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Chapter 12

Braids, beads, catsuits and tutus
Serena Williams’ intersectional resistance 
through fashion

Shaonta’ E. Allen

Introduction

For decades, athletes have used their sport platforms to take political stands and 
promote social change (Kaufman & Wolff, 2010; Edwards, 2017(1970)). The pre-
sent chapter contributes to scholarly conversations surrounding athlete activism 
by highlighting how fashion –  a prominent aspect of social life and a defining 
aspect of sport culture –  is used as a mechanism to protest social inequality. 
Specifically, I conduct a case study analysis to argue that Serena Williams uses 
fashion to resist the intersecting dimensions of oppression she experiences in 
tennis.

As a Black woman, Serena’s mere presence in the tennis world disrupts the 
notions of what tennis is and who it is for. In this way, her existence is resistance 
to the raced, classed, and gendered expectations of the sport. This chapter exam-
ines how Serena uses her physical appearance to challenge various oppressive 
structures within the tennis industry. This case study contends that fashion has 
and continues to serve as a mechanism of resistance within sport. Intersectional 
research such as this engenders critical insights about the routinization of social 
inequality while also promoting social justice and inspiring social change.

Background

To say Serena has excelled in tennis would be an understatement. Time magazine 
added her to the “100 Most Influential People” list in both 2010 and 2014, Sports 
Illustrated named her “SportsPerson of the Year” in 2015, and Nike crowned her 
with the “Greatest Athlete of All Time” title in 2016. She is the “the world’s 
top- earning female athlete” (Cocozza, 2016) and has been recognized with a 
series of honors throughout her career such as ESPN ESPY awards,1 NAACP 
Image awards,2 Olympic gold medals, and of course, 23 Grand Slam singles titles. 
Despite her ability to achieve this level of success, Serena has also faced many 
challenges while navigating professional tennis spaces.

Much of the conflict that Serena has endured in tennis is correlated with the 
sport’s general reputation as a white space governed by a hegemonic white male 
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Serena Williams’ intersectional resistance through fashion 133

culture (Douglas, 2012). Embedded into this white culture that dictates the profes-
sional tennis world are gender and class ideals. Scholars have referred to tennis as 
“a milieu of whiteness, upper- classness, male- domination, as well as unquestioned 
heteronormativity” (Tredway, 2019, p. 1565). The literature also characterizes 
tennis as a sport guided by “elitist notions of decency” (Shultz, 2005, p. 340). 
Commonly affiliated with white, wealthy country clubs, tennis has been exclu-
sionary from its outset. When white, wealthy culture is normalized, Blackness, 
as a result, is marginalized (Shultz, 2005). These circumstances, however, create 
an ideal platform for resistance. Serena takes advantage of her celebrity status in 
tennis and the opportunity it presents to create change. Racial capitalism, or the 
assigning and extracting of economic value from people of color, sees how Black 
athletic bodies serve as cultural currency in the broad public imaginary (Douglas, 
2002, p. 4), and so throughout this chapter I articulate how Serena Williams 
exchanges her “currency” into resistance.

In many ways, Serena holds an “outsider within” status in professional tennis. 
This status is ascribed to individuals who occupy space in social locations with 
unequal power dynamics that result in their marginalization (Collins, 1986, 
2000). Serena’s experience could also be deemed an example of Combs’ (2016) 
“bodies out of place” theory as the products of her body (e.g., her talent and ath-
leticism) are accepted in tennis while the Black culture that her body represents, 
is not. Sports media is particularly responsible for the overwhelming attention 
paid to Serena’s body. Media coverage reinforces the idea that Serena (and her 
sister Venus) are “trespassers whose presence undermines the cultural integrity of 
women’s tennis” (Douglas, 2002, p. 5). Ifekwunigwe (2009, p. 134) similarly notes 
that sports journalism manufactures a “racialized and sexualized sporting female 
aesthetic” in which Serena has been juxtaposed to throughout her career. It is 
quite clear that professional women’s tennis is inundated with dominant raced, 
classed, and gendered ideals, and that Serena disrupts this matrix of domination. 
Despite the persistent body- shaming, Serena embraces her body and “performs 
Blackness like no other person in the history of tennis” (Tredway, 2018, p. 63). 
She outright rejects the white norms embedded in the tennis industry (Collins, 
2005) and one key element of her resistance has been her wardrobe. The following 
section further conceptualizes fashion as a form of resistance in sport.

