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Franklin photographed  
in January 1961 for her  
first promotional shoot,  
after she had signed to 
Columbia Records.

(Cause) Freedom
(Stands For) Freedom
(Oh) Freedom
(Yeah) Freedom!
It’s one word, really, repeated four times with interjections, echoed 
by a choir of women. But oh, how Aretha Franklin sang the bejesus 
out of the bridge to her 1968 hit “Think.” She built the stairway to 
the song’s climactic crescendo step-by-step. The first “freedom” 
is a statement, a tonic note, posed. The Queen of Soul takes the 
delivery up a notch on the second “freedom,” raising the scale and 
the stakes. She pitches a half step up on the third line, holding the 
note perilously, like a proposition or a promise. And then she lets 
that great big voice of hers loose, returning to the tonic but lifted 
an octave higher. That fourth “freedom” is a shout, a  declaration, a 
 testimonial, an exaltation. It’s everything that needs to be said, the 
word made an exclamation point in a way that only a woman born 
into the church and nursed by gospel could deliver it. “FREEDOM!”

And then she repeats the whole thing one more time, for good 
measure.

Contextually, this proclamation is a bit of a non  sequitur — an 
abstract step away from the command tense of the rest of the 
song, in which Franklin tells her man what he needs to do to keep 
their relationship together: namely, “think.” “Think” has rightly 
been interpreted as one of the artist’s definitive feminist anthems. 
Ironically, her husband and manager Ted White, whom she later 
accused of abuse, is credited as a co-writer, but the singer’s sister 
Carolyn has said the song was all hers. It proffers a powerful idea, 
a moral philosophy that Aretha might have 
learned from one of her father’s  legendary 
sermons: In the act of consciously and 
 conscientiously loving one another, people 
attain the transcendent state of freedom.

Realistically, the singer might also have 
been contemplating not the bliss of a healed 
union but liberation from a bad relationship 
— the path her own life would take. Franklin’s 
music profoundly touched and changed the 
world, because over and over it offered that 
bridge to salvation, to freedom — laid, as she 
also sang in one of her most famous covers, 
over troubled waters.

To say that Franklin was one of the greatest 
female singers of all time is to miss the point. 
Aretha — an original one-named diva — was 
one of the greatest artists, period. Her talent 
and her impact transcended gender, race, 
genre and geography. This was a woman who 
could sing disco, gospel, rock, opera and, 
of course, soul. In addition to possessing 
astonishing vocal talent, she was a pianist, 
songwriter, arranger and performer. She was 
one of the towering figures whose talents 
expressed the seismic cultural shifts of a 
decade of momentous change. The only peer 
of similar import and impact is Bob Dylan, and 
I would argue that as the voice of the struggle 
for equal rights for blacks and for women, 
Franklin embodied her generation more. Her 
death on Aug. 16 marks a mighty loss.

Freedom was the aim and the refrain of 
Franklin’s 76 years on Earth. She was born into 
an intellectual family in Memphis. Her father, 
Rev. C.L. Franklin, became a sort of rock star 
among ministers, drawing  thousands to his 
sermons not by preaching fire and brimstone, 
but by equating religious  salvation with moral, 
earthly struggle. His progressive vision and 1980
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powerful, musical delivery made 
him a leader of the civil rights 
movement, a close  confidant of, 
among  others, Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. Aretha began 
singing at age 10 in her daddy’s 
Detroit church; by 12, she was 
touring the country with him 
and recording her first album, a 
collection of gospel songs. She 
signed her first record deal in 
1960 with legendary producer 
John Hammond’s Columbia 
Records.

Much has been written about 
the difficulties of the musician’s 
personal life, particularly her 
early years. Her parents split 
when she was 6, and her mother, 
Barbara Siggers Franklin, a nurse 
who also sang and played piano, 
died when she was 9. By age 14, 
she had given birth to two boys 
by different fathers, whom she 
never identified. Motherless 
herself, she was a teenage single 
parent with a burgeoning career. 
Her own relationships also ended 
in divorce, and even violence. In 
1979, burglars shot her father; he 
died from the wounds five years 
later. Through much of her life, 
Franklin struggled to  present the 
svelte image of beauty demanded 
of pop stars. Afraid to fly, she 
 performed rarely in her later 
years. During the last decade, she 
 repeatedly  canceled shows for 
undisclosed health reasons. We now know 
she was fighting pancreatic cancer.

