
Serena Williams did not simply become the best player of her generation. She changed 
what power looked like, who could possess it, and how long a woman could remain 
athletically dominant. Tennis had already produced extraordinary Black champions, 
including Althea Gibson, Arthur Ashe, Zina Garrison, and Serena’s own sister Venus, but 
Serena entered a sport whose traditions, institutions, audiences, and ideas about 
femininity were still largely shaped by white privilege. She did not soften herself to make 
that world comfortable. Her serve, body, clothing, celebrations, anger, ambition, faith, 
family, and confidence all entered the court with her. By the time the sport fully 
understood what she represented, it had already been permanently reorganized around 
her presence. 

Serena Jameka Williams was born on September 26, 1981, in Saginaw, Michigan. She 
was the youngest daughter of Richard Williams and Oracene Price and grew up primarily 
in Compton, California, with Venus and their older sisters Yetunde, Isha, and Lyndrea. 
Richard is usually presented as the architect of the family’s tennis plan, but Oracene’s 
importance must not be reduced to motherhood or emotional support. She learned the 
game, coached the girls, supported the household, managed family responsibilities, and 
provided a calmer teaching presence that balanced Richard’s intensity. The development 
of Serena and Venus was a family operation rather than the work of one unusually 
determined father. Richard supplied vision and public defiance, while Oracene 
contributed technical instruction, discipline, protection, and steadiness. 

Richard reportedly became interested in tennis after seeing how much prize money 
professional players could earn. He studied the game, wrote a detailed development plan, 
and decided that tennis could create a different future for his daughters. That story can 
sound like a father manufacturing children for profit, but the reality was more 
complicated. Richard understood that Black children needed strategy because talent 
alone would not make elite tennis institutions welcome them. He planned training, 
education, media exposure, tournament participation, and family control because he did 
not trust the conventional tennis system to protect his daughters. Some of his methods 
were controversial and controlling, but many decisions that outsiders called strange later 
appeared remarkably protective. He was not merely preparing forehands and backhands; 
he was preparing two Black girls to enter spaces where their ability would be admired, 
doubted, exploited, and resented at the same time. 

The public courts of Compton became the family’s training ground. The courts were 
cracked and sometimes surrounded by neighborhood violence, but descriptions of 
Serena’s childhood should not turn Compton into a dramatic prop. Compton was also a 
Black and Latino community containing families, workers, churches, schools, coaches, 
friendships, discipline, and aspiration. Richard reportedly used the difficult surroundings 
to teach concentration, but Serena’s greatness did not come from bullets somehow 
making her tougher. It came from instruction, repetition, physical gifts, sibling 
competition, parental sacrifice, and an unusual ability to learn. Hardship can obstruct 



development as easily as it can inspire it. Serena succeeded from Compton, not because 
every child in Compton receives a fair opportunity to convert danger into greatness. 

Serena and Venus practiced before school and again afterward. Their father placed signs 
around the court containing written instructions, used old tennis balls, recorded 
practices, and emphasized preparation beyond merely striking the ball. The sisters 
learned to ignore noise, maintain focus, and expect themselves to succeed against 
players with more money and institutional support. Richard also limited junior 
competition because he believed the girls needed education, technical development, and 
emotional protection more than a national childhood ranking. This was unusual in a sport 
where young players often travel constantly and organize their identities around 
tournament results. By reducing the number of junior events, the family prevented the 
tennis establishment from controlling the sisters too early. The decision also allowed 
mystery to develop around their ability. 

When Serena was still a child, the family moved to Florida so she and Venus could work 
with respected coach Rick Macci. Macci recognized their athletic potential and helped 
refine technique, footwork, strategy, and the demands of professional competition. 
Richard remained heavily involved and did not surrender final authority simply because a 
well-known coach entered the picture. Eventually, he pulled the sisters away from the 
standard academy path and continued controlling their development privately. Critics 
believed they needed more conventional competition, but Richard feared burnout and 
wanted them to become complete people rather than exhausted child professionals. 
Tennis history is filled with gifted teenagers whose bodies or emotions were consumed 
before adulthood. Serena’s longevity suggests that delaying some of that pressure was 
not foolish. 

Serena became a professional in 1995 at fourteen, losing her first qualifying match in 
Quebec. That beginning is valuable because greatness often looks unimpressive before 
it becomes organized. She did not step into professional tennis and immediately 
dominate experienced women. She needed to mature physically, learn match 
management, improve consistency, and adjust to players who could expose undeveloped 
parts of her game. Her first major breakthrough arrived in Chicago in 1997, when she 
defeated highly ranked players Mary Pierce and Monica Seles before losing to Lindsay 
Davenport in the semifinals. Those victories showed that Serena’s potential was no 
longer a family prediction. She could already defeat champions with established 
professional careers. 

Venus reached a major final first, advancing to the 1997 US Open championship match. 
This created a public expectation that Venus would become the family’s primary 
champion while Serena remained the younger sister following her path. Venus was taller, 
reached the tour earlier, and initially appeared to possess the more obviously disruptive 
game. Yet Serena’s competitive nature did not allow her to accept a permanent 
supporting role. She studied what Venus experienced, benefited from the barriers Venus 
encountered first, and developed a game with fewer technical weaknesses. Venus 



opened the door, but Serena did not simply walk behind her. She widened the entrance 
until the sport had to accommodate both of them. 