Cosmetically contested terrain: Fashion as resistance 
in sport

Sport is an arena through which cultural norms are berthed and contested; where 
racial, gender, and economic politics construct dominant ideologies while also 
inspiring countercultural ideals (Messner, 1988). For this reason, the institution 
of sport is often referred to as contested terrain. Hartmann (2002, p. 405) spe-
cifically argues that sport is a “contested racial terrain” because racial ideolo-
gies, images, and inequalities are challenged, deconstructed, and transformed. As 
noted earlier, the struggles and contestations that occur in sport are not just about 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



134 Shaonta’ E. Allen

racial politics but also include gender and class politics as well. Spencer (2004) 
argues that the social world of tennis is plagued by “sincere fictions” –  a term 
coined by Feagin, Vera, and Batur (2001) referencing the ideological justifications 
white people expend to maintain their cultural dominance. Serena’s authenticity, 
though, undermines this dominance through the process of resistance.

Resistance is a broad concept that is rarely defined when used in scholarly lit-
erature. Resistance refers to actions that are intended to produce social change. 
Specifically, I see that Serena engages in cultural resistance, which Hollander 
and Einwohner (2004, p. 536) define as individual or collective efforts within 
marginalized communities to maintain subcultures and countercultures from 
assimilation into the dominant culture. Hollander and Einwohner additionally 
note that resistance is generally comprised of action (behavior) and opposition 
(challenge). Patricia Hill Collins has even described resistance as “doing some-
thing that is not expected” (2000, p. 98). This framing is particularly fitting 
because, on more occasions than one, Serena’s wardrobe has caught viewers, and 
tennis authorities alike, by surprise.

The white gaze is so strong within tennis, Serena’s clothing has often been 
described as disrespectful toward the sport –  a quite ironic interpretation given 
her consistent championship- level and record- breaking performances. The pre-
sent study adds to discussions on the resistive potential of clothing by highlighting 
how Serena’s attire has persistently been objectified and used to legitimize her 
mistreatment in the sport. Because Serena’s wardrobe has been deemed inappro-
priate, she is able to embrace its denigrated status and rearticulate its value as a 
source of empowerment.

Fashion is often conceptualized as a reflection of identity. One’s style reflects 
“the construction of self through the assemblage of garments, accessories, and 
beauty regimes” (Tulloch, 2010, p. 276). Scholars note that fashion trends like 
makeup, clothes, and hair work to distinguish social categories and as such are 
important to consider when examining interlocking systems of power (Edwards 
& Esposito, 2020). Clothing for Black people has historically served as an oppor-
tunity to reflect Black culture (Ford, 2019). Black women in particular have 
traditionally used “clothing to write new ‘body narratives,’ new renderings of 
their personal narratives that reflected their more expansive view of freedom; 
through their clothing, they projected a sense of sexual freedom, gender noncon-
formity, and upward social mobility” (Ford, 2015, p. 7). Serena has certainly used 
her apparel to project her freedom and agency over cultural norms and scripts 
that would otherwise flatten her Black womanhood within tennis spaces. As an 
urban Black girl in professional tennis, Serena’s experience is a prime example of 
what Deborah King refers to as “multiple jeopardy” or the simultaneous impact 
of several forms of oppression and the multiplicative relationships between them. 
King states that, “a Black woman’s survival depends on her ability to use all the 
economic, social, and cultural resources available to her from both the larger 
society and within her community” (King, 1988, p. 49). Fashion is a resource 
that unquestionably encompasses social, cultural, and economic elements. In this 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Serena Williams’ intersectional resistance through fashion 135

chapter, I examine to what extent Serena uses fashion to resist intersectional 
inequality in tennis. Particularly, I focus on how she embodies resistance through 
her unapologetic Blackness and fashion choices.

Data and methods

To examine how fashion operates as a resistance tactic, this chapter focuses exclu-
sively on Serena Williams. Serena’s exceptional talent has led to frequent surveil-
lance of her behaviors and fashion decisions, both on and off the tennis court, 
in media, popular culture, and in scholarly literature. In this regard, Serena’s life 
and professional experiences are ideal for exploring fashion as a form of resistance 
in sport.

