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INTRODUCTION



On November 8, 2016, I woke up early and said, to no one in particular, “I’m so excited to vote for our first female president!” I wasn’t alone in this sentiment: the entire city of New York seemed to vibrate with anticipation that day. Walking back from my polling place, I saw a mom with her three young daughters, all dressed in Hillary Clinton pantsuits. At the corner of Clinton and President Streets in Brooklyn, dozens of people were taking selfies. On the subway, a stranger saw my voting sticker and said, “Thank you for doing your civic duty!” Some sites predicted as small as a 1 percent chance of Trump winning. The day’s outcome seemed assured.


Fast-forward twelve hours. I’m sitting at the BuzzFeed office in Manhattan, where the tone has taken an abrupt turn from excitement to panic. During the month leading up to the election, I had spoken to hundreds of women at Trump rallies—many of whom overflowed with hatred for Clinton. They joined the shouts to “lock her up” that echoed through the rallies; they wore shirts emblazoned with “Monica Sucks, Hillary Swallows.” Statistically, these women were a minority. But they had tapped into a larger reservoir of dislike, distrust, and repulsion that, as the election results flowing into the office were gradually making clear, had mobilized against Clinton.


I cease my frantic refreshing of Twitter and stare blankly ahead. A plastic cup of white wine grows warm beside me. Donald Trump’s win becomes probable, then certain. My phone lights up.


“I’m so sorry to do this,” my editor says, “but we need you to write something.”


I had expected a relaxing, joyful rest of the week. I was exhausted from weeks reporting on the road. I could have cried. But instead, I opened up a new document, typing: This Is How Much America Hates Women.


Not all women, of course. Just women like Fox anchor Megyn Kelly, who’d questioned Trump about his history with women during the primary debates. Women like former Miss Universe Alicia Machado, who’d dared to gain weight. Women like Elizabeth Warren, who simply won’t shut up, or Rosie O’Donnell, with whom Trump had feuded for years. Women like the dozen who’ve accused him of sexual impropriety and/or assault, and Clinton herself, whom he’d referred to as a “nasty woman.”


In other words, unruly women—the type who incite Trump’s ire, and whom millions of voters have decided they can degrade and dismiss, simply because they question, interrogate, or otherwise challenge the status quo. Of course, there have been unruly women for as long as there have been boundaries of what constitutes acceptable “feminine” behavior: women who, in some way, step outside the boundaries of good womanhood, who end up being labeled too fat, too loud, too slutty, too whatever characteristic women are supposed to keep under control. The hatred directed toward the unruly women of the 2016 campaign is simply an extension of the anxiety that’s accumulated around this type of woman for centuries.


Which is why Trump’s defeat would’ve felt like such a victory for unruly women everywhere: a mandate that this type of demeaning, dehumanizing behavior toward women is simply not acceptable, particularly from the president of the United States. Instead, Trump’s victory signals the beginning of a backlash that has been quietly brewing for years, as unruly women of various forms have come to dominate the cultural landscape.


And while the unruly woman is under threat, she isn’t going anywhere: Clinton, after all, won the popular vote by nearly three million votes, and the election has mobilized untold numbers of women to protect their rights and those of others. Trump’s America feels unsafe for so many; the future of the nation seems uncertain. But unruliness—in its many manifestations, small and large, in action, in representation, in language—feels more important, more necessary, than ever.


✦  ✦  ✦


Unruly women surround us in our everyday lives, yet such figures become most powerful in celebrity form, where they become even more layered and fraught with contradiction. The next ten chapters thus examine female celebrities, from Serena Williams to Lena Dunham, who have been conceived of as unruly in some capacity. And while each chapter is named for the celebrity’s dominant mode of unruliness—too slutty, too gross, too queer—each of these women is unruly in multiple, compounding ways: Serena Williams is too strong, but she’s also too masculine, too rude, too fashionable, too black; Lena Dunham is too naked, but she’s also too loud, too aggressive, too powerful, too revealing, too much.


I’ve filled the book with women who occupy all different corners of the mainstream, from the literary world to Hollywood, from HBO to the tennis court. It includes several women of color, but the prevalence of straight white women serves to highlight an ugly truth: that the difference between cute, acceptable unruliness and unruliness that results in ire is often as simple as the color of a woman’s skin, whom she prefers to sleep with, and her proximity to traditional femininity. When a black woman talks too loud or too honestly, she becomes “troubling” or “angry” or “out of control”; a queer woman who talks about sex suddenly becomes proof that all gay people are intrinsically promiscuous. It’s one thing to be a young, cherub-faced, straight woman doing and saying things that make people uncomfortable. It’s quite another—and far riskier—to do those same things in a body that is not white, not straight, not slender, not young, or not American.


