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Sympathy for Osaka
in Japan over French
Open withdrawal
TOKYO: Japanese fans and public figures rallied in
support of tennis star Naomi Osaka yesterday,
offering sympathy after she withdrew from the
French Open and opened up about her battles with
depression.

The four-time Grand Slam winner’s career is fol-
lowed closely in Japan and the controversy in Paris,
which followed her refusal to attend press confer-
ences, led news bulletins yesterday. Reaction in
Japan was largely sympathetic, with one Twitter
user urging Osaka to “take a good, long break”. “I
hope she gets to eat what she wants, watch what
she wants and listen to what she wants. I hope she
wraps herself up in a fluffy blanket and takes it easy
until she feels content.”

Osaka revealed that she has “suffered long
bouts of depression” after pulling out of the
French Open on Monday, and will “take some time
away from the court”. 

Her withdrawal follows the fall-out from her
decision to boycott press conferences at the
tournament, which she said were like “kicking
people when they are down”.

Osaka is expected to represent Japan at the
July-August Tokyo Olympics, and will be one of
the host country’s highest-profile athletes at the
Games if she takes part. But Japanese fans urged
her to take care of herself first and foremost.

“I will be happy as a fan if she can restore her
energy after this and make a comeback,” a 45-
year-old who gave his name as Hoshino told AFP
in Tokyo. “I dare say she might withdraw from
the Tokyo Olympics,” wrote one Twitter user.
“It’s disappointing, but I hope she takes her time
and gets well.”

Others welcomed Osaka’s openness about her
mental health, a subject rarely discussed by pub-
lic figures in Japan. Former tennis player Ai
Sugiyama told a morning show she hoped
Osaka’s actions could “make a splash and create
an opportunity to talk about athlete’s mental
health”, the Sports Hochi reported.

“There’s a big difference between people’s
personalities, and I think we need to consider
things on a case-by-case basis,” said Sugiyama,
who reached a career-high number eight world
ranking. “I think the system where you absolutely
have to turn up and you’re fined if you don’t is a
little outdated.” —AFP

PARIS: Naomi Osaka’s decision to withdraw from
the French Open, after revealing her battle with
depression and anxiety, has thrown the tournament
into turmoil and cast a harsh light on the mental
health of the sport’s superstars.

The 23-year-old world number two, and four-
time major winner, said she will now take a break
from the sport, putting her participation at
Wimbledon and even her home Olympics at risk.
Osaka was fined $15,000 and threatened with dis-
qualification from Roland Garros after she refused
to honor mandatory media commitments.

She claims they are detrimental to her mental
health and likened the traditional post-match news
conference to “kicking people when they’re down”.
“There’s a sense of voyeurism around how it present-
ly works,” wrote Peter Terry, a professor of psychol-
ogy at the University of Southern Queensland in
Australia on theconversation.com, yesterday.

“Perhaps some want to see athletes crumble and
break down into tears, having put them on a
pedestal. Osaka is a young, introverted, anxious
person. We should by now understand that sports
stars are not super human, that they have the same
doubts and mental health issues as everyone else.”

Terry worked with the WTA for over a decade
and sat on a commission which drew up guidelines
to help players avoid burn-out and deal with pres-
sure when in their mid-teens. One of the outcomes
was ruling how many tournaments a player could
enter before a certain age.

Osaka said her mental health struggles began in
2018 when she won the first of her four majors at
the US Open in a controversial final against Serena

Williams. She was just 20, stood awkwardly court-
side, covering her face with her visor.

‘Hard time coping’
“The truth is I have suffered bouts of depression

since the US Open in 2018 and I have had a really
hard time coping with that.” She added: “In Paris, I
was already feeling vulnerable and anxious so I
thought it was better to exercise self-care and skip
the press conferences.”

Williams, a veteran of press conferences in a
career which is now in its fourth decade, believes all
players should have access to counseling. “I think
that’s so important to have a sounding board,
whether it’s someone at the WTA or whether it’s
someone in your life,” said the American star.

Terry believes Osaka is right to avoid the spot-
light when she is suffering from depression. Key is a
family support group and, if needed, professional
help. “The media don’t meet those criteria. So trying
to deal with serious mental health issues in the glare
of publicity is next to impossible,” he wrote. “There
are considerable forces pushing her toward even
greater levels of anxiety. Could you imagine the lev-
el of expectations on her at the Tokyo Olympics?”

If Osaka wanted advice on her next step, she
could talk to fellow professional Rebecca Marino.
The Canadian, a former top 40 player, quit the sport
in 2013, citing crippling depression and online
abuse. “Some people wrote to me that I had to die,
others insulted me in a vulgar way,” said Marino
who left tennis for four years to pursue other inter-
ests. “I was too sensitive to everything that was said
and written about me. Instead of avoiding com-

ments, I was constantly looking for them on social
networks and on the internet.”

When Marino returned to Grand Slam tennis in
Australia this year, she offered advice which could

now be crucial for Osaka. “My message is, ‘Just
start the communication, just start talking to some-
one about what’s going on in your life; reach out,
get help’.” —AFP

Osaka crisis throws light on stars’
mental health and media ‘voyeurism’

PARIS: Japan’s Naomi Osaka celebrates after winning against Romania’s Patricia Maria Tig during their
women’s singles first round tennis match on Day 1 of The Roland Garros 2021 French Open tennis tournament
in Paris on Sunday. —AFP

PARIS: Serena Williams said she “feels for” Naomi
Osaka and has also experienced “very difficult”
press conferences in her career after her rival’s
shock withdrawal from the French Open on
Monday. Japanese star Osaka pulled out of the
tournament after being threatened with disqualifi-
cation for declining to speak to the media, saying
she suffers from “bouts of depression”.