Serena’s first major titles came in mixed doubles at Wimbledon and the US Open in 1998 
with Max Mirnyi. Those championships are sometimes ignored because singles receives 
greater attention, but doubles helped refine Serena’s return, net instincts, reactions, 
positioning, and understanding of shared court geometry. In 1999, she won her first 
tour-level singles title in Paris. Later that year, she arrived at the US Open as a 
seventeen-year-old capable of overpowering opponents while still playing with the 
freedom of someone not yet carrying history. She defeated major champions Kim 
Clijsters, Conchita Martínez, Monica Seles, Lindsay Davenport, and Martina Hingis during 
the tournament. By defeating Hingis in the final, Serena became the first Black woman 
since Althea Gibson in 1958 to win a major singles championship. 

That 1999 US Open victory announced something larger than a promising career. Hingis 
represented anticipation, geometry, touch, and early recognition of where a point was 
moving. Serena possessed those mental qualities too, but she combined them with a 
level of explosive power that could take time away from even the best reader of the game. 
Her victory demonstrated that women’s tennis was entering a new physical and strategic 
period. A player would need more than consistency or clever placement to survive 
against Serena. Opponents needed to defend against a serve that could decide the point 
immediately, then withstand groundstrokes capable of turning defense into attack. She 
forced the rest of the tour to become stronger, faster, and more aggressive. 

The relationship between Serena and Venus is one of the most unusual in sports history. 
They were sisters, training partners, doubles partners, roommates during parts of their 
careers, protectors, rivals, and the only people who completely understood the family 
journey from Compton to the largest courts in tennis. They met thirty-one times in 
professional singles, with Serena eventually leading nineteen victories to twelve. Serena 
won seven of their nine major singles finals, including four consecutive Grand Slam 
finals from the 2002 French Open through the 2003 Australian Open. Those numbers 
show Serena’s superiority in their direct rivalry, but they do not measure what competing 
against a sister required emotionally. Every victory advanced one sister while publicly 
hurting the other. 

Their early matches were frequently treated with suspicion. Some commentators claimed 
Richard determined results in advance or that the sisters did not compete honestly, even 
though those accusations were never proven. The public seemed unable to understand 
how two Black sisters could remain close while competing for the same championships. 
If they showed emotion, people could describe the family as unstable; if they appeared 
restrained, people suspected that the result had been arranged. Their matches 
sometimes lacked the outward hostility seen in other rivalries because neither sister 
needed to manufacture hatred to compete. Serena wanted to win, but she did not need 
Venus to become an enemy. Their relationship demonstrated that competition can be real 
without requiring the destruction of love. 



The 2001 tournament at Indian Wells became one of the most painful episodes of 
Serena’s career. Venus withdrew shortly before their scheduled semifinal because of 
injury, and the late announcement intensified existing rumors that the family controlled 
their matches. When Serena played Kim Clijsters in the final, sections of the crowd 
booed her, directed hostility toward her family, and, according to the Williams family, 
used racist language. Serena was nineteen years old and still won the match, but victory 
did not make the experience harmless. She and Venus stayed away from Indian Wells for 
more than a decade. Serena later described feeling unwelcome, isolated, and afraid 
inside a sport she loved. 

The Indian Wells boycott was not oversensitivity. A professional tournament has an 
obligation to create a reasonably safe environment, and Serena did not believe the 
institution or crowd had protected her family. She returned in 2015 after writing publicly 
about forgiveness and the possibility of creating a different ending. Returning did not 
mean the original event had become acceptable or that she had forgotten what 
happened. It meant she chose not to let the location remain permanently controlled by 
the worst experience attached to it. The reception she received in 2015 was emotional 
and largely supportive. Her return showed that forgiveness can be an act of personal 
authority rather than permission for others to deny the injury. 

Serena’s first sustained period of complete dominance began in 2002. She won the 
French Open, Wimbledon, and the US Open, defeating Venus in all three finals. She then 
beat Venus in the 2003 Australian Open final, giving Serena four consecutive major 
singles championships. This became known as the “Serena Slam” because she held all 
four major titles simultaneously, although she did not win them within one calendar year. 
She also became world number one for the first time in July 2002. At twenty, she had 
transformed from Venus’s younger sister into the central force in women’s tennis. 

Her serve became the foundation of that dominance. Serena’s serve was extremely 
powerful, but speed alone does not explain why many experts consider it the greatest 
serve in women’s tennis history. Her ball toss remained similar whether she intended to 
serve wide, into the body, or down the center, making direction difficult to read. Leg 
drive, hip and shoulder rotation, a loose arm, upward extension, and forearm pronation 
transferred energy through a connected motion. She could strike aces without aiming 
recklessly close to the lines because her targets were precise. Most importantly, the 
serve remained available under pressure, when technical movements often tighten and 
become unreliable. 

The first serve could end a point immediately, but the second serve may reveal even 
more about her confidence. A weak second serve allows the returner to attack before the 
rally begins. Serena often hit her second serve with enough spin, depth, and pace to 
prevent opponents from becoming comfortable. She accepted the possibility of double 
faults because an overly cautious second serve would surrender control. When facing 
break point, she could select an aggressive target and trust the motion rather than 
merely pushing the ball into play. This made opponents feel that earning an opportunity 



against her serve did not guarantee they would receive a playable ball. Pressure moved 
from Serena’s side of the net back onto the returner. 