Each chapter starts with the thesis of a particular woman’s unruliness—Melissa McCarthy’s status as “too fat,” for example—and unravels the way this behavior has been historically framed as an affliction at odds with proper femininity. The more you analyze what makes these behaviors transgressive, the easier it is to see what they’re threatening: what it means to be a woman, of course, but also entrenched understandings of women’s passive role in society. While the book centers around highly visible women, it also reveals the expectations surrounding every woman’s behavior—and why talking too loudly, acting too promiscuously, or exposing too much skin is so incredibly threatening to the status quo.


That threat is part of why talking about any of the women in this book opens the floodgates to controversy. Whether the discussion takes place on Facebook or at happy hour, mentioning these women is the quickest way to escalate the conversation, alienate friends, offend elders, and turn off dates. Their bodies, words, and actions have become a locus for the type of inflammatory rhetoric usually reserved only for political figures. It’s as if each of these women is constantly igniting the line of acceptable behavior: you don’t know where it is until she steps over it, at which point it bursts into flames.


Celebrities are our most visible and binding embodiments of ideology at work: the way we pinpoint and police representations of everything from blackness to queerness, from femininity to pregnancy. Which is why the success of these unruly women is inextricable from the confluence of attitudes toward women in the 2010s: the public reembrace of feminism set against a backdrop of increased legislation of women’s bodies, the persistence of the income gap, the policing of how women’s bodies should look and act in public, and the election of Trump. Through this lens, unruliness can be viewed as an amplification of anger about a climate that publicly embraces equality but does little to enact change. It’s no wonder we have such mixed feelings about these women: they’re constant reminders of the chasm between what we think we believe and how we actually behave.


✦  ✦  ✦


This is far from the first time the unruly woman has taken on such outsized importance in the American imagination. Anne Boleyn, Marie Antoinette, Simone de Beauvoir, Virginia Woolf, Mae West, Elizabeth Taylor, Eleanor Roosevelt, Jane Fonda—all were unruly in some capacity, and that unruliness is part of the reason their names live on. The most potent manifestation in recent history, however, dates to the early nineties, when Roseanne Barr became the unruly woman par excellence: her show, Roseanne, dominated the television landscape, overtaking The Cosby Show as the top-rated program on television in 1989. For the next six years, it remained in the top five Nielsen programs—an unprecedented feat for a show that not only focused on a working-class family, but also introduced and interrogated queer and feminist issues.


Roseanne boldly challenged the image of middle-class respectability proffered by sitcoms like The Cosby Show, Growing Pains, Family Ties, and Family Matters. The family’s house was messy and claustrophobic; money was always tight, and Roseanne and her husband, Dan, played by John Goodman, were always exhausted from work. Their kids could be rude or obscene, and the parents often responded in kind.


In her groundbreaking work The Unruly Woman, Kathleen Rowe Karlyn points to the ways in which Barr used her stardom to highlight the vast gap between the progressive aspirations of Second Wave Feminism and the lived reality of providing for a working-class family in the wake of Reaganism.1 That Roseanne chose a working-class mother as the avatar of her rebellion is significant: the fiscal constraints of her situation meant that her options for rebellion manifested in the volume of her voice, the expanse of her body, the clutter of her living room, and the overarching refusal to make a working-class home be simply a less expensive version of a bourgeois one.


Outside of Roseanne, Barr cultivated an equally unruly celebrity image: there was her public courting of and marriage to fellow comedian Tom Arnold, and her 1990 rendition of the national anthem at a baseball game, so off-key and flippant it prompted President George H. W. Bush to decry it as “disgraceful.” She was, as my mother put it, not in “good taste”—which is part of why, as a ten-year-old girl, I wasn’t allowed to watch Roseanne even as I witnessed equally ribald humor on shows like Home Improvement.


Karlyn points to a “profound ambivalence” around Roseanne—even though she was the star of one of the most popular shows on television, even if the readers of People magazine voted her their “Top Female Star,” she was still a subject of slight disgust.2 Esquire manifested this split attitude when it featured her in its pages by writing two pieces: one in favor, the other against. On the cover of Vanity Fair, she was declared “Roseanne on Top”—but the accompanying image showed her pinning Arnold to the ground, her breasts overflowing, her mouth in a devious cackle. Her power was abundant, but it had to be distorted—made frightening—for public consumption. Roseanne was figured as just barely in control of herself, her body, her behavior, which made it all the easier to frame her as dangerously out of control (and a threat to America) when she dared to sing the national anthem off-key. It would take more than a decade for a woman with a similarly unruly energy to reach something close to her level of stardom again.


