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The presence of extinct and endangered animals permeates modern society. While extinction
rates continue to soar, lost and threatened species flourish in everything from coffee table
books, to nature documentaries, to stuffed toys, attesting to the fact that humans care a great
deal about biodiversity loss despite our complicity in the ongoing mass extinction event
(Heise 4). An issue that immediately becomes clear upon closer inspection of this public
awareness is that the interest in endangered animals divides itself disproportionately across
the taxonomic spectrum. Conservation, scientific research, and media coverage around
biodiversity loss are all characterized by a taxonomic bias where only certain groups of
species, notably mammals, remain in the spotlight. Even the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature’s Red List, the largest database of its kind, shows vast disparities
between the types of species groups evaluated (IUCN). The preferred species through which
extinction is imagined are the so-called “charismatic megafauna”: iconic mammals such as
panda bears and tigers that conservation agencies use to represent planetary biodiversity loss.
In the cultural sphere, too, charismatic species dominate extinction narratives. Despite recent
years’ proliferation of “cli-fi” and environmentally engaged literature, there are few examples
of texts that portray more elusive, less charismatic species.

Understanding and eliminating taxonomic bias is important. While the focus on
charismatic species can have benefits for disregarded species through for instance habitat
preservation, the bias skews the general picture we have of current biodiversity loss realities.
Conservation scientists insist that for efficient global conservation to take place, an urgent
prerequisite for mitigating the sixth extinction, “the whole of biodiversity” must be embraced

(Troudet et al. 11). Such an undertaking would mean recognizing our ecological
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interrelatedness and dependence on other species, not just the most visible and prominent
ones. In times when “even slight acquaintance can make the difference between preservation
and callous disregard,” (Tsing 6) lifeforms such as invertebrates, plants, or fungi, which do
not possess the affective appeal of the charismatic megafauna, potentially end up suffering
from higher risks of extinction than their threatened charismatic counterparts. As Kathryn
Yusoff argues, unless we want our age to be defined by “the survival of the most
charismatic,” there is an imperative to “make present” the barely visible and review our
representational practices (582). Thinking about the slow, banal violence of anthropogenic
extinction, “the question of how those that violence is directed against are admitted to
representation becomes crucial to how that violence is acknowledged, and potentially how it
might be mitigated” (Yusoft 582).

Scientists are in many cases well-aware of their own research’s taxonomic bias. They
point to several reasons behind the dominant focus on vertebrates, including the small size of
many invertebrates (Régnier et al. 1219), inaccessible and remote habitats (Troudet et al. 1),
insufficient funding and technical barriers for collecting data (Donaldson et al. 105), and the
fact that certain keystone species are prioritized because they play more critical roles in
ecosystems (Simberloff 247). Since there are many insects, plants, and microorganisms that
we can barely perceive with the naked eye, it is hardly surprising that science, let alone our
collective imagination, disregards them. “Cute” animals speak to our biological instincts to
recognize infantile characteristics and practice nurture for babies (Estren 6). Other mammals
are phylogenetically closer to humans, and therefore, through the logic of a “similarity
principle,” we find it easier to identify with them (Plous 33). But although several studies
have reflected on the correlation between the taxonomic focus of conservation research and
societal preferences for certain animals (Wilson et al. 409), many seem at a loss for how to

fully explain the bias. This is where science can benefit from input from the humanities: as
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this article will demonstrate, philosophy and cultural criticism can explain how we relate to
the radical otherness of neglected species and thereby offer a more thorough understanding of
how the bias can be remedied.

The alterity of non-charismatic species is what authors are forced to consider when
writing extinction narratives that attempt to capture “the death of the disregarded” (Rose and
van Dooren 4). The difficulty this involves, as | will argue, is one of the reasons why there is
so little writing about endangered non-charismatic species in the context of the sixth
extinction. To move our attention beyond the “similarity principle” presents many challenges
particularly in the context of narrative. As Ursula Heise has demonstrated, large, colourful,
and majestic animals are well-suited as figures of “tragic falls from grace” in the
declensionist story template embedded in modern environmentalism (35). Expanding the
focus to include fungi or amphibians makes it more difficult to create compelling narratives,
as “slow-motion ecocide” and “largely invisible and population dynamics” would hardly be
interesting enough to compete with the visible suffering of beloved species (Clark 178). This
points to one of the underlying dilemmas of fiction in the Anthropocene: whether the literary
imagination is at odds with the enormous scale and scientific complexity of environmental
issues such as species extinction. “Is the human imagination really so depressingly enclosed,
able to be captivated only by immediate images of self?”” asks Timothy Clark (178). Fiction’s
privileging of endangered animals that resemble humans would seem to affirm this. This
article will, however, present two examples of texts that suggest otherwise and that do tell
stories about endangered non-charismatic species groups: Orson Scott Card’s science fiction
novel Ender’s Game (1985) and Annie Proulx’s environmental epic Barkskins (2016) deal
with insects and plants respectively while also dramatizing these species groups’