Her return of serve was nearly as important. Serena stood close enough to take time 
away from servers and used a short, explosive swing to redirect pace. She did not need a 
large backswing because the incoming serve already supplied energy. Her return could 
land deep through the center, sharply crosscourt, or directly at the server’s feet. A strong 
return immediately placed the server on defense during the point that was supposed to 
begin under the server’s control. Against weaker second serves, Serena often stepped 
forward and treated the ball like an invitation. Players knew that protecting serve against 
her required quality from the opening point of every game. 

Her groundstrokes combined force with early timing. Serena’s two-handed backhand was 
compact, stable, and capable of changing direction without obvious preparation. Her 
forehand could produce heavier power and sharper angles, although it could also 
become less reliable when her footwork or timing deteriorated. She frequently used an 
open stance, allowing her to load the outside leg and recover quickly without turning 
through a traditional closed position. Her ability to strike powerfully while moving made 
defensive balls dangerous. An opponent could place Serena outside the court and still 
receive a winner in response. She reduced the difference between defensive and 
offensive positions. 

Serena is sometimes described as though she won through strength alone. That 
interpretation ignores her anticipation, shot selection, emotional reading of matches, and 
ability to identify what an opponent feared. She learned when to attack immediately and 
when to extend a rally until the opponent became uncomfortable. She could repeat a 
pattern until the opponent adjusted, then attack the space created by that adjustment. 
Her serve disguised intention, and her groundstrokes could change direction late. As she 
aged and movement became more difficult, she shortened points more deliberately and 
relied increasingly on placement. Power was the visible weapon, but decision-making 
determined where the power went. 

Her movement deserves similar correction. She was not always the lightest-looking 
mover, and injuries sometimes affected her preparation and recovery steps. At her best, 
however, Serena possessed explosive first movement, exceptional balance, and the 
strength to stop and reverse direction. Her reach and ability to hit from open positions 
allowed her to defend space differently from smaller players. She could slide on clay, 
adjust on grass, and absorb the pounding of hard courts. Her body did not move 
according to tennis’s older ideal of thin, apparently effortless femininity. It moved 
according to the demands of winning. 

The 2003 season was interrupted by a knee injury that required surgery, beginning a 
difficult period in which Serena’s ranking and consistency declined. She won the 2005 
Australian Open, demonstrating that her championship ability remained, but injuries, 
depression, grief, and outside interests affected the following seasons. The murder of 



her eldest sister Yetunde Price in 2003 caused a family wound far beyond tennis. Yetunde 
was killed in a shooting in Compton, leaving children and a grieving family behind. 
Serena later spoke about depression and the difficulty of rediscovering direction. Public 
criticism often interpreted her physical condition or fashion interests as evidence that 
she no longer cared, without understanding everything occurring away from the court. 

Serena studied fashion and developed interests beyond tennis, which some observers 
treated as a lack of athletic commitment. Male athletes have often been praised for 
becoming businessmen while still playing, yet Serena’s interest in design was used to 
question whether she remained serious. That reaction revealed how narrowly the public 
defined an acceptable female champion. She was expected to train, win, and remain 
grateful rather than develop another part of herself. Fashion did not prevent her from 
returning to dominance. It eventually became another area through which she controlled 
presentation, built businesses, and challenged the sport’s ideas about what belonged on 
a tennis court. 

The 2007 Australian Open became one of her clearest statements of recovery. Serena 
entered ranked eighty-first in the world and was unseeded, meaning the tournament 
structure did not protect her from facing highly ranked opponents early. Commentators 
questioned her fitness and whether she could still compete with the best players. She 
moved through the draw and defeated Maria Sharapova 6–1, 6–2 in the final. The match 
was not close because Serena attacked Sharapova’s serve, controlled the center of the 
court, and refused to allow rhythm to develop. Her ranking described recent results, but 
it did not describe the competitive force standing across the net. 

By 2008, Serena had won the US Open again and returned to number one. She and Venus 
also won Olympic doubles gold in Beijing, repeating their 2000 Sydney achievement. 
Serena added Australian Open and Wimbledon singles titles in 2009, then defended both 
titles in 2010. Her second period of dominance differed from the first because she was no 
longer the young athlete overwhelming a surprised tour. Opponents had spent years 
building games in response to her, and she still remained ahead. Her ability to regain the 
top position after injury became one of the patterns that separated her from champions 
whose careers contained only one uninterrupted peak. 

Her career also included moments when legitimate frustration became unacceptable 
conduct. During the 2009 US Open semifinal against Kim Clijsters, a line judge called a 
foot fault on Serena at a critical stage. Serena reacted by angrily confronting and 
threatening the official, receiving a penalty that ended the match because she was 
already at match point. She was fined and placed under a probationary period at major 
tournaments. The timing of the foot-fault call could be debated, but threatening an official 
was wrong. Recognizing racial and gender double standards does not require pretending 
that every response Serena made was justified. 

In the 2011 US Open final against Samantha Stosur, Serena shouted encouragement to 
herself before Stosur had a chance to play the ball. The chair umpire correctly applied 



the hindrance rule and awarded the point to Stosur. Serena then argued intensely with 
the umpire and connected the decision to previous experiences at the tournament. The 
history behind her mistrust was real, but that did not make the hindrance call imaginary. 
Stosur played an excellent match and won the championship. Serena’s legacy becomes 
more human and more useful when it includes occasions in which her competitive 
intensity crossed into conduct she later needed to examine. 