What happened to Roseanne should be instructive. It’s tempting to think of unruly women as radicals transgressing and usurping societal norms—and while they do make rebellion and disobedience imaginable or palatable, their actions can also serve to fortify dominant norms. Take the example of Dixie Chick Natalie Maines, who became the outspoken spokesperson for a feminist, liberal, progressive wing of country in the mid-2000s. By transgressing the boundaries of their genre, the Dixie Chicks endeared themselves to certain fans, but they also alienated themselves from the very root of their stardom. Today, articles about slightly transgressive country stars like Kacey Musgraves hold up the Dixie Chicks as a cautionary tale. The Dixie Chicks may have crossed the line, but they didn’t break it down; instead, the line has been built up stronger than before.


It’s a common narrative for the unruly woman. It happened to Mae West, the ribald comedian of the 1930s whose full figure sparked a trend against “reducing,” only to have her witty, and self-authored, brand of humor censored to the point of banality and obscurity over the course of the decade. It struck Jane Fonda amidst her activism in Vietnam; it beset Roseanne in the 1990s; it afflicted Rosie O’Donnell after the demise of her talk show in the 2000s, and it has already begun to happen to many of the women featured in this book: unruliness can spark a firestorm, but it can also scorch the very ground on which they tread.


Roseanne, Jane Fonda, and Mae West were all divisive figures, but it wasn’t as simple as camps for and against: they could spark feelings of fascination and repulsion at the same time, a sentiment that should sound familiar to fans of many of the women in this book. There are all sorts of things that attract our curiosity but which societal norms tell us we should reject—things that trespass the unspoken yet often rigid borders of good taste. Scholars have a term for objects, peoples, and ideas that inspire these feelings of attraction and rejection: “abject.” By strict definition, “abject” refers to things that are horrendously bad, unpleasant, or degrading—things that, as the word’s Latin roots, abijicere (to reject) and jacere (to throw), suggest, must be repudiated and cast aside.


Instead of hiding their abjection, unruly women amplify it: Madonna asserts her body as sexual past the age when it can be; Abbi Jacobson and Ilana Glazer talk openly about shit and periods; Kim Kardashian refuses to hide her pregnant body. Others do so by troubling the distinction between borders: Serena Williams’s body is muscular like a man’s and curvy like a woman’s, while Nicki Minaj and Hillary Clinton trespass into male-dominated cultural spheres. If a defining characteristic of the abject is the command to throw it out, these women refuse it—which, of course, renders them all the more compelling.


✦  ✦  ✦


Every few decades, an unruly female celebrity inflames the popular consciousness. What distinguishes our current cultural moment, then, is how thoroughly unruly women have come to dominate the zeitgeist: Girls and Broad City have inspired more conversation over the last three years than any other thirty-minute shows. Melissa McCarthy is one of the most reliable box office draws in Hollywood today. Lena Dunham’s book, Not That Kind of Girl, reached number two on The New York Times bestseller list; her newsletter, Lenny, boasts more than half a million subscribers. Nicki Minaj’s third album, The Pinkprint, debuted at number two on the Billboard charts; the video for “Anaconda” has been viewed 650 million times. Serena Williams has won twenty-three grand slams. The 20/20 special focused on Caitlyn Jenner’s transition garnered a staggering 20.7 million viewers.3 Jennifer Weiner’s books have sold more than thirteen million copies worldwide. Kim Kardashian took in more than $51 million in 2016.4 And Clinton, remember, won the popular vote by more than 2.8 million.


Yet for all these women’s visibility and profitability, they compete against a far more palatable—and, in many cases, more successful—form of femininity: the lifestyle supermom. Exemplified by Reese Witherspoon, Jessica Alba, Blake Lively, Gwyneth Paltrow, and Ivanka Trump, these women rarely trend on Twitter, but they’ve built tremendously successful brands by embracing the “new domesticity,” defined by consumption, maternity, and a sort of twenty-first-century gentility. They have slim, disciplined bodies and adorable pregnancies; they never wear the wrong thing or speak negatively or make themselves abrasive in any way. Importantly, these celebrities are also all white—or, in the case of Jessica Alba, careful to elide any connotations of ethnicity—and straight.


By transforming themselves into brands, filling their online stores with goods and clothing and accessories, they imply that every woman can have the same sort of contentment: all they need to do is buy a dress, purchase some chemical-free baby wipes, and follow a complicated recipe for a vegan smoothie, and they can have the same bronzed glow of contentment as these celebs. You can see their influence across Pinterest and the mommy-blogosphere, where many women reproduce the rhetoric of self-care and affirmation even as they police the bodies, parenting choices, consumption habits, and lifestyle decisions of both themselves and others.