Williams, who famously lost to Osaka in the con-
troversial 2018 US Open final, said she sympathises
with Osaka. “The only thing I feel is that I feel for
Naomi. I feel like I wish I could give her a hug
because I know what it’s like,” said the 39-year-old,
after her first-round 7-6 (8/6), 6-2 win over Irina-
Camelia Begu in the first ever night match at
Roland Garros.

“We have different personalities, and people are
different. Not everyone is the same. I’m thick. Other
people are thin. Everyone is different and everyone
handles things differently. You just have to let her
handle it the way she wants to... I’ve been where
I’ve been very difficult to walk in (to press confer-
ences) in those moments. But, you know, it made
me stronger.”

Williams, seeded seventh this year, saved two

set points in a first-set tie-break as she started her
latest bid for a record-equaling 24th Grand Slam
singles title. Williams, who has lost four major finals
since her last Slam success at the 2017 Australian
Open, will take on Begu’s compatriot Mihaela
Buzarnescu in the second round. “It wasn’t easy in
that first set. 

I was up and I felt like I had some opportunities.
She’s a really good player, she’s had some really
good wins so I was really happy I was able to get
that first set and the match,” said the three-time
Roland Garros champion.

The first official night match under the lights on
Court Philippe Chatrier was played behind closed
doors due to a 9pm curfew imposed by the French
government due to COVID-19. Williams, who had
suffered early defeats in both Roma and Parma ear-
lier this month, improved as the match progressed.

Begu fought back from 5-2 down in the opening
set, but failed to serve it out when leading 6-5 and
then saw two set points come and go when leading
the breaker 6-4. Williams needed only one oppor-
tunity, driving a forehand volley into the corner to
take control.

The former world number one strengthened her

grip on the tie by breaking 74th-ranked Begu in the
first game of the second set. She moved through
the gears on her own serve from there and broke
again in the seventh game before wrapping up vic-
tory after an hour and 42 minutes. —AFP

PARIS: Serena Williams of the US reacts at the end of
the women’s singles first round tennis match against
Romania’s Irina Begu at the court Philippe Chatrier on
Day 2 of The Roland Garros 2021 French Open tennis
tournament in Paris on Monday. —AFP

Serena ‘feels for’ Osaka, has also experienced 
‘very difficult’ press conferences

Other sports
stars to suffer
with depression
PARIS: Four-time Grand Slam tennis champion Naomi Osaka
withdrew from the French Open, saying she has suffered from
“bouts of depression” for almost three years, raising ques-
tions about how mental health issues are dealt with in profes-
sional sport. Here, AFP Sport looks at six other sportspeople
who also struggled with depression:

Michael Phelps (swimming)
The record-breaking 23-time Olympic champion has

often opened up about his battles with depression, saying he
struggled after each Games in which he competed. “I was
able to do some pretty incredible things in the swimming
pool and I struggled outside as well,” Phelps said in 2018.
“There was part of my life I didn’t want to be alive.”

Phelps said he stayed in one room after the 2012 London
Olympics for days. “If you are in a spot where you need help,
to reach out and ask for help,” said Phelps on athletes poten-
tially struggling with the delay of the Tokyo Olympics last
year due to COVID-19. “It was something that was very diffi-
cult for me to do.”

Andres Iniesta (football)
Barcelona’s former midfield maestro opened up about his

struggle with depression in a TV documentary last year.
Iniesta, who won two European Championship titles and the
2010 World Cup with Spain, said he was badly affected by the
death of his friend Dani Jarque in 2009. The 26-year-old
Espanyol defender died of a heart attack. “That was like a
body blow, something powerful that knocked me down again
and I was pretty low, clearly because I wasn’t very well,” said
Iniesta, who suffered from depression shortly after
Barcelona’s 2009 Champions League success. “The days pass
and you realize you’re not improving, you don’t feel good,
you’re not yourself. Everything clouds over and goes dark.”

Robert Enke (football)
Hanover goalkeeper Robert Enke took his own life on

November 10, 2009, aged only 32, after suffering with
depression. He was expected to be Germany’s number one
goalkeeper at the 2010 World Cup. The Robert Enke
Foundation was set up in his memory to help educate the
public about depression in children. “I won’t get over his
death, I just learn to live with it,” his wife Teresa said on the
third anniversary of his death. A study by world footballers’
union FIFPro in 2015 said that depression and anxiety affect
over a third of professional players.

Ronda Rousey (MMA)
Mixed martial arts star Rousey said she was hit by

depression in the aftermath of losing her undefeated record
to Holly Holm in 2015, even considering suicide. Rousey, now
34, retired from the sport after suffering a second straight
UFC loss the following year. “I did a whole lot of crying, iso-
lating myself,” she told The Guardian in 2018. The American,
a 2008 Olympic judo bronze medalist, has also enjoyed suc-
cess as an actor.

Marcus Trescothick (cricket)
The former England opening batsman has been open

about his mental health issues since pulling out of the 2006-
07 Ashes tour. Since then, his former international teammates
Steve Harmison and Andrew Flintoff have been among a
large number of cricketers to speak about how they strug-
gled with depression during their careers.

“Thankfully mental well-being is increasingly taken more
seriously and along with that comes a decreasing stigma for
sufferers,” Trescothick said when launching a new campaign to
help players tackle depression and addictive behavior in 2012.

Christophe Dominici (rugby union)
The France wing, who scored one of rugby’s most famous

tries against New Zealand at the 1999 World Cup, suffered from
depression. In his 2007 autobiography, he admitted a personal
loss had triggered depression and that he had been abused as a
child. Dominici was found dead, aged just 48, in November last
year, with police saying he was seen by a witness jumping from
the roof of a disused building in Paris. —AFP