endangerment and extinction.
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There is, moreover, an important element involved in the pursuit of telling such
stories: raising extinction discourse to a more multispecies level is not simply a matter of
shifting the focus to include disregarded critters. We must also be mindful about the issues
involved in approaching and representing the otherness that these species embody.
Encounters with the nonhuman necessarily become a case of appropriation and domestication
to a certain extent, and without careful awareness of our approach we risk maintaining the
anthropocentric logic that engendered the sixth extinction in the first place. | therefore aim to
account for the narrative strategies Card and Proulx use not just to write about disregarded
species, but to write about them in such a way as to avoid total appropriation into human
terms. As | will demonstrate, both novels operate through methods of indirection, pointing to
the otherness embodied by the non-charismatic species they foreground, but fixating on
human experience and inviting reflection from readers about their own orientation towards
nonhuman alterity and vulnerable species. Because taxonomic bias is caught up in questions
of irreducible otherness, the first part of the article will establish some theoretical
groundwork with a brief overview of Emmanuel Levinas’s alterity ethics as well as Jacques
Derrida’s reworking of Levinas’s philosophy. The remainder of the article will draw on
insights from these theorists to further illuminate the presence of non-charismatic species in

the two novels.

Representing the “Unsubstitutable Singularity” of (Endangered) Species

Human assumptions about animal otherness have given rise to a long history of animal
exploitation and abuse, from Descartes’s declaration of animals as soulless machines to the
modern-day slaughterhouse industry. But as the field of animal studies has gained
momentum, recent years have seen critics voicing the necessity of recognizing and respecting

animal otherness in a more inclusive ethics that resists human exceptionalism. While
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otherness on the one hand can designate the specific uniqueness of the individual animal, it
can also distort that specificity. Derrida, as one of the founding voices of animal studies,
notes that our use of the word “animal” encompasses all living nonhuman beings, even
though, as Helen Tiffin observes, such an arbitrary grouping is peculiar when there is “a far
greater distance in terms of form, anatomy, physiology and function between a bee and a pig
than between a pig and a human” (245). The process of homogenizing animals into sameness
involves the risk that we lose sight of what Derrida refers to as their “unsubstitutable
singularity” (Animal 9). By this he means their uniqueness; an otherness that one must
recognize while also evading the othering praxis through which animals have been
suppressed throughout Western history. Derrida reminds us to be attentive to how some
animals are more other than others; attentive to the difference between the “immense sense of
estrangement” we feel when encountering insects (Braidotti 111) and the softness and
familiarity Derrida feels when petting his cat. The alterity embodied by certain species in
particular may present us with great challenges in being attentive to them.

Derrida was puzzled by the fact that the one philosopher for whom the concept of
otherness is absolutely central, Emmanuel Levinas, never engaged with the question of
nonhuman otherness. Our ethical responsibility to the other, whose otherness confronts us in
the face-to-face encounter, forms the basis of Levinas’s philosophy. Although Levinas
insisted upon the primacy of humans in his ethics, there is much to take away from Levinas,
especially his evocation of an otherness that remains and should remain unknowable and
inconceivable, interrupting the self’s “imperialism of the same” and placing the self in an
ethical relationship to the other before understanding or conceptualization can take place
(Levinas 39). Levinas uses the word “speech” to describe how the face expresses, stating that
the “attestation of oneself is possible only as a face, that is, as speech” (201). But as Peter

Atterton notes, this does not mean speech in a linguistic sense. It means, rather, being able to



Beyond Taxonomic Bias in Extinction Discourse

express states such as suffering, something which becomes most transparent through the eyes
(“Moral Responsibility” 639-40). Atterton argues that Levinas’s thinking should not have
excluded animals because as long as they can express suffering, “insofar as the Other has the
expressive capacity, or face, to address me,” they ought to have been included in his face-to-
face ethics (“Moral Responsibility” 640). If we thereby broaden “the narrow anthropocentric
limits that Levinas set [for his ethics] ... neither species membership nor language and/or
reason” can serve as criteria for moral consideration of the other (Atterton, “Humanism and
Anthropocentrism” 2).

