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LET THEM LEAVE
Emilie Dye, Duke University 
@emiliejdye

In the middle of July, on a Friday afternoon (it’s 
always on a Friday afternoon), our Panhellenic 
President texted me.

“FYI – people are talking about dropping their 
sororities.”

A quick back and forth revealed that “people” 
at the time included quite a few members of our 
Panhellenic community, and they weren’t just 
talking about disaffiliating themselves, but about 
ridding our campus of Panhellenic sororities 
completely. Less than 24 hours later, we had an 
Instagram account.

That account started to reveal realities of mostly 
anonymous community members. Realities that 
began with naming racism as an inherent value to 
fraternities and sororities, and then moved quickly 
to gender-based violence, financial inequity, 
homophobia, and much more.

There were students who disaffiliated right then. 
Students who were directly harmed as a result of 
fraternity/sorority and who could not continue to 
live in a space that did not support their humanity.

Later that month, our COVID-19 reality began to 
set in for a fall 2020 semester unlike any other: 
remote learning, virtual-only events, de-densified 
residence halls, and limited athletics and athletic 
attendance.

After that? Disaffiliations skyrocketed. This 
was under the guise of wokeness yet truly for 
convenience. And to them I say: we didn’t need 
you anyway.

To be clear, the students who disaffiliated because 
they finally had enough — enough covert or overt 
acts of racism, homophobia, sexism, or otherwise 
— they need our continued support. They are 
likely tired, scared, and lonely, and it is our duty 
as educators and humans to get them connected 
to the resources they need to be well.

But to the vast majority of disaffiliating students  
—  the “who wants to pay dues now that we can’t 
party,” the “I didn’t realize racism existed until 10 
minutes ago,” or the “Nationals is out to get us 
anyway” students — I will show you the door.

Let these students leave. Let them leave, and 
don’t think twice about it.

Every campus that has dealt with an abolish 
movement seems to have a similar cycle. First, 
some students disaffiliate because of direct harm. 
Then, there’s a large performative exit claiming 
anti-racism. After, it’s peer pressure from students 
who realize the system will continue without them, 
and that it would be better to just tear the whole 
thing down than be left on the outside.

Why are we wasting our time — in the middle 
of a global pandemic, in the middle of a racial 
reckoning, in the middle of a Presidential election 
— trying to convince people to stay in our 
organizations who were never there for the right 
reasons in the first place?

The majority of these students were just looking 
for a convenient excuse to leave. They are our 
members who don’t want to figure out Zoom 
recruitment, virtual brotherhood events, or 
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socially distant philanthropy efforts. They are 
our members who likely joined for the party, or 
even the friends, but see this is an undergraduate 
experience alone, and can’t see the point in shared 
ritual, attending (inter)national conferences, or 
building connections with alumni. They are our 
members who want their white guilt projected 
as noble, honorable, and kind. They are our 
members who look to work around the system 
rather than within it. The ones who would rather 
wash their hands of big problems by claiming 
they are no longer theirs to solve.

At the most basic level, the abolish argument 
is not wrong. Our organizations and campuses 
have not done nearly enough to cultivate 
actively anti-racist communities. Some of our 
organizations absolutely began on foundations 
of white supremacy. Some of our organizations 
continue to build off of that foundation. All of 
our campuses continue to have structural and 
systemic elements that make it even tougher for 
students from marginalized communities to not 
only access our organizations, but make them 
safe and welcoming spaces once they become 
members. There are past Essentials publications 
on this very topic.

This argument has been muddied by 
predominantly white students who demand to 
be heard and demand attention when this isn’t 
about them and their tears. Their leaving does 
not deserve a pat on the back, a gold star, or even 
a conversation that makes them believe this is 
the “right” thing. Because leaving is the easy way 
out when you’re the one with the power to truly 
change the environment. Stop listening to these 
students. Stop letting the ones who left continue 
to demand attention when they are the ones who 
surrendered their privilege and responsibility to 
speak on our behalf.

I am no longer interested in working with students 
who don’t want to solve problems.

We have big challenges. And honestly, the 
majority of the members who call for abolishment 
weren’t ever going to be the right ones to solve 

them. Because when the work got tough, their first 
instinct was to leave. We advise undergraduate 
leaders all the time that if a member is problematic, 
and isn’t seeing the vision of the organization, tell 
them to go. I’m challenging us to uphold that 
same principle.
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