The women I’ve chosen for case studies in this book function as implicit and explicit alternatives to the “new domesticity.” Yet at the same time, they’ve also all made themselves amenable to popular consumption. Some, like Kardashian, generally abide by social standards, but her unruly performance of pregnancy, and the backlash against it, highlights just how readily the tide of public acceptance can turn. Others, like Kardashian’s stepparent, Caitlyn Jenner, belong to a category that’s only very recently become societally sanctioned and even legally protected—yet every step that Jenner makes is carefully calculated so as to assuage anxieties about her transformation. Melissa McCarthy calls out the assumptions people make about fat people but never gets truly mad; Hillary Clinton is incredibly mindful to modulate her voice so as to never appear angry in public.


There are hundreds of women in the public sphere who don’t exercise such careful modulation—women who are relegated to niche corners of pop culture because they’ve been figured as too big, queer, loud, smart, sexual, or otherwise abject for mainstream audiences. Women like Lea DeLaria, the first openly gay comic to appear on late-night television all the way back in 1993, who has struggled to find higher-profile roles than her supporting bit on Orange Is the New Black. Or Mo’Nique, who was outspoken about her refusal to participate in the Oscar campaign for her performance in Precious—and found herself a Hollywood outcast. Or even Kim Novak, once considered one of the most beautiful stars in Hollywood, whose plastic surgery–facilitated attempts to maintain her youthful face have rendered her an object of severe ridicule.


Women like DeLaria, Mo’Nique, and Novak might be briefly defended in think pieces, but they’re nevertheless excluded from salable stardom: they’re simply too much for the broad, middling, easily offended audience so necessary for a mainstream stardom. The rejection of these women makes it clear: there’s still a firm line of acceptable female behavior. And while it might, in this moment, be cool and profitable to toe it, to find oneself on the other side is tantamount to career suicide.


In the end, all of the unruly women in this book have made concessions in order to have their work approved and disseminated by the mainstream. By focusing on unruliness that’s made its way into the mainstream, this book considers the costs and benefits of smoothing one’s sharp edges just enough to make it onto the cover of Vanity Fair or into the pages of GQ, multiplexes across America, or the White House—and the implication that unruliness is still largely the provenance of women who are white and straight.


✦  ✦  ✦


Someone might look at a picture of me, or read my résumé, and wonder what interest I would have in unruliness: I’m white, I’m blonde, I’m not fat. I grew up middle-class in a midsize town. I got straight As. I was a cheerleader for seven years. The only time I got in trouble in high school was for skipping A.P. English to go to the premiere of Star Wars. I’m straight and cisgender. I attended a good college and went on to pursue a PhD. I’ve received one speeding ticket. But so much of that amenability—that need to please, that lack of acting out—stemmed from a posture of fear.


My mother was a weirdo, non-makeup-wearing mathematician, so the fear certainly didn’t come from her. But I was always cripplingly terrified of what people thought of me: my classmates, the boys I liked and even the ones I didn’t, random people on the street, the teachers whose approval I craved. That fear was so overwhelming that I allowed it to temper and otherwise silence the parts of myself that gave me joy. I stopped raising my hand as much in class. I disciplined my body through various forms of over-exercise and disordered eating, not because I liked running, but because I was mortified by the thought of getting fat. I didn’t believe God would forsake me if I lost my virginity, but I kept it out of anxiety that I’d be labeled a slut. I didn’t drink because who knew what embarrassing thing I might say or do while drunk. I was happy, ostensibly, but every move was motivated by fear. Part of this fear was derived from living in a rural town where gossip and small-mindedness made other ways of being unthinkable, but part of it was entirely my own devising.


I spent the bulk of my adolescent life internalizing the fact that girls who crossed that invisible line would become pariahs: excised from their communities and families, unable to find work or companionship. I was wrong, of course, but it took finding my own group of weird, confident, too much friends for me to lean into my own difference, my own modes of unruliness. It’s taken many years for those behaviors to blossom, and many internal checks remain stubbornly difficult to slough. Just because you spend years analyzing unruliness doesn’t mean you’re not subject to the trenchant cultural imperative to shun, shame, and reject it.


Which is precisely why I wanted to write this book: these unruly women are so magnetic, but that magnetism is countered, at every point, by ideologies that train both men and women to distance themselves from those behaviors in our own lives. Put differently, it’s one thing to admire such abrasiveness and disrespect for the status quo in someone else; it’s quite another to take that risk in one’s own life.


That’s why the threat of a backlash feels so real. These female celebrities may be popular, but does their stardom contribute to an actual sea change of “acceptable” behaviors and bodies and ways of being for women today? None of these chapters offers a clear answer, in part because that answer is less dependent on the women themselves and more on the way we, as cultural consumers, decide to talk and think about them. Not as women “acting out” and, as such, in need of censoring, but as endlessly deserving of our consideration: both critical and compassionate.