Following Levinas’s own logic, it seems that we can identify a type of “imperialism
of the same” in extinction discourse: concern for other species remains within the framework
of sameness, never expanding into acknowledgement of radically different endangered
species. If we overlook the anthropocentrism of his alterity ethics, Levinas can help explain
why otherness is so difficult to grapple with and how we can better relate to it. Alterity, in its
unknowability, represents a kind of dread and horror to us: the horror we might feel if we
truly acknowledge “what it is like to live amid a network of independent beings, the vast
majority of which are unknown to us and, in a real sense, unknowable to us” (Sparrow 143-
44). Because the face is what allows us to catch a glimpse of it, “it is in the face that we are
asked to confront just how foreign — and how dark — our world truly is” (Sparrow 144). This
echoes Timothy Morton’s strange stranger, “the utterly unexpected arrival, towards whom

there must be an infinitely open hospitality” but who still embodies a “radically unknowable

! Levinas’s privileging of humans in his ethics shows that his philosophy is itself subject to a taxonomic bias. It
also tells us something about the importance of faces: his insistence upon the primacy of the face suggests once
again that humans relate more easily to mammals than to other types of organisms. Levinas never gave an
elaborate explanation as to why animals could not be said to have faces. “One cannot entirely refuse the face of
an animal. It is via the face that one understands, for example, a dog,” he states, before adding, “[y]et the
priority here is not found in the animal, but in the human face”. Levinas shows the same ambiguity towards
animals being ethically significant when he claims: “I don’t know if a snake has a face. I can’t answer that
question. A more specific analysis is needed”. When it comes to the flea, however, Levinas is more confident:
“Certainly not with the flea, for example. The flea! You know, the insect ... it jumps, eh? [laughter]” (qtd. in
Atterton, “Levinas’s Humanism and Anthropocentrism” 11).
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quality” (Morton 76). Exceeding one’s capacity to grasp it, otherness “disarms me with its
‘absolute resistance’ of my capacity to comprehend, violate, or murder it” (Sparrow 153).
The absolute alterity of some species is therefore, not surprisingly, a terrifying prospect that
forces us to confront the unknown. Yet the touchstone of Levinasian thought is the ethical
necessity of recognizing this irreducibility without appropriation into sameness, to resist the
“human tendency toward an egocentric attitude and to think of other individuals either as
different versions of oneself, or as alien objects to be manipulated or illuminated” whereby
“difference is often perceived as a temporary interruption that one must attempt to eliminate
by incorporating it into the self” (Muhr 179). Through cognition and understanding one
necessarily assimilates the other into one’s own horizon of significance, imposing pre-formed
knowledge and perspectives on the other. This is why the representation of otherness is such
a problematic issue.

Whereas for Levinas a non-domesticating acknowledgement of the other as other is a
real possibility and a necessity for ethical relations, Derrida argues that such an
acknowledgement can never escape the self’s appropriation of otherness. He develops his
concept of “transcendental violence” partly as a critique of Levinas’s belief in a non-
appropriative encounter with the other. When the other “lends itself to language,” it in some
way acquiesces to violence, and representation cannot circumvent this violence because it
will always involve conceptualizing otherness in terms of sameness (Derrida, “Violence”
156). True alterity can never be cognized, captured, or represented without appropriation.
This is aptly illustrated by Maurice Blanchot’s reading of the Orpheus myth, in which
Eurydice, who has been taken down to the underworld, represents “the furthest that art can
reach ... the profoundly obscure point toward which art and desire, death and night seem to
tend” (Blanchot 171). What Orpheus desires by bringing Eurydice into daylight, but keeping

her the way she appears in the night, is to give her “form, shape, and reality” and “to see her
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not when she is visible, but when she is invisible, and not as the intimacy of familiar life, but
as the foreignness of what excludes all intimacy” (171-72). But of course this is impossible:
as Stef Craps notes, Orpheus cannot “see the invisible as invisible” and “[p]ure exteriority
cannot fall within the horizon of the day without losing its alterity” (76). In other words, one
cannot write pure alterity and exteriority without reducing it to some degree of sameness.
This is perhaps something that Elizabeth Costello, protagonist of J. M. Coetzee’s The Lives of
Animals (1999), fails to acknowledge in her famous statement about how “[t]here are no
bounds to the sympathetic imagination™ (35).