For this study, I collected data from academic outlets and various pop- cultural 
texts (e.g., magazines, televised materials, and social media content). I use inter-
sectional analysis to make sense of these data. Intersectional epistemology sees 
dimensions of difference as dynamic rather than static, and as such, analyses 
conducted in this tradition focus on oppression, relationality, complexity, con-
text, comparison, and deconstruction (Misra et al., 2020). Specifically, the aim 
of my intersectional analysis is twofold: (1) to provide evidence that Serena 
has experienced oppression within the professional tennis industry as a result of 
her race, class, gender, and their interconnections; and (2) to provide evidence 
that Serena has used fashion to resist this oppression. Because the complexities 
and multidimensional realities of media representations are implicated in social 
inequality, power, and social justice, intersectional analysis is a sufficient meth-
odological approach for the present case study (Edwards & Esposito, 2020).

Self- adornment as self- preservation

In many ways, Serena has been “othered” in the tennis industry, and this mar-
ginalization is in large part due to problematic perceptions of her body and her 
fashion choices. In this section, I focus on two components of Serena’s fashion, 
hair and body, to exemplify how she strategically uses her apparel to promote 
rather than conceal her Black womanhood, thus resisting sociocultural politics 
that favor white cultural norms. In order to make salient the resistance evident 
in Serena’s fashion choices, it is important to reemphasize the contentious duality 
of her body. Critics and sportscasters frequently described Serena’s body with 
deficit framings that ultimately compare her to Eurocentric beauty standards. 
She has been described as masculine and referred to as a “she- male,” which only 
further indicate the prevalence of a heterosexual white male gaze within sport, 
and specifically tennis (Ifekwunigwe, 2009). Serena’s body is often perceived as 
both unfeminine and hypermasculine due to her muscles and athleticism (Shultz, 
2005). McCullough (2018) notes how the tennis establishment claims Serena’s 
“body does not belong … because her body was too powerful, too large, too 
shapely … too Black.”

 

 

 

 



136 Shaonta’ E. Allen

Here, I shift the conversation away from others’ perceptions of her body toward 
how she reclaims autonomy over it, particularly regarding the adornments and 
apparel she puts on. It is precisely because her body is consumed and conceived as 
deviant that it has become the optimal resource for resistance. As Martin (2018, 
p. 19) explains, “... Serena’s use of fashion is viewed as a form of protest and resist-
ance to established, white rules, and not in a positive light from those in decision 
making authority.” The following sections will further explore how Serena’s hair 
and clothing decisions disrupt white cultural hegemony in tennis by centering 
her identity as an urban Black woman.

The politics of professionalism and black hair

Black hair has a long tradition of confounding white people. For this reason, 
styles that embrace natural Black hair textures have historically been deemed 
inappropriate and unprofessional. Current school and workplace policies con-
tinue to ban many Black hair options such as locs and afros. As a result of this 
legacy, hair style choice for professional Black women is an extremely political 
act. Scholarly literature acknowledges this hair dilemma –  professional Black 
women are often forced into two options: (1) assimilate into mainstream culture 
and adopt hairstyles that reflect Eurocentric standards of beauty or (2) embrace 
cultural hair aesthetics to affirm racial identity (Rosette & Dumas, 2007). I argue 
that Serena falls into the latter category.

In the early phase of her career, Serena’s hairstyles represented defiance to 
white and wealthy cultural norms. Serena made an undoubtable statement by 
wearing braids and beads as she emerged on the professional tennis scene des-
pite Eurocentric standards of beauty that deem Black hair as unprofessional. 
Embracing and adorning her coils, Serena presented an unapologetically Black 
stance, one that promotes Black values and traditions within predominantly 
white spaces (Allen & Miles, 2020). Her hair caught the attention of many. One 
article reported, “the most memorable fashion choice from Serena’s early days 
were the hair beads that gave her and Venus a distinctive family look and suc-
cessfully set them apart from the rest of the field” (Chase, 2018). Joseph- Salisbury 
and Connelly (2018, p. 4) note that Black hair expression has been subjected to 
both official and unofficial forms of white surveillance and this is evidenced in 
the oft cited notion that braids and beads worked to “mark” Serena as an outsider 
in the sport. For instance, Spencer (2004, p. 122) notes how “[c] ommentary that 
dismisses their unique cultural hairstyles serves to mark the Williams sisters as 
‘Others’…” Additionally, Douglas (2002) states that:

descriptions of their bodies have emphasized how their hairstyles, size, and 
shape are different from the other players. Initially the media were “stuck 
on the beads,” on one occasion going so far as to call them “childish,” more 
recently they have become preoccupied with the fact that a Black woman 
(Serena) has blonde hair (p. 4).