My hope is that this book unites the enthralling, infuriating, and exhilarating conversations that swirl around these women, but also incites new and more expansive ones. Because these women and their unruliness matter—and the best way to show their gravity and power and influence is to refuse to shut up about why they do.




CHAPTER 1


TOO STRONG: SERENA WILLIAMS


Imagine all the female tennis players in the world: their tan legs, their perky ponytails, their tennis whites. “Tennis has always been a game defined by Whiteness,” Essence magazine declared in 1998. “European players whose names sound of fjords and ice caps, Clorox-clean tennis togs, the blinding colorless sun, the pale fans sipping water and vodka tonics.”1 They are rich, they are beautiful—they are, at least in the mind’s eye, and at least until the mid-1990s, white.


But then the Williams sisters arrived on the international scene and changed all that.


In some sports, there’s an indelible marker that divides the history of the game—a particularly excellent team, a match, a player who slices the entire understanding of the sport in two. There was the game before, and then there was a different understanding, a different benchmark, afterwards. That’s what the Williamses did to tennis—they reset the game. It’s not as if there hadn’t been black tennis players before: Arthur Ashe, most famously, but also Althea Gibson, the first black player in professional tennis, and Zina Garrison, who won a gold medal in doubles tennis at the 1988 Olympics. But those players always, as Essence put it, “stood alone.”2 The Williams sisters had something else: each other, and their absolute dominance.


And then there was the confidence, the pure, delighted swagger, with which they approached the game. Like so many male greats before their time, they knew, unequivocally, that they were the greatest. And Serena in particular: she served “like a man,” had muscles “like a man,” threw “tantrums” “like a man.” She dressed in ways that were either not womanly enough (at least not for the historically demure, delicate world of tennis fashion) or too womanly, which is to say, too sexy, too confident in their announcement of her muscular curves.


Williams was, and remains, too strong: in her body, but also in her personality, her resilience, and her fortitude in the two decades she’s spent holistically reorganizing the standards of a sport from which people with her skin color, class, and background have been historically excluded.


While Serena’s narrative begins with—and is never truly absent from—that of her sister, over the last ten years, it has taken on a separate power of its own. Today, she is celebrated for her athletic strength, for the confidence that stems from her dominance, for the sheer amplitude of her personality. But every step of Williams’s career has been shadowed with the sort of resentment that emerges whenever someone unsettles the status quo in an effective and unapologetic way. Put differently, when she stirred the pot, a whole lot of bullshit rose to the surface—and her refusal to try to perfume its smell has made her unruliness all the more potent.


To understand what makes Williams’s body and strength so unruly requires an understanding of how black bodies, and black female bodies in particular, have been depicted, understood, and policed throughout history—and just how much friction resulted when the Williams sisters entered one of the most exclusive sports in the world. That friction has exposed the rotting wood at the center of an aging, if beautifully glossed, institution, forcing an uncomfortable examination of both the legacy of tennis and what a female athlete can and should do in public.


✦  ✦  ✦


From the beginning, the narrative around the Williams family was one of difference. In a 1994 profile, the myth of the family—woven, primarily, by the Williams’s father, Richard—was already coming into focus.3 Richard had decided that his girls—the fourth and fifth daughters in a family of five girls—would become tennis players. No matter that they lived in one of the “roughest areas of Los Angeles,” as dozens of publications would put it, in slightly different variations—Richard and Oracene, the girls’ mother, found tennis courts, dubbed them the “East Compton Hills Country Club,” and began training every day.4


Richard and Oracene homeschooled the girls, learning drills and techniques from books and VHS videos. Even after drive-by shootings threatened their safety on the courts, they maintained their strict daily schedule. “To prevent against such dangers in the future,” one profile explained, “Richard Williams struck a deal with the three dominant gangs in the area—a member from each stood guard during hitting sessions.”5


The veracity of that anecdote matters less than what Williams was doing by repeating it to the press. His daughters were different, it suggests, and not just because of the color of their skin. Unlike other players—who arrived at the sport because their class and place in society afforded them the possibility—the Williamses fought their way in. Any victory from that point forward would not be out of luck, or proximity to privilege, or pedigree. It would be through sheer strength, work, and will.


In 1990, the family moved to West Palm Beach, Florida, so Venus and Serena could attend the tennis academy of Rick Macci, the man whose tapes they’d so diligently watched. They began to rise to the top of their age rankings, but Richard refused to allow them to compete in the junior tennis tournament scene—a move that boggled the minds of many. His logic, however, was sound: while other young tennis players were burning out their still-growing bodies on the tour, he was cultivating powerhouses.