The implications of transcendental violence would at first sight seem to be that we
reach a representational impasse: if any representation of the nonhuman, in its inability to
escape appropriation, always perpetuates anthropocentric conceptualizations and logic, then
how can or should literature engage with the nonhuman sphere at all, let alone radically
different species? If literature, by way of increasing awareness, can ultimately have political
influence around species conservation practices, is it worth overlooking the violence of
appropriating otherness in representation? Or, given the inescapability of transcendental
violence, what approach to representation of the nonhuman would help us to “cultivate the
least worst violence” (Sands 183)? In The Animal That Therefore | Am, Derrida implies that
poetry can capture the “unsubstitutable singularity” of animals better than philosophy (9).
Indeed, in his recent work Michael Malay examines poets who, he claims, make the animals
they write about seem “‘stranger by the end of their poems than they do at the beginning”
(38). Poetry can evoke powerful defamiliarizing effects and is perhaps better suited to
exhibiting the self-awareness that Derrida further speculates might mitigate transcendental
violence (“Violence” 156). If a text can draw attention to itself as a representation, and not
pretend to be able to render otherness in its actual form, it avoids creating the illusion that it

is able to fully grasp it. The “least worst violence” might involve such an acknowledgement
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that representation will always involve reification and domestication; that any attempt to fully
capture otherness will inevitably fall short. With this theoretical framework laid out, several
questions remain to be investigated: what about the realist novel, rather than poetry, and its
capacities for acknowledging the intrinsic violence of representations of the nonhuman? How
can novels that foreground non-charismatic species proceed when not only must they be more
innovative in order to create compelling stories about these species, but when they must also
avoid the pitfall of full-blown appropriation or anthropomorphism? As I will show, both

Ender’s Game and Barkskins can provide some answers.

Ender’s Game: Insectoid Extinction and the Trans-Species Empathy Question

Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game, though published in 1985, has recently attracted interest
from several extinction studies scholars, notably Ursula Heise, who praises Card’s novel and
its sequels for their vision of multispecies justice (233). But no analyses have so far been
conducted based on the type of nonhuman species the novel portrays. Ender’s Game takes up
the challenge of writing non-charismatic species extinction stories through its portrayal of an
elusive insectoid species referred to by humans as the “buggers”. Advanced to the point
where they are capable of interstellar travel, the buggers are presented as an intelligent form
of ant-bee hybrid. Although they do not directly correspond to any existing insect genus, the
novel offers enough parallels to suggest that it might be read as a wider allegory for species
extinctions. The novel is the first in a series of five books that follows the character Andrew
“Ender” Wiggin. Set in a future universe where humans have become space colonizers and
have already been at war with the buggers once, the first book stages the military training of
children — Ender among them — for an anticipated second confrontation with the buggers. The
training takes place through simulated cyber games that the children participate in. As Ender

becomes a leading commander and the cyber-reality training games intensify, the book
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culminates in a xenocide — the extinction of an entire alien species — when Ender’s troops
destroy the bugger fleet and home planet. Unaware that the simulated training games have
been real, Ender unwittingly becomes the “ender” of the bugger species and he is plagued by
guilt at the novel’s close. This event might be construed as a metafictional comment: in the
same way that Ender is under the impression that the games have been simulations, readers of
the novel will assume that the species extinction they are reading about is fictional, while at
the same time current biodiversity loss rates imply unprecedented declines of insect
populations (Sanchez-Bayo and Wyckhuys 8).

What is interesting about Ender’s Game as an extinction narrative is how elusively
and indirectly the buggers are portrayed. While their insectoid appearance is hinted at
throughout the book, their presence and materiality is always caught up in the disgust and
hatred felt towards them by the human characters. Only towards the novel’s ending does one
of the characters provide a specific description:

The buggers were organisms that could conceivably have evolved on Earth, if things

had gone a different way a billion years ago. At the molecular level, there were no

surprises. Even the genetic material was the same. It was no accident that they looked
insectlike to human beings. Though their internal organs were now much more
complex and specialized than any insects, and they had evolved an internal skeleton
and shed most of the exoskeleton, their physical structure still echoed their ancestors,

who could easily have been very much like Earth's ants. (248)

In this instance, the buggers are described as ant-like, although it is later implied that their
behaviour is not unlike that of bees, socially organized into hierarchies of queens and
workers. In battle, one central hive queen controls the workers through telepathic
communication, much in the same way as bees communicate through pheromones, chemical

signalling that is arguably telepathy-like. By portraying the buggers as an extra-terrestrial

10
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species, Card gives literal manifestation to Maurice Maeterlinck’s comment about how
insects appear “to come from another planet, more monstrous, more energetic, more insane,
more atrocious, more infernal than our own” (qtd. in Sands 155). In many ways, the insect is
the ultimate other, “a radical form of otherness we cannot perceive” (Braidotti 102). At the
same time, insect otherness cannot be overlooked in light of the current environmental
challenges we face and if we are to reconstitute ethics and extinction discourse to include
non-charismatic beings. As Danielle Sands notes, insect otherness “severely stretches human
imagination and thus hinders the development of empathy,” and as a result humans confine
insects to “the end of the empathy spectrum” (156, 20). As I will return to shortly, the
question of trans-species empathy occupies a central position in Card’s staging of the
anthropogenic bugger extinction.

