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Serena Williams vs Brett Kavanaugh



Early in September, Melbourne’s Herald Sunpublished a cartoon depicting Serena Williams as an angry Black woman having a temper tantrum, curly hair piled on top of a large, inhuman head and a pacifier at her feet. In the background, the umpire of the tennis match turns to Williams’ white opponent --though her actual opponent was Naomi Osaka, a Japanese-Haitian --and pleads with her to just let Serena win. Cartoonist Mark Knight drew this caricature following the 2018 US Open tournament, in which Williams racked up penalties that eventually cost her the game.

After the match, Williams went public with her experience, arguing that her offenses --a hand signal from her coach, smashing her racket on the court, and arguing with the umpire --by no means elicited such severe punishment by the game’s officials. In fact, many men in the game had done what she had and worse without receiving such punishment. This was but one instance of unfair and unequal treatment Williams has experienced in her career, but this time, it cost her the most important game of the year. Many have made the compelling case that Williams is subject to such scrutiny because she is a Black woman. When the cartoon was run and quickly rocketed to international attention, it proved her point: Black women are not allowed to feel anger. Not before being labeled unhinged, sassy, hormonal, crazy, abrasive --anything but rightfully angry.

In public imagination, Black women’s emotions are ridiculed -- even as responses to the injustices they are subject to daily. White men, in contrast, get to feel -- sometimes aggressively and violently -- without critique or interrogation. Even figures like newly-appointed Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh display this white male ideal. A picture of Kavanaugh taken during his September confirmation hearing showed an angry man: his face pulled and twisted in uncomfortable knots, eyes and skin reddening, mouth drawn up in a snarl. The photo, like the Williams cartoon, has gone viral. This clear lack of professional character it depicts is the face of America’s new Supreme Court justice.

There were many people, however, that argued in defense of the allegation, recognizing Kavanaugh’s behaviour lacked judicial temperament. However, Kavanaugh’s outburst of emotion also gained many sympathisers. America has unfailingly coddled privileged white men like Kavanaugh even in the face of a credible rape allegations. Kavanaugh’s eventual appointment to the America’s highest court displays the lengths to which America will accomodate, put simply, excessive white male anger and angst. These are efforts the nation would never extend to a Black woman. The debate over his innocence, glossing over his ridiculous behavior in a court of law, shows that white male emotion is not even a topic of discussion, let alone ridicule, as it is for a Black woman in the public eye.

White men are allowed to express their feelings. White men are allowed to get angry.


Kavanaugh was allowed to feel and express anger. White men are allowed to express their feelings. White men are allowed to get angry.

Both Kavanaugh and Williams had reasons for their anger, explanations for the images. Kavanaugh said the credible allegations of rape offended him. They were painful for himto hear. His family was hurt, his reputation smeared. So Kavanaugh’s unprofessional response was written off as a reasonable reaction to an unfair system. The pictures of him were described as an unfair caricature of a man in pain. Williams, on the other hand, said she was a victim of sexism. She provided evidence in her defense --where Kavanaugh could not --and demanded a change in the system so that what happened to her would never happen again. But her response was seen as unprofessional and unnecessary. The drawing of her was viewed as an accurate portrayal of just another irrational Black woman.

Kavanaugh is used to getting what he wants. Williams is used to fighting for what she wants. American culture is generous with its stereotypes: unless it is continuously fought against, races and genders have rigid, usually harmful, definitions. White men are honest, brave, and valiant; black women are liars, erratic, emotional, and lazy. Both Kavanaugh and Williams --whether willingly or not --attempted to break those stereotypes. But they were trapped by them. Williams is the most astounding athlete of our generation and is still reduced to an emotional Black woman. Kavanaugh was accused of rape and is still the brave family man.

American culture is generous with its stereotypes... races and genders have rigid, usually harmful, definitions.



Validation is a constant debate in America: who deserves to be heard, who deserves to be seen, felt, understood, who gets written off. In this instance, like many others, these questions and the reality of racism collide. Kavanaugh would never be caractured in the same way as Williams because his anger means something. Hers, to America, does not mean anything. The emotions we choose to listen to, defend, advocate for, are so deeply woven in racial and gender stereotypes. America ignores voices and amplifies others. These two images, a cartoon and a photograph, are but reflections of that fact.

written by Natachi Onwuamaegbu

illustrations by Clara Spars
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