When Serena was ten, Richard pulled the sisters from the tennis academy and resumed training them exclusively within the family. He took on a posture of offense, telling interviewers that he’d never played tennis himself because it was a sissy sport, that he didn’t like “tennis people” in general. Taken together, it was another message: no one else will be responsible for our success.6


“I taught my children they were the best in everything they did,” Richard explained. “And they believed it.”7 And they kept believing it over the course of the next decade, as Venus became one of the best players in the world and Serena gradually rose to join her. That first decade was shaped by the same conversations that would become themes for the rest of their careers, with continued emphasis on their race, their power, and their difference.


Richard had never been shy to invoke the way his daughters’ blackness made other players uncomfortable: even before the sisters went pro, “kids would be afraid to walk off the court, because their parents would be there waiting for them, saying, ‘Why did you lose to that black girl?’ ”8 As Richards later recalled in his autobiography, he’d arrange for kids in Compton to stand outside the courts while the girls were playing and yell every racial slur they could think of—a way to harden them against the white recoil that was bound to accompany their rise.9


He wasn’t wrong. That recoil manifested in forms implicit and explicit, from other players, parents, fans, and the press. Commentators marveled at their hair—in beaded cornrows—as if they’d never seen such a thing in their lives; The Wall Street Journal called attention to “their exuberant athleticism, blithe self-confidence and colorfully beaded braids,” which “would stand out in any sporting milieu.”10


A feature in Women’s Sports & Fitness was less coded: “The truth is that no white player would have received such a raft of criticism for being different from—or the same as—everybody else. The truth is that there has been racism in tennis, and it has been directed at the Williamses, although it has rarely been explicit. Rather, it has been conveyed by innuendo and insinuation, and in a subtle disproportion in the way people respond to them, alternating between vitriol and over-congratulation.”11 As their attorney, Keven Davis, explained: “People talk about how smart and articulate Venus is, as if it’s surprising.”12


But the sisters had already developed their own mechanism for excluding those who would exclude them: they giggled. Around reporters, around other players, around fans, they “seem to take pleasure in showing people within the exclusive sport just what it feels like to be excluded.” It had the effect of putting other people on edge: “I know people think they’re laughing at them,” Oracene said in 1998.13


Whatever the intent, it was the opposite of what most of America—and the sporting world in particular—had come to expect as the norm for dealing with issues of race and racism, which is to say, not deal with it at all. The 1990s were distinguished by the burgeoning ideologies of postracism and postfeminism, which suggested that the goals of the civil rights and feminist movements had been achieved, so why should we worry about all this political correctness? Within this cultural logic, it was unnecessarily inflammatory to bring up issues of race—it was impolite, in poor taste.


But that lie—whose purpose was to allow white people to continue to think they weren’t racist, even when their actions and words indicated otherwise—was one in which the Williams sisters, like their father, refused to participate. They rejected the idea that they should assimilate to the white codes of the tennis world. Instead, they posed the question of their difference over and over again—in every clack of their densely beaded hair, in every powerful serve.


Serena, especially, was conceived as possessing a fearsome strength: the first profile of the pair in The New York Times said she’d been described “as everything from a fireball to a pit bull to a classically muscled natural athlete with a fierce netside manner.”14 In 1998, the St. Paul Pioneer Press reported that Serena “pounded winners so hard that people in the stands were ducking.”15 Their game was, as Serena would recall in 2013, “a power game,” one “that could always grow, one we could always improve . . . We could develop bigger serves, we could develop more speed.”16


Their power and charisma invigorated the world of tennis, but the Williamses rejected the presumed posture of gratitude and humility. Talking about the draw of his daughters, Richard told The New York Times that “I think the people who have helped the [Tennis] Tour to get where it is now, you should want to share some of that with them instead of keeping it all to yourself.”17 In Sports Illustrated, Serena declared that “I’ve never been intimidated by anyone, and unless I’m across the net from someone who’s 10 feet tall and green, I won’t be. On the other hand, because of my size and skills, I can intimidate anyone.”18


The attitude of the Williamses versus the World made them formidable adversaries, but it also made them vulnerable to attack, especially, as Serena’s talent began to equal Venus’s, in terms of match fixing: falling ill and withdrawing from tournaments instead of facing each other. Even though the sisters showed no reticence to play each other (“Venus has no reason to fear me,” Serena said in 1998; “I’ve never feared anybody”), the rumors came to a head in 2001, when Venus withdrew from the Indian Wells tournament in California four minutes before her semifinal match against Serena.19