Aretha refused to address, let alone 
dwell on, her personal troubles. In fact, the 
co-writer of her autobiography, David Ritz, 
wrote a second, unauthorized book in an 
effort to tell her real story. At a time when 
people post intimate details of their lives 
publicly, Franklin’s insistence on privacy can 
seem refreshing — a statement, even. Her 
troubles were worth noting only because, 
as the classic spiritual says, she overcame 
them. After all, we heard everything we 
needed to know about the lived intensity of 
her feelings in her voice. “She transformed 
her extreme pain to extreme beauty,” her 
sister Erma Franklin told Ritz.

Columbia released 11 Franklin albums, 
but it wasn’t until she moved to Atlantic 
Records in 1967 that she became a 
 household name. It was then, under the 
guidance of producer Jerry Wexler and 
arranger Arif Mardin, that she truly  figured 
out how to interlace an astute sense of 
rhythm with her multivocal range and 
gospel-trained emotive force. You don’t 
want to just belt along to Aretha’s songs; you 
want to dance. The statistics — 73 songs on 
the Billboard Hot 100, including 17 top 10s, 
in a career that spanned six decades — 
 provide evidence of her significance. So do 
the awards: youngest person to be honored 

by the Kennedy Center, first 
woman inducted into the Rock & 
Roll Hall of Fame, 18 Grammys. 
But the facts can’t convey the 
momentousness of her work. 
Franklin  recordings like “Do 
Right Woman, Do Right Man,” 
“Rock Steady” and “I Never 
Loved a Man (The Way I Love 
You)” are the kinds of songs that 
change us, that we remember our 
whole lives, that we hold on to as 
talismans, that remind  ourselves 
of what it is to be human.

And just when you thought 
Aretha’s time had passed, she 
took her artistry to new levels 
and audiences. “Think” found 
a second life in the speeded-up 
version she performed in the 
1980 movie The Blues Brothers 
in the role of a finger-wagging, 
hip-shaking waitress. That year, 
she found a new recording home, 
Arista Records, which placed 
her back on top of the charts 
with “Who’s Zoomin’ Who” and 
“Freeway of Love,” a  delightfully 
naughty romp in which the 
43-year-old singer celebrates her 
“pink Cadillac.” In the video, 
Franklin, sporting the kind 
of new wave pompadour that 
Bruno Mars and Janelle Monáe 
have  repopularized, is backed by 
several female musicians. For 
decades, Franklin had spoken 
the hearts and minds of women 

with songs such as “Respect” and “(You 
Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman.” 
“Sisters Are Doin’ It for Themselves,” 
her 1985 duet with Annie Lennox, was as 
 explicitly  feminist as a pop song could get.

Franklin’s lifelong quest for freedom 
was intrinsically connected to the quest 
of black people. She provided financial 
 support to Dr. King and remained tied to 
the black church throughout her life. In 
2009, she reached the mountaintop when 
she sang “My Country, ’Tis of Thee” at 
Barack Obama’s inauguration. Six years 
later, the president cried as he watched 
her sing “Natural Woman” at the Kennedy 
Center tribute to Carole King (the song’s 
 co-composer). That performance once 
again demonstrated that not only was 
Aretha Franklin the pre-eminent musical 
artist of the last half-century, but she was 
not going to go softly into that good night. 
Sitting  majestically in a full-length fur coat, 
she strokes the grand-piano  keyboard with 
consummate authority, then sends King 
into paroxysms of pleasure — and Obama 
into tears — as she sounds those deep 
notes. By the song’s end, as the crowd, 
clapping, comes to its feet, she has dropped 
the coat and stands in a Bessie Smith-esque 
beaded shift, arms open, voice soaring, 
from head to toe the Queen of Soul.

Long live the queen.

S
ome folks would never consider 
Ms. Aretha a “political artist.” But 
those are folks who never dug that 
Black women in “The Struggle” have 

always been two souls warring in one body 
against white supremacy in the world, and 
against a differently hued form 
of patriarchy in the home.

“Respect” was the anthemic 
precursor to what by the 
’70s got tagged as Black 
Feminism — or, per author Alice 
Walker’s corrective coinage, 
Black Womanism. But in that 1967 moment, 
“Respect” amplified, via top 40 radio, the 
raised fist of the Black Power Movement and 
the simmering clamor within it for women’s 
rights as a human justice issue, too. James 
Brown declared himself Soul Brother Number 
One but the community crowned Aretha the 
Queen of Soul with no lobbying needed.