Although the novel evokes the buggers’ alterity and tells the story of their extinction,
Ender serves as focalizer, and the narrative foregrounds his plight and character arc more
than it focuses on the buggers’ extinction. The use of figural narration communicates Ender’s
thoughts and feelings, encouraging emphatic identification from the reader. After Ender finds
out he is responsible for the bugger extermination, the final chapter presents a dream-like
contrast to the rest of the novel. To compensate for his guilt, Ender sets out to explore and
immerse himself in the remains of the bugger hive architecture civilization on their former
planet Eros. Here he discovers the pupa of a new hive queen, dormant and already fertilized.
The queen communicates with Ender through a telepathic connection, revealing that the
buggers never intended to harm humans. Based on his new awareness of the buggers’
misunderstood intentions, Ender writes a book about the human-bugger wars from the bugger
point of view and signs it with the pseudonym “Speaker for the Dead.” As Donna Haraway
observes, Ender must now do what he as a boy “immersed only in cyber-realities and deadly

virtual war, was never allowed to do” (69). His task is to “face the dead and the living in all
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of their materialities” and to “bring the dead into the present, so as to make more response-
able living and dying possible in times yet to come” (Haraway 69). By portraying Ender’s
transition, the novel invites readers to question their own attitudes towards insects, as initial
feelings of fear and disgust become exposed as mechanisms for validating human superiority.
Abstaining from the “safe” imposition of pre-formed assumptions about alien otherness
opens for a non-appropriative approach to their irreducible alterity. Central to Ender’s Game
is the realization that human prejudice towards the buggers has no moral grounding; it is
simply more “comfortable” for humans to maintain their prejudice and xenophobia than to
confront the buggers in a non-military, face-to-face way, and remain open to their irreducible
strangeness.

The main narrative strategy through which the human preconceptions of the buggers
are dismantled is the use of Ender as a “bridge character” — a term originally coined by
Suzanne Keen but modified by Erin James to describe (human) characters at whom narrative
empathy is directed and who themselves feel empathy towards nonhuman characters (James
582). By evoking empathy for the bridge character and not directly for the nonhuman
characters, the author can avoid anthropomorphizing nonhumans and can circumvent the
illusion that humans can fully know them. This strategy still has potential to inspire an ethics
of care for the nonhumans, according to James. The bridge character thus works as “a conduit
between readers and the unknowable character [the nonhuman] with whom those readers
cannot empathize” (James 582). Empathy, however, is not an unproblematic concept, which
is something that James’s reading does not sufficiently acknowledge in its valorization of
overcoming “the significant barrier of species difference” (595). Several critics have disputed
empathy, suspicious of how it quickly becomes “subject to irrational biases and preferences”
and moreover how “cross-species interactions ... could easily become species-parochialism,

where empathy is reserved for nonhuman animals that exhibit qualities perceived as human”
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(Sands 19). Empathy presupposes a certain universality: the assumption is that the self can
simulate the other’s experience, mindset, and feelings. Tammy Amiel-Houser and Adia
Mendelson-Maoz draw on Levinas to argue that in this way empathy might be an unethical
approach to the other because, in Levinas’s terms, it perpetuates the “imperialism of the
same” and “risks ignoring the concrete circumstances and the radical uniqueness of the
sufferer” (4). Fiction might constitute a particularly “dangerous” case here as it can easily
foster the illusion that humans have access to the alterity of nonhuman experience. A “true”
ethical reading might instead demand “that the incomprehensible other be allowed to remain
singular and unexplained” (Amiel-Houser and Mandelson-Maoz 6).

