
The opinions expressed in this letter are from individual athletes associated with the team and 
are not reflective of Columbia Fencing or Columbia University as a whole. 
 
Dear Mr. President, 
 
We write to you as individuals who were a part of the 2019 NCAA Championship Fencing Team 
at Columbia University.  
 
The invitation to the White House that you extended to us, alongside other 2019 NCAA 
Championship teams, to honor our athletic achievements was not something we considered 
lightly. A few of our teammates made the respectable decision not to attend, following the 
examples of outspoken professional athletes like Megan Rapinoe, Stephen Curry, and Sean 
Doolittle. We have chosen another path, akin to the White House visit by NBA Chicago Bulls 
player Craig Hodges in 1992, that we hope you will recognize in our personal delivery of this 
letter.  
 
Mr. President, fencing is one of only three co-educational sports in the NCAA. To win the 
National Championship requires the strength and the aptitude of a combined force of gender 
identities, none of which have any greater importance or stature than the next. We as 
collegiate fencers have committed our athletic careers to understanding how our individual 
strengths, irrespective of gender, may be best leveraged for the advancement of the collective.  
 
But while ours is a victory born from values of gender equality, yours is one shadowed by 
continued acts of gender-based prejudice and partisanship.  
 
Since your time in office, you and your administration have proposed removing protective 
measures in Title IX that support survivors of campus sexual assault. Your recent Title X 
domestic gag rule has withheld critical financial resources from public health care providers, 
choking the access to family planning and contraceptive services. You have perpetuated a 
culture that conditions women and minority gender identities to be silent - to sacrifice the 
space they have every right to take up.  
 
Mr. President, we did not win NCAAs by sacrificing our space, and we will not secure a better 
future for this country by selectively representing the liberties of those within it. We ask that 
you recognize the harms to gender equality within the actions of your administration - be they 
by appointment, by policy, or even by your own language.  
 
As a symbol of our solidarity with those impacted by gender-based discrimination, we have 
chosen to wear white buttons during our visit. For us, these buttons and the movement behind 
them extend far beyond our own experiences. We are one small part of a much larger team of 
athletes, across sports and across U.S. history, who have found within their platforms a 
responsibility to fight for greater freedoms. As former college athletes in the sport of fencing, 
we recognize that we are not household names, and regardless of how well we perform, we 
probably never will be. But change takes more than celebrity. It takes young people choosing to 



reach across and vocalize their values, and it takes presidential administrations choosing to 
engage with them.  
 
We find that the victory for which you mean to honor us today cannot be separated from the 
diversity that comprises our team. To deny the people of the United States equal social 
opportunity is to deny the ability for such diversity to flourish. Yes, we are college kids and 
athletes, but we are also Americans with a profound love for our country; to echo the words of 
James Baldwin, it is exactly for this reason that we insist on the right to criticize her 
perpetually.  
 
The tradition of honoring the success of NCAA athletes is one that long predates you, Mr. 
President, and one that will continue well past each of our abilities to participate. We present 
this letter with the hope that future generations of honorees need not have to. Or perhaps, 
even more so, with the hope that they will use the opportunity to write and present letters of 
their own.   
 
Sincerely, 
Elise Gout, Nolen Scruggs, Quinn Crum, Ilana Solomon 
 

 

 