Billboard counts 100 songs by The Queen 
on its Hot R&B/Hip-Hop Songs chart, but 
those successes tell only one side of her 
story. For me to understand who Aretha, 
aka  “Re-Re,” was to Mama Tate and her 
generation of self-emancipating woman 
activists meant acquiring intimate knowledge 
of the ways justice-seeking women give in 
love, hurt in love and break down because of 
love and other demons.

Before I got old enough to understand 
why Aretha’s blues performances could 
move women on the guerrilla front lines of 
The Struggle, I heard Nikki Giovanni’s “Poem 
for Aretha.” Giovanni — another superlative 
Black woman artist that Mom brought into the 
crib — performs it on her 1972 album, Truth 
Is On Its Way, with musical accompaniment 
by The New York Community Choir under the 
direction of Benny Diggs.

Born in 1943 in Knoxville, Tenn., Giovanni 
became a poetic exemplar of the Black Arts 
Movement instigated by Amiri Baraka in 
the late ’60s. That artfully militant initiative 
sought to align poetic aims with revolutionary 
political sentiments, and Giovanni early on 
demonstrated that she was as dedicated 
to craft and lyricism as to her young gifted 
generation’s politics. On Truth Is On Its Way, 
her warm, understated delivery contrasts 
remarkably with contemporaries like The Last 
Poets and Gil Scott-Heron but is no less 
provocative or penetrating.

“Poem for Aretha” holds up Franklin not 
only as the dominant artist of Giovanni’s time 

‘Aretha Was 
The Riot ’
H ow  a  r evolut io na r y  
p o e t  p la c e d  F r a n k l i n  
i n  “ Th e   S t r ug g le ”

but also as a discreet race leader who never 
claimed her potential to incite unrest. It’s a 
poem as essay and ultimate fan letter rolled 
into one. Yet in plaintive, conversational 
mode, Giovanni accuses us all, too, of 
vampiric-fan mentality. Her take on the 
road’s emotional toll on Aretha’s soul should 
be readily overstood by any working pop 
musician of ’60s/’70s vintage with a bevy 
of hits in their quiver — and by any modern 
working mother pulling double shifts, 
running daily commutes along the interstate 
or serving an overseas tour of duty:

Cause nobody deals with Aretha — a mother 
with four children — having to hit the road...

The strangers, pulling at you cause they love 
you but you having no love to give back

She admonishes We the Listening Public:

We eat up artists like there’s going to be a 
famine at the end of those three minutes...

Aretha doesn’t have to relive Billie 
Holiday’s life doesn’t have to relive Dinah 
Washington’s death

Giovanni testified to Aretha’s artistic and 
political power, but also empathetically 
recognizes that there’s a real human being 
inside the icon, prey to marital challenges, 
health issues, the encroachment of scandal-
focused media, business pressures and the 
creative maintenance of her legacy — not to 
mention career momentum in a world full of 
hungry competitors. She couldn’t know how 
fiercely and regally Aretha would sustain 
her relevance — but she makes clear why 
Aretha’s stature was already unassailable and 
unattainable to any who would come pecking 
at her heels. Her poem reads as timeless and 
comprehensive a musicological elegy as any 
we’ll find now:

She is undoubtedly the one who put 
everyone on notice...

Aretha was the riot was the leader
If she had said “come let’s do it” it would 

have been done.

Appearing with 
Rev. Jesse Jackson (far 

left) and Tom Todd at 
an event for Operation 

PUSH in 1972.

Giovanni

1998
With Mariah Carey.

2009
With Annie Lennox.

2017
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B Y  G R E G  TAT E
“Here’s how it worked,” Franklin’s 
brother Cecil once explained: “Aretha 
heard a song once and played it back 
immediately, note for note. If it was 
an instrumental, she duplicated 
it perfectly. If it was a vocal, she 
duplicated it just as perfectly ... Her 
ear was infallible.”