Ender’s Game communicates precisely such a reading where the other remains
unexplained and non-appropriated when it allows the buggers to remain unknowable and left
in obscurity. Through the overarching focus on Ender’s perspective and feelings, the buggers
are externally and indirectly described through him, and the use of this technique enables the
novel to avoid the issues involved in narrative empathy by making it one step removed.
Empathy is still central to this technique, but it becomes a displaced form of empathy; it is
less problematic that we empathize with Ender, who is human, than the buggers, who are a
different species. Portraying the insectoids so elusively and hardly describing them at all
during most of the narrative allows their otherness to remain as intact as possible. In this way,
the buggers are not rendered directly and anthropomorphized, and it also invites readers to
become aware of their own human attitudes to the nonhuman. When the humans in the story
read Ender’s book, they too feel guilty about the bugger extinction and their initial revulsion
towards the aliens. This implies the importance Card places on stories as catalysts for
reflection and communication, again underscoring how Ender’s Game can be read as an
appeal to readers to reflect on their own attitudes towards radically different lifeforms. It

exposes how biases and prejudice underpin a narrow anthropocentric outlook. Additionally,
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the novel could be said to enact what Carl Malmgren refers to as the “speculative encounter”
in science fiction, which can render the alien as other by focusing on the human response to
the other rather than on the alien itself (17). Ideally this involves the reader experiencing a
“transfiguration that interrogates and problematizes ... human assumptions and beliefs (31),
which, I would argue, is what Ender’s Game encourages. To sum up, then, two aspects of
Card’s portrayal of non-charismatic species stand out: firstly, the buggers are represented as
elusive and kept at a distance, but their extinction eventually comes across as a tragic event,
and secondly, by way of indirection and focusing on human attitudes, human prejudice

towards the buggers is exposed and dismantled.

Barkskins: “Dark Diversity” and Encounters with Plant Otherness

The publication of Annie Proulx’s Barkskins in 2016 happened simultaneously with the
emergence of a wider cultural fascination for trees and plants, fuelled in particular by Peter
Wohlleben’s bestseller The Hidden Life of Trees. While it might be argued that trees
represent “charismatic megaflora,” the newly afforded attention to trees challenges our
neglect of the plant kingdom as an “inconspicuous backdrop of our lives” (Marder 3). Yet
plants’ increasing cultural prominence brings up the question of whether it would be better to
let plants remain in obscurity, for the sake of preserving their alterity, or, considering that
many plant species face extinction, to illuminate their existence and endangerment.
Barkskins, I will argue, sheds light on this dilemma through its visible interest in plants and
through its portrayal of plants as non-charismatic taxa. With the narrative featuring an
extensive cast of characters and spanning over 300 years, beginning in 1693, the novel could
be said to embody the temporal sprawl of the Anthropocene period itself. The core of the
narrative is the systematic deforestation of North America that began with the onset of

European settler colonialism. The plot follows the various descendants of two families with
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ties to the logging industry — the Duquets (later the Dukes) evolving into a rich lumber
business empire, and the Sels, with Mi’kmaw heritage, confined to poverty. Closely
interwoven with these human stories are the forest and the many lifeforms within it: countless
species are described and make fleeting appearances throughout the narrative. Descriptions of
individual species rarely take up more than a few sentences, yet the presence of the forest is
always felt so strongly that, as Byron Williston asserts, it cannot be thought of as mere
scenery. Nature and people are co-constituted to the extent that “[t]he forest makes its
indigenous inhabitants and European settlers as much as it is made by them” through for
instance logging, tree-related accidents, and the harvesting of medicinal plants (Williston
242).

The two Frenchmen who arrive in the New World as the forefathers of the Sel and
Duquet families see the “untouched” forest as an endless resource when they begin their
work of chopping down trees. As one of the characters expresses, “[i]t is the forest of the
world. It is infinite. It twists around as a snake swallows its own tail and has no end and no
beginning. No one has ever seen its farthest dimension” (5). It is unimaginable for them that
the species contained within the forest will disappear because of human interference. But this
impossible loss is precisely what the novel dramatizes. The narrative progresses with a
growing sense of the forest’s precariousness. Large-scale deforestation, wildfires, and
landslides occur at increasing intervals, and the characters slowly realize that the forest is not
an unlimited resource after all. As the narrator remarks early on: “Men were chopping down
pine in hundreds of places ... The forest began to alter in small ways. It still lived but it was
not what it had been. Few noticed” (196). As Sapatisia Sel, one of the leading contemporary
characters, remarks in 2013, the old medicine plants that the Mi’kmaw used to rely on “were
surrounded by strong healthy trees, trees that no longer exist, replaced by weak and diseased

