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Introduction 
Sharp Teeth

Writing, like all things, has its own headwaters, its own sources of
origin. To deny these sources is to cut oneself off from the very ele-
ments that led one to think and write in the first place. In terms of
this book, two particular headwaters are of great importance, for
they helped determine both the direction and objectives of the
work. To explain where I am headed, I must first reclaim these
sources.

In 1987, Russell Jacoby published a book entitled The Last
Intellectuals, in which he noted, and mourned, the withdrawal of the
“public intellectual.” Jacoby’s central point was not that the modern
mind had de-evolved, that it had become somehow less imaginative,
less perceptive or less moral. Rather, his point was that the best mod-
ern minds had chosen to, or perhaps been forced to, retreat from the
public stage. Instead of engaging in debate with society at large, they
were instead engaged in debate among themselves. 

This internal debate was draining the vitality of the external
debate. Increasingly, the public space—where theory and reality
are forced into close and often fertile proximity—was being aban-
doned. A disheartened Jacoby observed that “as intellectuals
became academics, they have no need to write in a public prose;
they did not, and finally they could not.” He warned that this retreat
of language was the real danger and the threat, in that “the public
relies on a dwindling band of older intellectuals who command the
vernacular that is slipping out of the reach of their successors.”



Jacoby’s message was a condemnation and a lament, but it was
also a call to arms. It was a challenge to look beyond our profes-
sional peers, beyond the page of scholarship, and to confront the
larger public. In terms of the use of language, and the aims of writ-
ing, it proposed an important change of focus; to move from the
technical to the essential, to employ a strategy of words that would
widen and deepen the circle of debate.

This book represents an effort to move in the direction that
Jacoby outlined. The debate over the relationship between law and
the environment has become increasingly inward looking, with
specialists talking more and more to each other. The writings in this
book seek to redirect this discussion outward. 

If Russell Jacoby is the first headwaters for this book, then the
second is Charles Wilkinson. In the field of natural resources law,
Wilkinson has played a key role in forging a new language to talk
about how society and government interact with the natural envi-
ronment. Through his writings, he has worked to create a language
that rejects legal abstractions to discuss non-abstract phenomenon,
yet recognizes the historical and philosophical in even the most
legalistic issues.1

At a 1991 lecture at Willamette Law School in Oregon,
Wilkinson delivered a talk on the Colorado River entitled “Land of
Fire and Water.” Ostensibly, his topic was western water law.
However, his legal discussion included Native American poetry, the
geological history of the river canyon, and a survey of the impact of
water projects on culture and values. At the close of his lecture,
Wilkinson proclaimed: “The language of the law as we now know
it is too small to talk about these issues. We need to create a new
language for the law, one that is big enough to confront the
resource issues that now face us.”

Like Jacoby, Wilkinson’s message was a condemnation and a
lament, but it was also a challenge. It called for environmental and
natural resource lawyers to talk plain and to talk deep. Don’t say
“intensive timber harvesting” when you mean “forest destruction”.
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Don’t say “lawful taking” of animals when you mean “killing.”
Don’t say “resettlement project” when you mean “gunpoint evic-
tion.” Don’t say “adversely impacted” when you mean “poisoned.”

Moreover, Wilkinson urged an open recognition of the moral,
the sacred, and the wild. These are the underlying values that
prompted the development of environmental law, yet somehow
these values found themselves increasingly excluded from the legal
vernacular. Wilkinson called for an end to this exclusion. 

Taken together, Jacoby and Wilkinson left me with a task: to
develop new writing strategies to bring the law-ecology debate into
the public space. The writings in this book are an attempt to meet
this task. 

Therefore, although this book focuses on the law, I did not write
this book for lawyers. Although this book focuses on protecting the
environment, I did not write this book for environmentalists. The
audience I am writing for includes lawyers and environmentalists,
but it includes many others. 

It includes all persons who understand that the law is funda-
mentally an expression of public values, and that public values are
forged through public debate. It includes all persons who are trou-
bled by the continuing ecological degradation of our world, and by
the role our public institutions and private corporations play in this
degradation. It includes all persons who believe we have a respon-
sibility to assess the impacts of our actions. It includes all persons
who suspect that our future depends not so much on our ability to
alter nature to accommodate society, as on our ability to alter soci-
ety to accommodate nature.

For nature has its own methods of showing us its teeth, of letting
us know when we have transgressed limits. The very land, air and
water on which we rely begins to turn sterile and toxic. The sum of
our transgressions push ecosystems and species beyond the thresh-
old of adaptation, and they begin to die and disappear. This sterili-
ty, toxicity and extinction, in turn, degrades not only our natural
environment but our economic prospects. It is because of nature’s

Introduction

xxi