As the sisters have confirmed in numerous interviews since, the last-minute withdrawal wasn’t meant as a manipulation: Venus was indeed injured; they communicated as much the day before, but no one had announced it until immediately before the match. But the crowd cottoned to the idea of a conspiracy, and booed Serena throughout her match, Venus and Richard as they made their way to their seats, and Serena as she took the podium to accept the trophy for roundly defeating Kim Clijsters. Richard turned to the crowd of fifteen thousand and defiantly shook his fist—a gesture interpreted by some as a black power salute. Amidst the boos, he’d later tell the press that he heard racial epithets—an expression, as he’d tell the press, of what the crowd had been wanting to say for years. “The white people at Indian Wells, what they’ve been wanting to say all along to us finally came out: ‘Nigger, stay away from here, we don’t want you here.’ ”20


In the years since, there’s been debate over whether the use of racial epithets can be substantiated—Venus, for her part, said, “I heard what he heard,” but no one else reported hearing similar insults.21 Still, the incident—which prompted a boycott of Indian Wells that lasted until 2014—became the defining moment of the Williams narrative. More than any single tournament win or loss, it emblematized the resentment, skepticism, and racially infused postures of both the world of tennis and the Williamses within it.


The ability to articulate the racism and exclusion the family had experienced for years seemed to embolden Serena. Over the course of the next two years, she’d rise to be the number-one-ranked women’s tennis player in the world—a feat that included beating her sister in the 2002 Wimbledon finals without dropping a single set, and completing the first of what became known as a “Serena Slam”; that is, winning four Grand Slam titles in a row. Her dominance was complete.


Still, as The Guardian explained, “she is, to many observers, little more than one half of the ‘problematic’ Williams sisters who have ‘taken over’ women’s tennis with their power and their attitude.”22 Foremost among Serena’s “problematic” behaviors: her fashion.


The Williamses had long challenged the traditional dress code of the tennis world: as Vogue editor André Leon Talley remarked, “They burned tennis whites!”23 In the process, they’d become fashion muses: in 1998, the pair appeared in Vogue magazine in Carolina Herrera; at Paris Fashion Week in 1999, an avant-garde designer presented dresses “inspired by the sisters.”24 In 2002, Serena competed at the U.S. Open wearing what others called a “sleek and sexy black leather-look catsuit.” “This is my new design,” she told reporters. “It makes me run faster and jump higher and is really sexy. I love it.”25


The Daily Mirror claimed the “dominatrix-style” outfit was “a shocker for many spectators”; the Ottawa Citizen wrote that “pacemakers went aflutter at every tennis club in town”; a Sunday Telegraph columnist declared that the skintight outfit “only serves to accentuate a superstructure that is already bordering on the digitally enhanced and a rear end that I will attempt to sum up as discreetly as possible by simply referring to it as ‘formidable.’ ”26 All descriptions, in one way or another, for “this makes me feel uncomfortable.”


To spectators accustomed to the pleated skirt and the sleeveless tennis shirt, Serena’s body was “formidable” simply because it refused to cloak itself in the traditional garments of femininity. Instead of hiding the parts of her that distinguished her from her (white) competitors—including her muscular thighs and arms, her hair, her black skin—she accentuated them. And she owned it: as she “paraded” in her outfit, she roundly defeated her opponent, Corina Morariu, 6–2, 6–3. As she told Fader in 2016, wearing the catsuit marked the moment that she truly became comfortable with her sexuality: “I remember wearing that and thinking, ‘Wow, I can’t believe I’m wearing this.’ I was a little nervous before, but afterwards I was totally OK.”27


But it wasn’t just the catsuit that put people on edge. On her left wrist, she wore a $29,000 Harry Winston diamond tennis bracelet—the precise signifier of the sort of tennis bourgeois culture that she had so effectively disrupted. Pairing the catsuit and the tennis bracelet was a political sartorial act. And it infuriated many, including Washington Post fashion critic Robin Givhan, who decried her appearance, a few days earlier, at a Harry Winston press op. “She wore an orange crochet hussy dress modeled after something Wilma Flintstone might choose,” Givhan wrote, describing Serena’s U.S. Open outfit as “the stylistic equivalent of trash talk.”28


Williams’s trashiness is the opposite of the tennis image: to be sexy, to admit you have a body, to wear things that are flashy or sparkly, all of it flies in the face of the traditional tennis ideal, which corresponds with that of upper-class America. To wit: bodies are most beautiful when elegantly draped; wealth should be displayed in objects like the tennis bracelet, but never paired with something as crassly connotative as black leather.


But therein lay the genius: the catsuit may have looked like black leather, but it was a trompe l’oeil, an optical illusion—the suit was actually made of spandex, intended to cling and move with Williams’s body. It was only from the distance of the spectator—in the stands, sitting at home—that it took on the valence of trashiness.