Before that final, Serena had survived a genuine medical crisis. After winning Wimbledon 
in 2010, she cut her foot on broken glass at a restaurant and required surgery. During her 
recovery, she developed blood clots in her lungs, known as pulmonary emboli, and later 
experienced complications involving bleeding. A pulmonary embolism can block blood 
flow through the lungs and become fatal. Serena’s absence was therefore not simply an 
athletic injury or loss of motivation. Her body had moved from elite condition into a 
medical emergency that made ordinary breathing and survival more important than 
rankings. 

She returned to the tour in 2011, but her most complete resurgence began after the 2012 
French Open, where she suffered the first opening-round major loss of her career. She 
began working with coach Patrick Mouratoglou, whose analytical approach helped 
refresh her movement, preparation, and strategic discipline. Serena then won 
Wimbledon, Olympic singles gold, Olympic doubles gold with Venus, the US Open, and 
the season-ending WTA Finals. At the London Olympics, she defeated Maria Sharapova 
6–0, 6–1 in the gold-medal match. The singles victory completed Serena’s Career Golden 
Slam, meaning she had won all four major singles tournaments and Olympic singles gold 
across her career. Because she also achieved the equivalent collection in doubles, 
Serena remains the only player to complete a Career Golden Slam in both singles and 
doubles. 

The 2013 season may have been Serena’s finest complete year. She finished with a 78–4 
match record, won eleven titles, and earned championships on hard courts, clay, and 
indoor surfaces. She won the French Open for the first time since 2002, proving that clay 
was not a permanent weakness, then captured the US Open and WTA Finals. Her 
clay-court improvement reflected patience, movement, heavier spin, and willingness to 
construct points rather than force immediate winners. At thirty-one and thirty-two, she 
was not surviving on reputation. She was producing one of the greatest seasons in the 
history of women’s tennis. 

Her rivalry with Maria Sharapova became statistically overwhelming. Sharapova defeated 
Serena in the 2004 Wimbledon final and again at the 2004 WTA Championships, but 
Serena eventually built a 20–2 career advantage and won their final nineteen meetings. 
Sharapova possessed a powerful return, fierce competitiveness, and five major singles 
titles, yet Serena repeatedly attacked her movement and serve. The rivalry remained 
commercially important because both women were global stars, but the results did not 
remain competitive. Serena’s more varied serve and superior defensive ability gave her 



options Sharapova could not consistently answer. Their personal tension attracted 
attention, but the tennis explanation was clearer than the surrounding drama. 

Other opponents challenged Serena in different ways. Justine Henin used movement, 
touch, disguise, a one-handed backhand, and clay-court intelligence to create one of 
Serena’s most difficult rivalries. Jennifer Capriati could absorb pace and remain 
physically present in long battles, while Martina Hingis attempted to redirect Serena’s 
force through anticipation. Kim Clijsters defended exceptionally and turned defense into 
controlled attack. Victoria Azarenka could match Serena’s intensity from the baseline and 
pressure her second serve, particularly on hard courts. Later champions such as 
Angelique Kerber, Simona Halep, Naomi Osaka, and Bianca Andreescu confronted an 
older Serena with different combinations of defense, redirection, calmness, and 
counterpunching. Serena’s longevity can be seen in the fact that she competed against 
several tennis generations rather than dominating one fixed group. 

In 2014, Serena won the US Open and ended the year strongly after uneven results at the 
earlier majors. She then won the 2015 Australian Open, French Open, and Wimbledon, 
holding all four major titles simultaneously for a second Serena Slam. Several of those 
championships required recovery from illness, poor starts, or opponents who moved 
ahead before Serena found her level. By the 2015 US Open, she was two victories away 
from completing the first calendar-year Grand Slam in women’s singles since Steffi Graf 
in 1988. Roberta Vinci defeated her in the semifinal by changing pace, using slice, 
attacking the net, and refusing to be overwhelmed by the occasion. Serena’s loss 
showed that historical pressure could tighten even the greatest competitor. 

The defeat to Vinci is sometimes treated as a collapse, but that interpretation ignores 
what Serena had already accomplished. She entered the match carrying not only 
personal ambition but weeks of global expectation about history, race, age, and 
greatness. Every opponent could play freely because defeating Serena would become 
the greatest victory of that opponent’s career. Serena had to defeat the player and the 
accumulated meaning placed upon each point. Vinci recognized the tension and used 
variety to prevent Serena from settling into forceful patterns. The calendar Grand Slam 
disappeared, but Serena still held all four major titles during the year and completed the 
second four-major sequence of her career. 

Serena tied Steffi Graf’s Open Era record of twenty-two major singles titles by winning 
Wimbledon in 2016. At the 2017 Australian Open, she defeated Venus in the final and won 
her twenty-third major singles championship. She was approximately eight weeks 
pregnant at the time, though the public did not know during the tournament. Winning 
while pregnant should not be reduced to a motivational slogan because early pregnancy 
affects people differently. It does, however, reveal the level of preparation, composure, 
and physical capability she maintained while her body had already entered a new 
process. At thirty-five, she became the oldest woman in the Open Era to win a major 
singles title. 