specimens. We can only guess at the symbiotic relationship between those plants and the
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trees and the shrubs of their time” (696). Those plants have now become difficult to find and
have lost their effects, according to Sapatisia, because the forest’s ecological entanglement
has been disrupted.
It is here at the novel’s close, in the section entitled “Sliding into Darkness,” that
Proulx introduces the primary analogy through which she describes the effects of
deforestation on plant populations. During a conversation in which the characters discuss
global biodiversity loss, the conservationist Tom Paulin brings up the concept of “dark
diversity” to illustrate the repercussions of species extinctions. The analogy is between the
disappearance of a species in an ecosystem and dark matter’s invisible gravitational influence
upon the matter around it in the universe. The effects of dark matter are in turn illustrated by
Paulin alluding to the trace left by a stone pressed into the ground and removed:
I’m thinking about ... [t]he extinct species. I’m thinking about “dark diversity.” Like
dark matter ... A little like absent presence — when you pry a sunken stone from the
ground the shape of the stone is still there in the hollow — absent presence. Say there
is a particular rare plant that influences the trees and plants near it. Say conditions
change and our rare plant goes extinct and its absence affects the remaining plants.
(709)
The novel here showcases an understanding of species extinction grounded in multispecies
entanglement: the disappearance of a species can have wider implications within an
ecosystem. Proulx uses analogy rather than straightforward representation as a way to
indirectly render these non-charismatic species that are, moreover, extinct or endangered.
Rather than attempting to describe the nature or essence of the plant species, Proulx draws
attention instead to the effects of their absence. Moreover, the particular figure of speech that
creates the analogy is simile, indicated by the use of the word “like,” which becomes another

way for Proulx to write a certain narrative distance into this passage. A simile, in contrast to a
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metaphor, underscores its own artificiality and as-if-ness through words such as “like” or
“as.” Metaphor, on the other hand, always becomes a case of trying to identify “the essence
of a thing,” to render it with “directness and immanence,” and makes claims to a “transparent
view of nature” (Malay 45). The use of simile here, then, offers Proulx a way to portray this
non-charismatic species while holding appropriation and domestication at a distance.

Much like Ender’s Game, Proulx’s novel traces a change in human attitudes to the
non-charismatic nonhuman over time. In contrast to their settler colonialist ancestors, who
see the forest as an antagonistic entity, the present-day characters demonstrate a more
profound ecological awareness, aided by new scientific insights into ecosystem functioning.
By accentuating this shift, the novel evokes questions about the role of knowledge in human
encounters with radically different species such as plants. The original settler colonialists’
intensive extraction of forest resources shows how a complete disregard and lack of
knowledge about plants renders them available for exploitation. Yet, it is in the nineteenth
century, alongside scientific advances and the emergence of Romantic nature ideals, that the
activities of the Duke lumber company intensify and accelerate. This acceleration of vegetal
exploitation, | propose, correlates with the form of knowledge that the characters seek to
uncover about the plants they extract — a knowledge one might think of as a knowledge about
essences; within a framework of nominalism and conceptualism, they seek to learn about the
substance and interiority of plants so as to best discover how their material uses will benefit
the company. The central scene in which the novel showcases such a link between the desire
to uncover the essence of plants and the capitalist subordination of plants as resources, is
when the company seizes the notebooks that one of their relatives, Charley, has been
composing about the flora and fauna of the Brazilian rainforest. They consequently use them

to plunder the forest, “taking all they could” (Proulx 659).
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In the twenty-first century, the characters’ knowledge acquisition is directed not at
attempts to pin down essences or objective facts about the non-charismatic species in their
surroundings, but rather at the detection of the fundamental interdependence and ecological
relations that the forest is made up of, as well as how humans are implicated in those
relations. With this development, the novel mirrors a shift similar to what Fritjof Capra
outlines in his description of an emerging systems thinking paradigm, one that is also deeply
ecological in how the focus of perception transitions “from the parts to the whole, from
objects to relationships, from contents to patterns” (298). There is a correlation, the novel
suggests, between awareness of relations — without seeking exhaustive knowledge about the
essence of the other — and ethical consideration of the non-charismatic species within those
relations. As well as discovering the palpable effects — or the lack of them — of lost medicinal
plants on human bodies, new insight particularly into mycorrhizal networks enables the
characters to visualize ecological interdependence. As Sapatisia explains, “I have a pet site
where we’re looking for the effects of mycorrhizal fungi on seedling growth. Burned soil is
deficient in mycorrhizae and seedlings do not do well without them — their presence increases
nutrient and mineral intake” (703). But Sapatisia reveals, as stated in the quotation above,
that they can “only guess” at the extent of those symbiotic relationships; just a dawning
awareness of the multiplicities of ecological relations is enough to extend ethical
consideration beyond the human and to plants. As suggested again by the “dark diversity”
analogy, the characters possess a non-appropriative awareness of the “gravitational pull” of
these strange others. Rather than trying to objectify and reduce plants to an essence through
inherited categories and concepts, the characters’ insight is focused on the effects of plant
absence in the system as a whole — an insight, that in the words of Michael Marder, can be