Franklin was a master not merely 
at re-creating others’ work, but 
reinventing it. Many of her cover 
songs — from her stunning version 
of the jazz standard “Skylark” to 
the great awakening that was her 
version of Otis Redding’s “Respect” 
— revealed her competitive edge. 
“When Aretha records a tune, she 
kills copyright,” saxophonist King 
Curtis once said, because no one 
else would come up with a better 
approach. “That girl pissed all over 
that song,” Etta James pungently 
observed, referring to Franklin’s 
“Skylark.” In 1970, Franklin 
performed a bombastic version of 
“Son of a Preacher Man,” a song she 
had initially passed on recording, 
as if to trample Dusty Springfield’s 
effort. Much later, she reminded 
America of the meaning of “diva” 
by recording Adele’s “Rolling in the 
Deep” in 2014 — as, of course, she 
had done at the 1998 Grammys, 
when performing “Nessun Dorma” in 
Luciano Pavarotti’s stead.

Perhaps her most marvelous 
cover, in the diva vein, is her version of 
“Eleanor Rigby,” in which she remakes The Beatles’ 
chamber song into a hard-driving, first-person 
testimony. “I’m Eleanor Rigby!” she sings — a figure 
emerged to tell her own tale, not just from the 
margins but also (given that she dies in The Beatles’ 
version) from the grave. The ghost story works on 
two levels: It’s about the haunting title character, and 
the haunting of white musical innovation by black 
overachievement. If Franklin covered your song, it 
was often because she was coming for you.

But not always. She also was a gracious keeper 
of black musical history, as her version of Donny 
Hathaway’s “Someday We’ll All Be Free” attests. 
Recorded for Spike Lee’s 1992 biopic Malcolm X (the 
track plays over the film’s closing credits), it is a cover 
in the protective sense — a fortification. Franklin felt 
a deep kinship with Hathaway, the eclectic genius 
who played organ on her recordings of “Rock Steady” 
and “Bridge Over Troubled Water” and died from an 
apparent suicide in 1979, at age 33. In her memoir, 
she states, “Historians should not forget him. And 
scholars should get it right: Donny Hathaway was 
one of the great communicators and masters of 
soul.” Her cover of “Someday” helped to preserve 
his legacy. But the recording also revived a radical 
history of black-freedom dreams, in which Franklin 
played a key role. “She is ready whenever [black 
people] are to do something of benefit for black 
people,” Jet magazine announced in 1972 — whether 
in support of Angela Davis (for whom she offered 
to post $250,000 in bail), the victims of the Attica 
prison uprising, Jesse Jackson’s Operation PUSH or 
black students at Kent State.

Her “Someday” features Franklin herself on piano 
and includes a robust gospel choir. If that choir 

signals a vibrant community, the strain in Franklin’s 
voice testifies to the losses she had sustained since 
the 1960s: political leaders like Malcolm X (1965) 
and Martin Luther King Jr. (1968); musical idols and 
peers like Dinah Washington (1963), Redding (1964), 
Sam Cooke (1967), Hathaway and Marvin Gaye 
(1984); her father, C.L. Franklin (1984); her sister 
Carolyn (1988); her brother Cecil (1989). By the time 
she recorded “Someday,” Franklin had few people 
left to compete with and very little to prove. So she 
revised her own habit of obliterating other cover 
versions by literally reviving Hathaway’s work — re-
creating his song as a gospel revival meant to inspire 
the radical work that Lee’s film elevates.

That movie, released in the wake of the Rodney 
King beating and amid growing fantasies of post-
racial multiculturalism, was bound to upset the 
American mainstream — one audience that Franklin 
refused to pander to despite her desire for industry 
domination. How she maintained both her political 
integrity and commercial appeal for seven decades 
is a miracle and mystery. But the choir she brings 
into “Someday” hints that she did it by sustaining, 
and leaning on, others. The choir gives new meaning 
to Hathaway’s closing ad-lib, “Take it from me, take 
it from me...” In Hathaway’s recording, the repeated 
line is both reassurance and plea: On its surface, 
it guarantees listeners that freedom is imminent; 
but it can also sound, after a while, like a request 
that they “take from him” the burden of working 
and waiting for it. Franklin takes the weight off of 
him and distributes the lyric among a chorus of 
voices. In that way, she crafts a performance that no 
longer demands respect but offers it up to others in 
abundance. What a model and a gift.

C OV E R S  T H AT  S M O T H E R , 
A N D  S H E LT E R
O ve r  d e c a d e s  of  r eva mp i ng  o th e r  a r t i s t s ’  s o ng s ,  F r a n k l i n 
c a l le d  o n  i n s t i nc t s  b o th  p r e da t o r y  a n d  p r o t e c t i ve

With Hathaway in 1973. Franklin’s version of his song 
“Someday We’ll All Be Free” fortified his legacy.
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