Serena’s twenty-three major singles titles are the most won by a woman during the Open 
Era, which began in 1968 when professionals were allowed to compete with amateurs in 
the major tournaments. Margaret Court’s all-time total of twenty-four includes titles won 
before and after that transition. Court also won many Australian championships during a 
period when travel distance and smaller fields sometimes reduced international 
participation. This does not mean Court’s titles should be erased, but it explains why 
comparing totals across eras is not mathematically simple. Steffi Graf won twenty-two 
majors and completed a calendar-year Golden Slam in 1988, while Martina Navratilova 
and Chris Evert produced other forms of sustained dominance. Serena’s case as the 
greatest rests on the combination of twenty-three majors, four Olympic gold medals, 
dominance across surfaces, two Serena Slams, longevity, competition across 
generations, doubles greatness, and the conditions she transformed. 

Her complete major singles collection includes seven Australian Opens, three French 
Opens, seven Wimbledons, and six US Opens. The lower French Open total reflects how 
clay reduces the immediate value of a serve, slows the ball, demands patient sliding 
movement, and gives defenders more time. Even so, winning Roland Garros three times 
demonstrates genuine clay-court excellence. Seven Wimbledon titles reveal how 
effectively her serve, return, first-strike power, and grass-court movement worked on a 
faster, lower-bouncing surface. Seven Australian titles and six US Open titles show her 
command of hard courts across different speeds and conditions. She did not need one 
tournament or one surface to construct greatness. 

Serena spent 319 weeks ranked world number one and held the position for 186 
consecutive weeks, tying Graf’s record for the longest uninterrupted run. She finished 
five seasons as the year-end number one and won seventy-three tour-level singles titles. 
Her major championships were spread from 1999 through 2017, an eighteen-year span 
that required her to rebuild her game and body several times. She also won five WTA 
Finals titles and a record twenty-three championships at the tour’s highest level below 
the majors, now called WTA 1000 events. Her professional prize money has approached 
$95 million, the highest total in women’s tennis history. Those numbers explain scale, but 
they do not show the medical emergencies, grief, public hostility, and technical 
adjustment hidden inside them. 

After the 2017 Australian Open, Serena stepped away from competition for pregnancy. 
Her daughter, Alexis Olympia Ohanian Jr., was born on September 1, 2017, through an 
emergency cesarean section after the baby’s heart rate fell during labor. Soon afterward, 
Serena experienced shortness of breath and believed she was developing another 
pulmonary embolism because she knew the symptoms from her earlier medical history. 
She requested specific evaluation and treatment, but her concern was not taken 
seriously immediately. Imaging eventually confirmed blood clots in her lungs. Treatment 
then contributed to additional complications, including bleeding and an abdominal 
hematoma, and she required further procedures and weeks of recovery. 



Her childbirth experience became part of the national conversation about Black maternal 
health. Wealth, fame, physical fitness, and access to excellent medical care had not 
guaranteed that Serena’s knowledge of her own body would receive an immediate 
response. Black women in the United States experience disproportionately high rates of 
severe pregnancy complications and maternal death, even when income and education 
are considered. Serena survived partly because she recognized the symptoms and 
continued advocating for herself. Her story should not teach that every patient must 
arrive with expert medical knowledge before being believed. It should teach healthcare 
professionals to listen carefully, especially when a patient reports a known history 
connected to a potentially fatal condition. 

Serena married technology entrepreneur Alexis Ohanian in November 2017. Their 
marriage placed two people with substantial public careers inside a partnership also 
involving parenting, travel, business, and media attention. Ohanian has publicly 
supported investment in women’s sports and has often described Serena’s experience as 
changing his understanding of athletic and economic inequality. Their second daughter, 
Adira River Ohanian, was born in 2023. Serena has spoken about motherhood as a 
central part of her identity, but motherhood did not erase her ambition or need for work. 
Her life demonstrates that love for children and desire for professional achievement can 
exist together, even when time and biology force difficult choices. 

When Serena returned in 2018, people expected her to resume winning as though 
childbirth had been a short injury break. She was rebuilding abdominal strength after 
surgery, managing the danger of blood clots, nursing, caring for an infant, and returning 
to a sport requiring repeated sprinting, rotation, balance, and explosive serving. Her 
black Nike catsuit at the French Open was designed partly with circulation and clot 
prevention in mind, while also making her feel powerful. The French Tennis Federation 
later announced a stricter dress policy and stated that similar clothing would not be 
accepted in the future. The response produced understandable criticism because the 
outfit served a medical purpose and because tennis institutions had long attempted to 
regulate women’s bodies. Serena responded without surrendering her relationship with 
fashion, later competing at the US Open in a tutu-inspired design created with Virgil 
Abloh. 

She reached the 2018 Wimbledon final only months after returning and lost to Angelique 
Kerber. Reaching that final was extraordinary, although the public discussion 
immediately moved toward whether Serena could equal Court’s twenty-four majors. At 
the US Open, she advanced to another final, this time against twenty-year-old Naomi 
Osaka. Osaka played with exceptional calmness, absorbed Serena’s pace, served 
effectively, and won the first set 6–2. What followed became one of the most disputed 
events of Serena’s career. Any honest account must protect Osaka’s accomplishment 
while also examining the officiating controversy. 

