Did Darwin understand the nature of science?  Use of the terms knowledge, belief, acceptance, and understanding in Darwin’s Origin of Species
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Research Questions:  We analyzed Darwin’s Origin of Species (first edition) to determine (1) /(2) how frequently and with what implied meanings Darwin used the terms believe, know, understand, accept and related terms, (2) how Darwin indicated gradations of certainty about his claims, (3) what his usage suggests about his understanding of the nature of science (NOS) in modern terms, and (4) what pedagogical implications might arise.
Methods:  Electronic search for these terms identified 1542 occurrences which we also coded by agent (who is making the judgment of merit?), type of support for the claim is presented, and certainty.  All chapters were coded by at least one of the authors; six chapters were analyzed by two or more coders.  Occurrences were then analyzed for relevant patterns by all authors in concert.

Selected Results:  Believe and its derivations are used most frequently (287 times).  Know is used almost as often (248 times).  Other search terms used at least 100 times include forms of doubt, view, probable, and explain.  Forms of understand were used only 87 times and accept only 13 times.  The vast majority of support used to buttress Darwin’s claims was rational argument (27%) and empirical observation or experiment (27%), alone or in combination (35%).  78% of the claims were judged as tentative; strong support with high commitment to claims was less common (14%).

Selected Conclusions:  Darwin’s approach is surprisingly consistent with modern characterizations of the NOS.  Additional patterns and pedagogical implications drawn from these analyses will also be discussed.  