 

 

 

 

  



Serena Williams’ intersectional resistance through fashion 137

Finally, Collins (2005, p. 135) described how the Williams sisters “play with their 
hair fixed in beaded, African- influenced cornrows that are occasionally dyed 
blond … Their working- class origins mean that they don’t fit into the traditional 
tennis world and they express little desire to mimic their white counterparts.” 
Serena’s braided and beaded hair undeniably resisted and opposed the standards 
of professional tennis –  standards that attempt to flatten her identity as a Black 
woman from Compton, California.

Clothing Black womanhood and Black motherhood

Constructions and definitions of womanhood have historically excluded 
Black women. As a result, Black femininity is constantly contested in society. 
Womanhood is generally associated with feminine qualities like thinness, 
softness, and gentleness. Socioeconomic politics, though, have historically dis-
sociated Black American women from these qualities. From enslaved women in 
the past to those who occupy professional spaces like Serena does today, Black 
women are often masculinized as primarily workers in a society dependent upon 
racial capitalism. Within the contested terrain of tennis, Serena reclaims her 
femininity and womanhood through clothes that accentuate her curvy body and 
with statements about wifehood and motherhood.

Serena has publicly shared how her attire goes through specific phases: a 
trendy phase (e.g., use of nontraditional materials like denim), a romantic phase 
(e.g., red/ pink, flowy style with bows), and a feral phase (e.g., animal prints) 
(Friedman, 2015). Her fashion choices have also been practical decisions, too. 
For example, the literature suggests that tighter clothing can enhance perform-
ance utility as it, “reduces wind resistance, is less likely to be caught in equipment 
or the grasp of one’s opponent, helps regulate body temperature, and can prevent 
injuries” (Shultz, 2005, p. 345). My focus here, though, is on the ways Serena’s 
wardrobe choices reflect her agency as a Black woman. Chase (2018) notes that 
“Serena used fashion to frame the mood” so next, I discuss how she embedded her 
emotions into her ensembles.

One of the most prominent examples of Serena’s fashion statements is the 
infamous catsuit. This full- body, black outfit was first introduced to tennis view-
ership during the 2002 U.S. Open tournament. Serena helped design the catsuit 
constructed by Puma stating “this is an innovative outfit. It’s really sexy. I love it” 
(Shultz, 2005, p. 345). Here, Serena reclaims her body as sexy rather than mascu-
line like others had described it before. She recently brought the catsuit back for 
the 2018 French Open tournament asserting the outfit made her feel like a war-
rior princess from Wakanda, a fictional uncolonized African country popularized 
in Marvel’s Black Panther film. The catsuit nickname was criticized for drawing on 
“longstanding, racist ideologies that equate African heritage [and Black athletes] 
with animality” (Shultz, 2005, p. 344). Sports media noted how Serena “dons the 
catsuit to remake her body into a site of power and agency, and through it, other 
Black female bodies who have been told they are too much and not deserving 
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of full humanity” are affirmed as well (McCullough, 2018). The ensemble was 
eventually perceived as too Afrocentric because rules were changed to prevent 
outfits like it in the future (Murphy, 2019). The catsuit was banned by the French 
Tennis Federation, yet this didn’t stifle Serena’s efforts to draw attention to the 
gendered racism she experienced. She instead entered the subsequent U.S. Open 
Tournament donning a custom- made Nike one- sleeved leotard and tulle tutu 
skirt. Again, with this instance, she used clothing in a strategic way to affirm her 
femininity despite structural efforts to negate it.

Another important aspect of Serena’s womanhood is her journey into wifehood 
and motherhood. In 2017, she welcomed her daughter Alexis Olympia and 
married Alexis Ohanian. In the years following, her resistance through fashion 
began to reflect these new aspects of her feminine identity. Specifically, “after 
having a child and undergoing life- threatening complications in the context of a 
medical system where Black women are more likely to die in childbirth than any 
other demographic,” Serena used fashion to bring her identity as a new mother 
to the tennis court as well (McCullough, 2018). This is also a form of resistance 
because “the bodies of mothers, regardless of their race, have historically been 
considered out of place in the world of sports” (Martin, 2018, p. 90). In marriage 
and motherhood, Serena shifted toward the “romantic” phase of her fashion 
aesthetic. One tournament dress during this phase was comprised of a “tulle 
skirt, single long sleeve and nude colorblock at chest to mimic an off- shoulder 
look” (Marija, 2018). In an effort to signify her femininity on another occasion, 
“Serena wore a simple white long- sleeved Nike dress, but she introduced fishnet 
tights which became a staple of her fashion in 2018. The reason was again blood 
clots and to vamp up the look” (Marija, 2018). To further exemplify the inten-
tionality behind her dress, Serena tweeted after wearing the fishnet tights, “For 
all the moms out there who had a tough recovery from pregnancy– here you go. 
If I can do it, so can you.” Here, she not only resists the normalization of mas-
culinity within the sporting industry, but also uses her attire as an opportunity 
to make room for other working mothers to feel welcome in and beyond sports.