Chair umpire Carlos Ramos issued Serena a coaching warning after Patrick Mouratoglou 
made gestures from the player’s box. Mouratoglou later acknowledged that he was 



coaching, though Serena maintained that she did not see the signal and had not cheated. 
Serena then smashed her racket, which produced a point penalty because it was the 
second code violation. During the continuing dispute, she called Ramos a liar and a thief, 
and he assessed verbal abuse as the third violation, requiring a game penalty. Under the 
escalating penalty system, the sequence was permitted by the rules. Osaka maintained 
her concentration and completed a 6–2, 6–4 victory. 

The controversy cannot be reduced to either “Serena was completely innocent” or 
“Serena invented discrimination because she was losing.” Serena violated the 
racket-abuse rule and continued an argument in a manner that placed the match at risk. 
Ramos applied the formal progression of penalties, but many players and observers also 
noted that male players had directed stronger language at officials without receiving a 
game penalty in similarly important moments. Serena’s history as a Black woman 
affected how her anger was perceived, while her real misconduct affected what the 
umpire was authorized to do. Both truths can exist. Osaka deserved a final centered on 
her victory, and Serena deserved a broader conversation about inconsistent enforcement 
and gendered expectations. 

The trophy ceremony became painful as parts of the crowd booed while Osaka cried. 
Serena placed an arm around Osaka and asked the audience to stop, reminding them 
that the new champion had played an excellent match. That action did not undo the 
turmoil, but it showed Serena recognizing that her dispute had overtaken another young 
woman’s achievement. Osaka had grown up admiring Serena and became the first 
Japanese player to win a major singles title. The image of a Black American champion 
comforting a Haitian-Japanese champion represented the global world Serena had 
helped create. The match marked defeat, controversy, generational change, and influence 
occurring simultaneously. 

Serena reached two more major singles finals in 2019, losing Wimbledon to Simona 
Halep and the US Open to Bianca Andreescu. Halep played an almost flawless defensive 
and counterattacking match, while Andreescu absorbed the New York crowd and 
responded to Serena’s late surge with unusual composure. These losses were frequently 
narrated as Serena failing to win number twenty-four. That framing undervalued what it 
meant for a woman in her late thirties to reach four major finals after a life-threatening 
childbirth. Her older body could still produce championship-level tennis, but maintaining 
peak movement through seven matches had become more difficult. The record chase 
turned remarkable achievement into apparent insufficiency. 

In 2020, Serena won the Auckland title, her first singles championship as a mother. The 
COVID-19 pandemic then interrupted the tour and changed training, travel, and 
tournament conditions. She reached the 2020 US Open semifinal and the 2021 Australian 
Open semifinal but could not return to a major final. At Wimbledon in 2021, she slipped 
on the grass and retired from her opening match in tears. The injury removed her from 
competition for nearly a year. By this stage, each return required months of preparation 
for a body carrying decades of professional movement. 



Serena returned at Wimbledon in 2022 and lost a long first-round match to Harmony Tan. 
Later that summer, she wrote that she was “evolving away” from tennis rather than using 
the word retirement. The language mattered because she did not want womanhood to be 
described as a simple choice between ambition and family. She explained that a male 
athlete might expand his family without being required to leave the sport in the same 
physical way. At the US Open, she defeated Danka Kovinić and world number two Anett 
Kontaveit before losing to Ajla Tomljanović in the third round. The final game lasted 
through repeated match points, with Serena refusing to release the match easily. 

That appeared to close her professional career, but Serena’s relationship with 
competition remained unfinished. In June 2026, at forty-four, she returned after nearly 
four years away, first playing doubles at Queen’s Club with Canadian teenager Victoria 
Mboko. They defeated the third-seeded team in straight sets before Mboko’s injury ended 
their run. Serena then played doubles in Berlin and accepted a singles wild card into 
Wimbledon. She lost a competitive three-set first-round match to Australian Maya Joint 
and injured her right knee, which forced her to withdraw from the planned Wimbledon 
doubles reunion with Venus. As of August 10, 2026, Serena and Venus have accepted a 
doubles wild card for the Cincinnati Open, meaning Serena’s return remains active rather 
than merely ceremonial. 

The 2026 return changes the ending of Serena’s biography. The 2022 US Open is no 
longer her final professional appearance, and “evolving away” now appears more 
accurate than retirement. At forty-four, she is not expected to reproduce the recovery, 
movement, or schedule of her physical prime. The meaning of the return lies partly in 
reclaiming the right to compete without promising domination. Great athletes are often 
permitted to remain visible only while winning, as though diminished physical capacity 
erases expertise or belonging. Serena’s return challenges the idea that a legend must 
protect her image by never risking an ordinary loss. 

Her doubles career would already place her among the sport’s major champions without 
any singles titles. Serena and Venus won fourteen Grand Slam women’s doubles 
championships and never lost a major doubles final, finishing 14–0 in those 
championship matches. They won four Australian Opens, two French Opens, six 
Wimbledons, and two US Opens together. They also captured Olympic doubles gold in 
2000, 2008, and 2012. Serena added Olympic singles gold in 2012, giving her four 
Olympic gold medals. Her thirty-nine total major titles consist of twenty-three singles, 
fourteen women’s doubles, and two mixed doubles championships. 

