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This paper aims to connect PCP and Critical Animal Studies through an exploration of some usu-

ally neglected implications of Darwinôs evolutionary theory on the one hand, and of a radical con-

structivist position and, more specifically, of the Sociality and Construction corollaries on the 

other. 
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To the extent that one person construes 

the construction processes of another, he 

may play a role in a social process involv-

ing the other person. 

G.A. Kelly 

 

As many of you know, I am not a psychologist. I 

came to PCP through rhetoric; more specifically, 

through the initiators of the Western rhetorical 

tradition, the Sophists, who, not entirely coinci-

dentally, also happened to inaugurate another 

tradition, that of radical constructivism. At the 

most abstract level a conference, about any 

topic, is a rhetorical occasion. Because the con-

ference participants have so much in common, 

the rules which apply are those of what ancient 

rhetorical theory calls epideictic or ceremonial 

oratory: basically, the orator is supposed to high-

light and celebrate what she and the audience 

have in common; this, of course, is a great way 

of strengthening social bonds but is not necessar-

ily conducive to learning. In organising this ple-

nary session, my intention was to question this 

construction: I wanted the speakers to share their 

experience about constructs they and the audi-

ence probably did not have in common.  

When I learned that Maria Armezzani would 

be unable to attend and wondered how to fill her 

place at extremely short notice, it occurred to me 

that I might push the envelope of this format by 

sharing my own experience of some conse-

quences of a fundamental tenet of PCP which 

probably most of my audience had never envi-

sioned, and which would strongly question their 

anticipations. My own anticipation about this is 

that our discussion will be lively. I very much 

look forward to it. 

 

We all know how controversial Darwin's theory 

of evolution was when it first appeared. The 

reason is that, before Darwin, the relationship 

between humans and other animals was based on 

the idea of the Scala naturae, the Great Chain of 

Being (Figure 1). The natural world was as-

sumed to be organized hierarchically: in creating 

the world, God was thought to have established 

for all eternity the categories of beings it was to 

contain, and to have assigned to each category a 

place, above or beneath other categories. This 

meant that all beings (dogs, trees, kings, cows, 

priests, ants, algae, farmers, lionsé) were part 

of an eternal, immutable hierarchical order man-

dated by God. This, of course, was the founda-

tion not only of the subjection of all non-humans 

to man, who was conceived to have been made 

in the image of God, but also of absolute monar-

chy, and of the division of society into estates 

with hugely different rights and duties. 

Politically, this vision was overthrown by the 

Enlightenment and by the French revolution; but 

scientifically it was only seriously questioned 

when Darwin replaced the Great Chain of Being 

with the Tree of Life (Figure 2). The Tree of Life 

is a genealogical tree; it shows that all life forms 

on our planet make up one big family; just like 

in a family, there are differences between the 

various branches, but no hierarchy. According to 

Darwinian theory, which is the foundation of the 
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life sciences today, mankind is not the crown of 

creation but simply one animal species among 

innumerable others. Each species has peculiari-

ties setting it apart from others (we attend con-

ferences, dolphins use sonars from navigation, 

spiders spin websé), but the common origin of 

all species implies that all traits which we con-

sider uniquely human, from intelligence to emo-

tions, to the ability to communicate, to attach-

ment to loved ones, are actually shared with 

other animals. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Scala naturae 



Darwin, the Sociality corollary, and critical animal studies 

75 

Personal Construct Theory & Practice, 14, 2017 

 
 

Figure 2: The Tree of Life 

 

 

 

 