On several other occasions, Serena discussed her fashion in ways that 
highlighted Black culture and womanhood. She attended fashion design school 
in 2002 and has worked with brands like Nike and Puma before launching her 
clothing line so it’s not surprising that she would weave symbols into her clothing. 
For instance, Serena shared that her outfit at the 2016 U.S. Open tournament 
was in part inspired by the Wonder Woman movie. “Her pink compression sleeves 
(black at night) were meant to evoke ‘a character of power and strength who is 
also unafraid to exhibit a softer side.’ Who was that character? ‘It’s me,’ she said 
with her typical bravado” (Chase, 2018). It is clear that Serena takes pride in 
innovating her wardrobe, which in turn innovates others’ understanding of Black 
womanhood.

Resistance, by its nature of opposing long- held power structures, is often 
met with backlash. This was true in Serena’s case as well. The French Tennis 
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Federation vowed to change rules regarding apparel in direct response to Serena’s 
fashion choices (Murphy, 2019). Martin (2018) noted that:

It is not uncommon for sporting associations to have dress codes and trad-
itions, such as wearing white at Wimbledon, but what is also not uncommon 
is for dress codes to change to reflect a desire to make Black athletes, both 
men, and women, to conform to expectations established by those with 
decision- making authority in an effort to appeal the largely white fan base 
(p. 91).

It is important to note that white woman tennis players have similarly been 
criticized for their attire; however, Serena’s case is distinct because her fashion 
was sanctioned as a result of its appeal to Black people. Ultimately, Serena dis-
regarded pressures to appease white viewers and instead worked to preserve her 
identity as a Black woman with her apparel. In this we can see her challenge to 
the dominant culture. To establish one’s own countercultural beliefs and in turn, 
root your actions and identity in those beliefs, is the epitome of resistance.

The significance of self- definition and self- valuation

Serena made conscious and intentional decisions about her choices of clothing 
and personal style (Shultz, 2005, p. 345). Her ulterior motive was quite legible 
as one scholar describes: “With her ever- changing hairstyles and dress codes, 
Serena Williams actively challenges the same prevailing representations of 
the Black embodied sporting female aesthetic while also defying the conven-
tional etiquette of the predominantly white elite tennis world” (Ifekwunigwe, 
2018, p. 123). Her resistance not only opposed the status quo but also exem-
plified the processes of self- definition and self- valuation. Self- definition “offers 
a powerful challenge to the externally defined, controlling images of African 
American women” (Collins, 2000, p. 114). Specifically, self- definition is about 
challenging externally constructed stereotypical images of Black womanhood. 
Collins (1986, p. S17) states, “When Black females choose to value those aspects 
of Afro- American womanhood that are stereotyped, ridiculed, and maligned in 
… popular media, they are actually questioning some of the basic ideas used to 
control dominated groups.” Ultimately self- definition and self- valuation resist 
dehumanization of marginalized groups as well as broad systems of domination 
(Collins, 1986).

Fashion, for Serena, is a counterhegemonic praxis. In choosing her apparel, she 
also chooses to debunk long- held stereotypes about Black women, Black bodies, 
and Black people’s capacity to succeed, excel, survive, and thrive. Serena’s 
“expressions of (Black) pleasure and joy threaten the status quo, because self- 
actualization is one way to challenge sexism and white supremacy” (Douglas, 
2012, p. 132). Through her wardrobe, she is able to define for herself what Black 
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womanhood is and what it can be. For instance, during an interview, she once 
stated,

I’m Serena, I’m happy to be Serena, and I will always be Serena. And if I’m 
not true to myself, then who am I? … Not everyone’s going to like the way I 
look … What matters most is that I like myself.

(Cococzza, 2016)

Serena’s love for herself is what allowed her to reject the deficit notions of Black 
culture and Black womanhood that are embedded into the professional tennis 
environment.