The sisters’ doubles success came from more than placing two powerful singles players 
on the same side. Venus’s reach, movement, serve, and net coverage complemented 
Serena’s return, reflexes, angles, and ability to dominate the middle of the court. Their 
familiarity allowed them to communicate through positioning and instinct rather than 
constant discussion. Opponents had fewer safe serving targets because either sister 
could punish a weak delivery. At the net, their wingspans and speed made passing 



difficult. Their undefeated major-final record demonstrates how effectively their shared 
history became tactical trust. 

Serena’s body became a public argument throughout her career. Commentators 
described her as unusually muscular, masculine, overweight, intimidating, or physically 
unfair, often using language that revealed discomfort with a powerful Black female body. 
Her curves and muscles were sexualized while also being treated as violations of 
conventional femininity. When she was leaner, people examined the change; when she 
was heavier, people questioned her commitment. This scrutiny was not applied equally to 
every athlete. Serena’s body was discussed as public property because it disrupted an 
older image of how a female tennis champion was expected to look. 

Race and sex could not be separated in those reactions. The stereotype of the “angry 
Black woman” made Serena’s frustration appear more threatening than similar conduct 
from some white or male players. At the same time, using that stereotype to understand 
unequal coverage should not prevent criticism when her behavior crossed boundaries. 
Equality does not require declaring that Serena was right in every argument. It requires 
applying rules consistently, describing conduct proportionately, and refusing to turn one 
mistake into proof of racial or gender inferiority. Serena lived under the pressure of 
representing herself while knowing her conduct would be used to judge people who 
resembled her. 

Her fashion functioned as a form of authority over that body. She wore beads, catsuits, 
denim-inspired clothing, bold colors, boots during introductions, jewelry, one-legged 
designs, tutus, and dresses containing references to royalty, motherhood, and Black 
culture. Traditional tennis fashion had often used white clothing and restrained 
silhouettes to communicate respectability. Serena treated the court as a place where 
performance and personal presentation could coexist. She understood that cameras 
would follow her, so clothing could become language. Her designs said that strength did 
not cancel beauty, motherhood did not cancel sensuality, and a Black woman did not 
need to disappear inside tradition to respect the sport. 

Her influence on women’s tennis economics is equally important. Venus became one of 
the clearest advocates for equal prize money at Wimbledon, speaking directly to 
tournament leadership and helping pressure the institution to change. Serena’s global 
popularity, television audiences, sponsorships, ticket sales, and championship record 
supplied additional economic evidence that women’s tennis was not a secondary 
product. The sisters did not create women’s tennis or fight alone, because Billie Jean 
King and many others had spent decades organizing for equality. Serena’s contribution 
was making it increasingly absurd to describe the women’s competition as less valuable 
while she was one of the most recognizable athletes in the world. Her commercial force 
helped convert a justice argument into an undeniable market reality. 

Serena also changed what young players believed a tennis career could contain. Sloane 
Stephens, Madison Keys, Coco Gauff, Naomi Osaka, Taylor Townsend, Frances Tiafoe, 



and many other players have discussed the significance of seeing Serena and Venus. 
Their influence does not mean every Black player imitates Serena’s technique or 
personality. Representation works more deeply by changing what a child’s imagination 
treats as possible. A young Black girl could see strength, braids, family, emotion, 
ambition, and championship authority occupying center court. Serena did not make the 
path equal, but she made exclusion harder to justify and possibility easier to visualize. 

Her relationship with younger Black players has sometimes been complicated by the 
public’s desire to create succession stories. Sloane Stephens’ 2013 Australian Open 
victory over Serena was surrounded by tension and media discussion about their 
relationship. Naomi Osaka’s 2018 victory was turned into a conflict about Serena’s 
conduct. Coco Gauff was repeatedly called Serena’s replacement before she had time to 
become herself. These narratives reveal how institutions often search for one Black 
woman to occupy a symbolic position rather than allowing several distinct careers to 
exist. Serena’s influence should free later players from comparison, not require them to 
reproduce her. 

Her sister Yetunde’s death remained one of the deepest personal losses in the family. 
Serena and Venus later helped establish the Yetunde Price Resource Center in Compton 
to support people affected by violence and trauma. The project converted private grief 
into community care without pretending that service could erase the loss. Serena has 
also spoken openly about faith, having been raised as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses and 
later becoming baptized. Her religious beliefs shaped how she discussed gratitude, 
family, purpose, and survival. Faith did not make her passive on court. It existed beside 
fierce competition and a belief that ability created responsibility. 

Serena’s business career developed long before she stepped away from regular tennis. 
She earned enormous endorsement income through relationships with companies such 
as Nike, Wilson, Gatorade, and others, but she gradually moved from being paid to 
advertise businesses toward owning equity and directing capital. She began investing in 
early-stage companies and built Serena Ventures around the belief that founders 
overlooked by traditional venture capital could produce exceptional returns. In 2026, the 
firm was renamed Starfire Ventures so it could develop an identity larger than Serena’s 
personal name. The company has reported investments in numerous successful 
startups, including sixteen that reached valuations above one billion dollars. Her 
approach treats inclusion as an investment advantage rather than charity. 

