smoller) For Pascal to discover the pattern, he had to formulate an
inquiry and for him to ask a question about a pattern which hadn’t been discovered yet, a degree
of imagination was needed. Therefore, although numbers are empirical and constant, the pursuit
of knowledge in the field of numbers requires creativity, thus making mathematical questions

not entirely neutral.
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Neutrality is subjective and entirely dependent on perception, and our perception is
influenced by a large number of things. Our cultural backgrounds and personal experiences
affect the way we use and view language, our reasoning abilities, and our imaginations. Not
only is neutrality subjective, but the act of questioning is subjective as well, because of the
personal nature of it. Even shared knowledge inquiries involve individuals applying personal
imagination and curiosity, reasoning and perception of language. It is impossible to eliminate

subjectivity from any inquiry, therefore there is no such thing as a neutral question.
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