allowed to “take place (largely) in the dark, respectful of the obscurity of vegetal life” (181).
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The non-appropriative encounter with the nonhuman other informed by the insight the
characters have about ecological systems not only propels them to act ethically, but also leads
them to see themselves, or the human species, in a new light. This once again chimes with
Levinas’s theorizations about the self’s confrontation with the other: there is a sense in which
this encounter turns the self inside out. Allowing otherness to interrupt our egoism and
challenge our sense of self will necessarily change our perspectives and potentially lead us to
sacrifice our own needs for the needs of the other. The novel plays out this transformation
when the present-day characters are willing to dedicate their lives to conservation work. By
staging this, the novel also foregrounds how othering operates through a mechanism of
exclusion. In The Singularity of Literature, Derek Attridge, though primarily concerned with
the otherness presented by the artwork itself, also elaborates on how otherness in general
works in a culture. We can think of otherness, he states, “in terms of that which the existing
cultural order has to occlude in order to maintain its capacities and configurations, its value-
systems and hierarchies of importance” (30). In Barkskins, the dominant cultural order would
be the capitalist regime of forest clear-cutting and exploitation, which provides stability and
progress at the expense of overlooking the damage inflicted upon other species. The
occlusion of otherness, Attridge further states, “is likely to be in the interest of those in
power” (137). We find examples of an occlusion or suppression of plants throughout the
novel when the characters sense that their logging activities are damaging to the forest but
choose to overlook it. But in the twenty-first century, aided by new technologies and science,
the characters know what their ancestors’ operations and the suppression of nonhuman
otherness have been causing. The novel ends in Greenland, at the frontier of melting sea ice.
Sapatisia Sel is there to observe it and suffers “a full-force shock of recognition” learning
about how the exploitation of nature has led to an imminent global catastrophe (712). Her

epiphany that “the forest, the trees” can “change everything” takes on a double meaning here:
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planting trees can help mitigate the “great crisis ... just ahead,” but also, daring to open
oneself up to the irreducible alterity represented by non-charismatic species can turn us inside

out and make us see the effects of the race for human progress on the planet (Proulx 712).

Conclusion: Towards a More Inclusive Extinction Discourse

The two novels | have discussed in this article differ considerably in terms of their style and
genre. But both texts feature species groups that are underrepresented in research,
conservation, and extinction literature, and whose status in the human sphere is, by all
accounts, affected by a taxonomic bias. The novels urge us to be mindful in our approaches
to these overlooked species; they make it apparent that the irreducible otherness involved
easily converts into prejudice and exploitation. Importantly, the authors showcase strategies
that writers can utilize when taking on the risky challenge of representing these “unloved”
taxa. Ender’s Game brings insects to the foreground, and yet the species is also largely kept
in the background. Their presence is felt, but they are rarely textually rendered in a direct
manner. The reader’s focus and empathy remain with Ender as a bridge character, and we
witness the transfiguration of his attitudes to the buggers. This technique invites reflection on
the part of the reader as to their own perception of insects. A similar awakening happens in
Barkskins within the multiple generations that we follow throughout the book. The novel
does not exhaustively describe the nonhuman other. The presence of plants is there through
fleeting appearances, and rather than attempt to pin down their essence, Proulx makes use of
the important “dark diversity” analogy, where it is their absence that is brought into focus.
Humans, not plants, take centre stage in order to show that humans must open themselves to
nonhuman otherness so that they can turn themselves inside out and see how their presence
and activities affect other species. Awareness of ecological interdependence, rather than

instrumentalist knowledge about plant essences, is fundamental to this process. Such a
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Levinasian welcoming of otherness also exposes the exclusion logic through which human
supremacy operates: nonhuman otherness has been neglected because it is in the interest of
human power.

Recalling Derrida’s words from earlier about a representation’s self-reflexiveness as a
way of acknowledging the violence involved in portraying alterity, these two novels can be
read as attempts to communicate precisely such an acknowledgement. The strategies outlined
above seem to suggest the authors’ awareness of the impossibility of rendering the other
through representation and of the ethical necessity of circumventing the illusion that this is
possible. In this way, they show that self-reflexiveness is particularly important in portrayals
of and encounters with radically different, non-mammalian forms of life. Broadening our
ethical sensibilities and remaining open to alterity is key not only to diversifying extinction
discourse but to prevent the possible “anthropo-narcissism” that comes with the
Anthropocene concept (Cohen 242). Narratives that afford non-charismatic species with more
prominence in the cultural imagination, but that still acknowledge the violence and
appropriation involved in doing so, have the potential to disrupt this narcissism, incite us to

examine our biases, and secure more multispecies futures.
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