Venture capital involves providing money to young companies with significant growth 
potential in exchange for ownership. Most startups do not become enormous successes, 
so investors examine the founder, market, product, business model, competition, and 
possibility of scale. Serena brought pattern recognition developed in sports into that 
environment, but athletic greatness does not automatically make every investment wise. 
She needed experienced partners, financial analysis, due diligence, and willingness to 
accept failure. Her fame gives her access to opportunities, while her capital gives 



founders access to resources and networks. The deeper transition is from endorsed 
athlete to allocator of opportunity. 

She launched WYN Beauty in 2024 after years of dealing with makeup that did not always 
match deeper skin tones or remain effective during movement and sweat. The brand 
joined her interests in cosmetics, performance, color, and inclusive product design. She 
has also developed fashion projects and entertainment production work. Celebrity 
businesses can become shallow licensing arrangements in which a famous name is 
attached to an ordinary product, so the long-term test is whether the company solves a 
problem and survives beyond initial attention. Serena’s stated approach has emphasized 
performance, shade range, and products designed for active lives. The business extends 
the same argument she made through clothing: women should not have to choose 
between movement, strength, and beauty. 

Her sports ownership includes interests in the Miami Dolphins, Angel City FC, Los 
Angeles Golf Club, and the WNBA’s Toronto Tempo. The Toronto investment carries 
special symbolism because Canada hosted her first professional match, while the Tempo 
began playing as the WNBA’s first Canadian franchise in 2026. Ownership is different 
from endorsement because an owner participates in the value created as a league or 
franchise grows. Women athletes have historically generated attention without receiving 
equivalent access to ownership and executive authority. Serena’s movement into 
ownership changes her position from performer inside someone else’s structure to 
investor in the structure itself. That does not eliminate unequal sports economics, but it 
models a more durable use of athletic income and influence. 

Her nearly $95 million in tennis prize money is only part of her financial story. 
Endorsements, investments, ownership stakes, licensing, fashion, beauty, and media 
projects likely created far more wealth than tournament checks alone. This matters 
because athletic income is temporary while ownership can continue producing value 
after competition ends. Serena’s career demonstrates the importance of converting labor 
income into assets. Labor income pays a person for performing, while an asset can grow, 
generate profit, or appreciate without requiring the original physical performance to 
continue. For athletes whose bodies have limited competitive lifespans, that distinction 
is essential. 

Serena’s greatness should not be measured by pretending she never lost. She lost major 
finals, suffered early-round defeats, argued with officials, experienced technical 
breakdowns, withdrew from tournaments, and sometimes arrived underprepared. Her 
forehand could become unreliable under extreme pressure, her movement declined with 
age, and injuries repeatedly interrupted momentum. She did not win the calendar Grand 
Slam, did not capture a twenty-fourth major before stepping away in 2022, and did not 
win every rivalry. These facts do not weaken her legacy. They reveal that her 
achievements occurred inside a real human career rather than a manufactured story of 
invincibility. 



What separated her was the frequency with which she rebuilt. She returned after knee 
surgery, depression, her sister’s murder, ranking decline, a severe foot injury, pulmonary 
emboli, emergency childbirth, abdominal surgery, and long competitive absences. Each 
return required more than motivation because the body had to be retrained and the game 
recalibrated. She repeatedly entered tournaments without the protection of an ideal 
ranking or complete preparation and still became dangerous. Her confidence was not the 
belief that she could never be harmed. It was the belief that harm did not automatically 
receive the final decision. 

Serena’s influence on tennis technique can be seen throughout the modern women’s 
game. Powerful serving, aggressive returns, open-stance groundstrokes, strength 
training, explosive movement, and first-strike patterns are now standard requirements 
among leading players. She did not invent each element, but she combined them at a 
level that changed the minimum physical and tactical demands of championship tennis. 
Modern stars such as Aryna Sabalenka, Iga Świątek, Coco Gauff, and Naomi Osaka 
possess distinct styles, yet all compete inside a game shaped by Serena’s standard. A 
player can no longer expect to dominate only by keeping the ball in play. The ability to 
defend, serve, return, and create offense under pressure has become necessary. 

Her deeper influence concerns authority. Serena entered a sport that frequently 
attempted to explain her family, correct her body, question her ambition, control her 
clothing, interpret her anger, and decide how grateful she should appear. She learned to 
accept coaching without surrendering authorship over herself. She could be wrong 
during an argument without being wrong for demanding equal treatment. She could love 
Venus while defeating her, become a mother without treating motherhood as the death of 
ambition, and leave tennis without guaranteeing that she would never return. Her life 
resists the demand that a woman choose one acceptable identity. 

Serena Williams is therefore more than twenty-three major singles titles, although that 
number remains historic. She has thirty-nine major championships across singles and 
doubles, four Olympic gold medals, 319 weeks at number one, two Serena Slams, a 
Career Golden Slam in singles and doubles, and nearly three decades of professional 
competition. She is also a daughter shaped by two demanding parents, a younger sister 
who became the greater singles champion, a grieving sister who carried Yetunde’s 
memory, a wife, a mother who survived medical danger, an investor, an owner, and a 
Black woman who forced traditional institutions to encounter her without reduction. Her 
career contains triumph, controversy, pain, strategy, fashion, faith, business, family, and 
return. The full meaning is not that Serena never broke under pressure. It is that every 
time the world believed it had reached the end of her possibilities, she reserved the right 
to decide whether another chapter remained. 

 


