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IN MEMORY OF ANN SCALES 

[T]he struggle for the recognition of alternative perceptions is 
nothing less than the struggle for human dignity.1 

 
Ann Scales, a founding member of the Board of Advisors for the 

Wake Forest Journal of Law & Policy and a professor of law at the 
University of Denver, passed away on June 24, 2012, from injuries 
sustained during a fall at her home. Scales was a founding mother of 
feminist legal theory; she is credited with having first used the term 
“feminist jurisprudence” in an early, groundbreaking article. Throughout 
her career, Professor Scales practiced pro bono law in the fields of 
reproductive rights and gay and lesbian rights. Scales famously persuaded 
the New Mexico Supreme Court that state abortion funding is required by 
women’s interest in equality, making it the first high court to do so. 
Notably, she also worked on the Colorado University football gang rape 
case; the effort to bring a women’s marathon to the Olympics; and Regina 
v. Butler, a pornography case in which Canada’s Supreme Court 
redefined obscenity based on the harm it does to the equality interests of 
women. Scales was proud that she hadn’t received payment from a client 
since 1980. 

Ann Scales had extensive ties to North Carolina and to Wake 
Forest University. She was descended from Cherokee Native Americans 
who walked the Trail of Tears from North Carolina to Oklahoma, where 
she was born. Professor Scales’s father, James Ralph Scales, served as 
president of Wake Forest University from 1968 until 1983. 

The following remarks were delivered as a eulogy for Professor 
Scales by her close friend, and Wake Forest law professor, Shannon 
Gilreath, at the University of Denver Sturm College of Law on September 
21, 2012. 

 

Sometimes when two people meet, there’s a kind of 
electricity, an instant connection and a nearly instant friendship. 
That’s the way it was with Ann Scales and me. Although Annie was 
technically my mother’s age, she always referred to herself as my 
“Big Sister.” And she always introduced me to colleagues, no 
 
 1.  Ann C. Scales, Feminists in the Field of Time, 42 FLA. L. REV. 95, 123 (1990).  
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matter how grand or obscure, as her “Little Brother.” In fact, I 
think there are folks out there who don’t realize that we really 
weren’t biological sister and brother. And I have to tell you that in 
the weeks and months since Ann’s tragic passing, I’ve felt as 
though I lost a sister. 

Like any good big sister, Ann taught me a tremendous 
amount about life—professional and personal. She taught me how 
to be a better lawyer; a better teacher; a better feminist; and, 
indeed, even how to be a better gay man. These are lessons for 
which I will remain profoundly grateful. This was Ann’s gift; she 
was an incredible teacher. 

I think what drew me to Ann initially was the fact that she 
was one of the few truly radical feminists left in the academy—one 
of the few whom the academy did not manage to crush. In case I 
need to tell you, the academy is not a hospitable place for us; and 
not compromising one’s principles is the exception, not the rule. 

On October 5, 2010, Ann came to Wake Forest University, 
where I teach, as a featured speaker in our professionalism series. 
It was an electrifying experience. Anyone who’s seen Ann in a 
classroom setting can describe the students present as nothing 
short of mesmerized. The students (and a number of my faculty 
colleagues) left the auditorium that day imbued with the belief 
that they really could do anything—accomplish anything—if they 
stayed true to themselves. 

Shortly after Ann died, a student who had been in that 
auditorium—a student whom I did not know personally—wrote 
me a letter. I’d like to share a couple of lines from it now. 

 
Only yesterday did I hear about the passing of the 
great Ann Scales from a Denver Law alum. 
Somehow the world did not make a big enough fuss 
about it, but as a feminist and a law student who 
cares about civil rights, I am saddened that this 
pioneer has passed. I know I’ve thanked you before, 
briefly, for bringing Professor Scales to Wake Forest 
to speak, but in this time after her passing, I feel 
privileged to have heard her life’s story and point of 
view; and I hope to find a niche in the legal field to 
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carry on her work fighting for the equality of all 
people.2 
 
You see, more than her illustrious legal career, more than 

her brilliant scholarship defining legal feminism, more than her 
genius in the classroom, this is Ann’s legacy to us—this 
spontaneous outpouring of grief, this energy, this connection to a 
new generation of feminists. What bound—and binds—Ann Scales 
to this new generation of feminists is something she herself once 
identified (with a nod to Alice Walker) as “the abiding belief that 
resistance is the key to joy,” and as Annie added, “in any event, it 
sure beats the hell out of feeling crazy.” 

Ann was a friend, a true sister-friend—a proud radical, 
lesbian, feminist who led by her example. These were all equally 
important aspects of her identity, and they were all integral to her 
magnificence. They are pieces of the Memory she has left for all of 
us to cherish. 

One of Ann’s favorite poets was Wake Forest’s own Maya 
Angelou. So, in closing, I’d like to share one of my favorite poems 
by Dr. Angelou. On rereading it for today, I couldn’t help feeling 
as if it were written in anticipation of this moment. 

 
When great trees fall, 
rocks on distant hills shudder, 
lions hunker down 
in tall grasses, 
and even elephants 
lumber after safety. 
 
When great trees fall 
in forests, 
small things recoil into silence, 
their senses 
eroded beyond fear. 
 
When great souls die, 
the air around us becomes 

 
 2.  Email from Maana Parcham, law student, Wake Forest University School of Law, 
to Shannon Gilreath, Profesor of Law, Wake Forest University School of Law (July 5, 
2012) (on file with author).  
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light, rare, sterile. 
We breathe, briefly. 
Our eyes, briefly, 
see with a hurtful clarity. 
Our memory, suddenly sharpened, 
examines, 
gnaws on kind words 
unsaid, 
promised walks 
never taken. 
 
Great souls die and 
our reality, bound to 
them, takes leave of us. 
Our souls, 
dependent upon their 
nurture, 
now shrink, wizened. 
Our minds, formed 
and informed by their 
radiance, 
fall away. 
We are not so much maddened 
as reduced to the unutterable ignorance 
of dark, cold caves. 
 
And when great souls die, 
after a period peace blooms, 
slowly and always 
irregularly. Spaces fill 
with a kind of 
soothing electric vibration. 
Our senses, restored, never 
to be the same, whisper to us. 
[She]3 existed. [She] existed. 
We can be. Be and be 
better. For [she] existed.4 

 
 3.  The original wording of the poem is “They existed.”  
 4.  Maya Angelou, Ailey, Baldwin, Floyd, Killens, and Mayfield, in THE COMPLETE 

COLLECTED POEMS OF MAYA ANGELOU 266–67(1994). 