In 2015, Serena collaborated with Nike to release her Serena Greatness apparel 
line. One of the jackets featured in the line “had the message ‘you are strong, 
powerful and beautiful,’ written in her own handwriting, on the inside lining” 
(Chase, 2018). In this, we can see that Serena took the language used to “other” 
her and reformed it into something feminine and encouraging. Serena once 
stated, “You can be beautiful and powerful at the same time” (Chase, 2018). This 
is resistance because she embraces the prominent and controlling “strong Black 
woman” image and rearticulates it as something positive.

Serena embodies the tension many characterize as “the ghetto” clashing with 
“the suburbs.” Some scholars see Serena as occupying the space between the two. 
Ifekwunigwe (2009, p. 132) notes, “Serena Williams (and other Black (women) 
celebrity performers) can and do simultaneously signify ‘the ghetto’ and ‘the 
suburb’ as two intersectional symbolic spaces where differential discourse on 
class and ‘race’ are (re)produced.” Others have perceived Serena as experiencing 
“ghettocentrism.” Tredway (2018, p. 72) defines ghettocentrism as “the phenom-
enon that occurs in our society where Black athletes are fetishized for their ath-
letic skills while Black people more generally face continual hardships stemming 
from institutionalized racism.” Serena exploits ghettocentrism for her benefit by 
utilizing the Black cultural aesthetic that is deemed ghetto (her body and fashion 
style) and centers it in a white, wealthy tennis world (Andrews, Mower, & Silk, 
2011). Ultimately her existence is resistance because she refuses to let the white 
hegemonic culture of professional tennis go unchallenged. Instead, she uses her 
body –  from the clothes she wears accentuating her curves to the signature bal-
lerina twirl she gives after winning a match –  to import Black womanhood into 
professional tennis spaces.

Conclusion

From a young Black girl in Compton, California, to her present- day status as a 
Black wife, mother, and celebrity athlete, Serena has maintained an unashamed 
commitment to Black womanhood throughout her life course. She has consist-
ently brought Black cultural artifacts into the white tennis industry through 
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her fashion choices, thus confronting the interlocking system of oppression 
in sports. This chapter surveyed Serena’s demonstrable love of her Black self 
and of Blackness, in general (Douglas, 2012). This love, in an overwhelm-
ingly white tennis world, is radical. Moreover, I argue that her clothing choices, 
reflective of the value Serena places on Blackness, is resistance. As Tredway 
(2019) notes:

Serena does not aspire to “act white.” She seems to aspire for tennis greatness 
(which she has already achieved) while maintaining a strong Black aesthetic 
and performance, which, as can be seen by the Black women who have 
followed— Madison Keys, Sloane Stephens, and Taylor Townsend— has 
opened the door for Black women to enter the world of tennis with less of a 
need to replicate white social mores (p. 1571).

Serena has challenged not only tennis but also the culture within it, making 
things more accessible to future generations of women athletes of color.3

This discussion contributes to our understandings of racial protest and resist-
ance in sport. Scholars remind us that “sport is a particularly important site for 
racial resistance because it is one of the few arenas open and encouraged for 
African Americans in an otherwise deeply racist society” (Hartmann, 2002, 
p. 412). Serena has consistently used her celebrity status and her style to draw 
attention to the marginalization she’s experienced as a Black woman. Serena and 
her sister Venus’ wardrobe “actively make space for their Black bodies in a sport 
that continually seeks to shut them out. Their choice of dress speaks in ways 
that their words cannot” (McCullough, 2018). This case ultimately encourages 
individuals with marginalized identities to employ a variety of tactics, including 
fashion, to resist deficit notions of personhood when navigating hostile and 
contested environments like sport. Additionally, this case promotes the use of 
self- definition and self- valuation as processes of empowerment. Just as Serena 
reminds us, if we aren’t true to ourselves, then who are we?

Notes

 1 The Entertainment and Sports Programming Network (ESPN) is the preeminent 
sports channel offered on cable television. Each year they host the Excellence in 
Sports Performance Yearly (ESPY) award ceremony to acknowledge sports- related 
achievements at both the individual and team levels.

 2 The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People promotes racial 
equity in the United States and annually distributes Image Awards to honor and cele-
brate outstanding achievements across 40 categories including media, popular culture, 
sport, and politics.

 3 Naomi Osaka and Cori “Coco” Gauff are two additional young Black women tennis 
players who have quickly excelled in the sport and have both identified Serena a pri-
mary source of inspiration.
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