As teens, both Williams sisters took fashion design classes, in part because their father had instilled in them the idea that one day their tennis careers would be over, and they’d need another skill to fall back on. But that interest, manifested on and off the tennis court, was routinely framed as a frivolous distraction. Serena’s outfits, including black sneakers that transformed into boots, a studded sports bra, and a jean jacket, dominated sports pages. She appeared in a white bikini for the Sports Illustrated photo shoot; she wore a minidress, again described as “dominatrix style,” for an appearance on The Tonight Show, where she talked about her newly launched fashion company; she wore a full-length pink gown to the ESPYs, prompting Steve Hummer of The Atlanta Journal-Constitution to comment, “The ESPY Awards do not exactly mass-produce memorable moments, but who will ever forget the outfit worn by Female Athlete of the Year Serena Williams? You haven’t seen that little support since the Michael Dukakis campaign.”29


Put simply, she wasn’t just allowing the world to make her into a sex object but actively asserting herself as one. “The swimsuit photo shoot has been a goal of mine for some time,” she told The Express. “I wanted to do some different pictures . . . I’m setting different standards in fashion, I always try to look trendy and do different things. People are now seeing me in a new light, seeing me for who I really am.”30 She attended the MTV Video Music Awards; she made appearances at club launches; she dated Hollywood film producer Brett Ratner and was photographed “showing off her figure” in a “wild hairstyle” and “striking brown-and-white bikini” with him on the “exclusive island of St. Barts.”31


But the idea of Serena as sexy was divisive: The Mirror, for example, wondered, “Is her unique figure the sexy, athletic look that every woman wants and every man lusts after? Or is it an over-worked masculine turn-off?”32 Such questions, and the dichotomy they presume, point to trenchant assumptions about women’s athletic bodies, and black athletic bodies in particular. Even though women have been participating “in sport” for more than a century, such diversion has always been fraught: a distraction, but not a profession. Women were often encouraged to take up sports without strong male counterparts (field hockey, volleyball) or that demanded little physical exertion (golf). If women’s high school sports programs existed, they were always secondary.


Title IX, passed in 1972, ostensibly righted that imbalance, forcing an equal number of girls’ sporting opportunities for every boys’ one, thereby paving the way for generations of women’s basketball and soccer players. Yet this supposed equality—which coincided with the women’s movement and sexual freedoms facilitated by birth control—amplified anxiety around women in sports, especially the figure of the tomboy, who eschewed the traditional trappings of femininity. If one played “like a boy,” she’d never get a husband—or, even more dangerous, perhaps start to ask for the same privileges as men in other areas outside of sport, and never even need a husband.


Hence, the policing of the female athlete, who faces the daunting task of maintaining a body strong enough to excel at her sport of choice but contained enough so as not to incite fear about transcending her given place in the world. Jane Fonda helped popularize the lean, athletic body over the course of the eighties and nineties, and the rise of Pilates and yoga over the past twenty years has ushered in a new standard for the “ideal” feminine body: skinny but toned. A flat stomach, defined calves, nicely toned triceps. Muscular, but not too muscular; strong, but still undeniably feminine, lest it lose its attractiveness—the thing that women are taught to value most in the world, even above athletic dominance.


This ideal was, in many ways, encapsulated in the body of the tennis player: female tennis players weren’t generally tall, and thus a threat to men’s virility, like basketball players; they weren’t better than their male counterparts, like the U.S. Women’s Soccer Team. Tennis players were strong, but their uniforms made them look like ladies able to transition from the court straight to afternoon tea—even Martina Navratilova, one of the first athletes to come out as queer, had a markedly feminine style throughout the 1980s. Like so many women of the time, she often wore short-sleeve T-shirts that concealed the muscles she’d developed as a result of her powerful serve. Femininity cloaked power and strength, made it more palatable, less threatening.


Serena’s body explodes those parameters—which is part of why it’s been called “masculine,” its capacity for beauty or sexual attraction called into question by men and women alike. In some ways, Williams has courted the comparisons: from the beginning, she wanted to play men, be considered as powerful as a man, be judged against men. In 1998, she walked around the Australian Open toting a page torn from the press guide featuring a German player named Karsten Braasch, ranked 226th in the world, whom she’d talked into playing a match, vowing that she was going to “take him out.”


Later that year, Serena distributed a flyer, featuring a picture of her mid-stroke and the caption ANYONE. ANYTIME. ANYWHERE. In 1999, she asked the men’s tour for a wild card: “Women’s tennis is boring,” she supposedly said. “I can beat the men.”33 And while she was likened to Michael Jordan—“The smile, the confidence, the way she carried herself—she plays like she knows she belongs”—her desire to play against men was treated as folly. “She is very masculine and very strong,” Boris Becker said. “But if you compare her game to the likes of Pete Sampras or Andre Agassi in all honesty you are talking about two different sports.”34
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