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On August 31, 2018, the life and legacy of Aretha Franklin was celebrated at a memorial service in a Detroit church.
Over eight hours, political dignitaries, civil rights leaders, entertainers, friends, and family members paid a fitting
tribute to a woman regarded as the Queen of Soul. The widely televised event took an unexpected political turn when
Rev. Jasper Williams Jr., senior pastor emeritus of Salem Baptist Church in Atlanta, delivered Franklin’s eulogy and
offered, in part, his critique of the Black Lives Matter movement. In short, Williams asserted that “black lives will not
matter...until black people start respecting black lives and stop killing ourselves.” His rhetoric triggered a barrage
of responses from others who argued about the intent, appropriateness, and effect of this political discourse. This
paper utilizes Kenneth Burke’s theory of dramatism to present a cultural-critical analysis of Williams’ rhetoric. In
doing so, we intend to contribute to the growing body of scholarly literature regarding #BlackLivesMatter as a rhe-
torical movement.
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The Queen of Soul, otherwise known as Aretha Franklin, is a musical legend who was born in
Memphis, Tennessee on March 25, 1942.1 Her mother, Barbara Franklin, was a gospel singer and
pianist and her father C.L. Franklin was an influential civil rights activist and pastor who presided
over New Bethel Baptist Church in Detroit, Michigan.? Aretha grew up singing in the church and
eventually started singing secular music. She incorporated jazz, blues, gospel and rhythms & blues
into her music and connected with a range of audiences. Aretha became a musical sensation as she
went on to receive a plethora of awards, some of which include 18 Grammy awards and 73 Bill-
board Hot 100 entries. In 1987, she became the first woman during her career to be inducted into
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.®
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Aretha Franklin is not only a musical genius, but a cultural icon as she used her voice for social
justice. One of her Grammy award-winning songs, “Respect” written by Otis Redding, became the
anthem of the women’s and civil rights movement*, and eventually became one of the most influ-
ential songs in history. She toured with one of the most renowned civil rights activists (who was
also her father’s friend), Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.%> After he was assassinated, she sang “Take
My Hand, Precious Lord” at his funeral.® A few years later Franklin continued her work towards
the freedom of Black lives by offering to post bail for the civil rights leader, Angela Davis who
was arrested during the shootout at Howard Johnson Motor Lodge in New York City in 1970.”

Because of Franklin’s influence, many were heartbroken to hear that she passed away from
pancreatic cancer on August 16, 2018.2 On August 31, 2018, the life and legacy of Aretha Franklin
was celebrated at a memorial service in a Detroit church. Over eight hours, political dignitaries,
civil rights leaders, entertainers, friends, and family members paid a fitting tribute to a woman
regarded as the Queen of Soul. The widely televised event took an unexpected political turn when
Rev. Jasper Williams Jr., senior pastor emeritus of Salem Baptist Church in Atlanta, delivered
Franklin’s eulogy and offered, in part, his critique of the Black Lives Matter movement. In short,
Williams asserted that “black lives will not matter...until black people start respecting black lives
and stop killing ourselves.” His rhetoric triggered a barrage of responses from others who argued
about the intent, appropriateness, and effect of this political discourse.

This paper utilizes Kenneth Burke’s theory of dramatism® to present a cultural-critical analysis
of Williams’ rhetoric. We begin by providing an overview of the Black Lives Matter movement
which is followed by a summary of Burke’s Dramatism. The heart of our essay applies this theo-
retical framework as a means to analyze Rev. Williams’ comments as a form of symbolic action.
We conclude with further engagement of this particular point of analysis, and in doing so, work to
contribute to the growing body of scholarly literature regarding #BlackLivesMatter as a rhetorical
movement.

Black Lives Matter Movement

The origins of the Black Lives Matter movement can be traced back to the death of Trayvon Mar-
tin, who was killed by George Zimmerman on February 26, 2012. At the time, several protest
hashtags appeared on Black Twitter including #Justice4 Trayvon and #HoodiesUp. However, when
Zimmerman was later acquitted of murder in 2013, #BlackLivesMatter exploded on different so-
cial media platforms.!* The hashtag emerged as a social media call to action for people of all racial
and cultural backgrounds interested in protesting “the obvious truth that the criminalization of
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Blackness is entertained as just and acceptable.”'? The social movement confronted a number of
issues facing African Americans, including racial profiling, police brutality, the militarization of
policing in Black communities, as well as mass incarceration.*® The movement associated with the
hashtag continued to gain momentum in subsequent years as other unarmed Black people were
killed during interactions with police, including Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Tamir Rice, Sandra
Bland, Tony Robinson, Walter Scott, and Freddie Gray. #BlackLivesMatter emerged as a central
rallying cry prompting one collective stream of consciousness for lives that had ended thousands
of miles and weeks/months/years apart.'*

From its inception, the Black Lives Matter movement spoke to people of African descent in
the U.S., especially those who were active in resisting their own dehumanization. The movement
worked to improve the lives of all African Americans while simultaneously focusing on those
individuals whose lives had been traditionally marginalized with Black liberation movements. In-
formation on their website states that Black Lives Matter “affirms the lives of Black queer and
trans folk, disabled folks, Black-undocumented folks, folks with records, women and all Black
lives along the gender spectrum.”® According to Chris House®, the founders and the ideals of the
movement challenged the patriarchal, heteronormative, and gender norms of the traditional Black
church.r” And, in doing so, distinguished themselves from earlier civil rights movements that were
inextricably linked to African American religious organizations.8

The popularity and power of the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag prompted different Black Lives
Matter chapters to form across the U.S. and abroad. These different grass-roots organizations have
organized over a thousand demonstrations — rallies, assemblies, vigils, die-ins, and marches —
worldwide.'® The purpose of #BlackLivesMatter protests revolve around the necessity of making
political declarations, most often to publically mourn the loss of African American lives. Accord-
ing to Yancy and Butler, such demonstrations are crucially important.?’ Additionally, they argue
that when protesters collectively grieve the loss of individuals whose lives are considered ungriev-
able, they politically assert to those in power that these lost lives are not acceptable losses.

Black Lives Matter has been described by some as “the most formidable American protest
movement of the 21 century to date.”?! The strength and sustainability of #BlackLivesMatter
have relied on the power of social media: “the swift morally blunt consensus that can be created
by hashtags; the personal connection that a charismatic online persona can make with followers;
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the broad networks that allow for easy distribution of documentary photos and videos — with an
effort to quickly mobilize protests in each new city where a police shooting occurs.”?? In contrast
to traditional social justice movements targeting racial injustice, #BlackLivesMatter represents a
new form of online activism; it demonstrates how Twitter has become a site of a revolution and a
conduit for the protest rhetoric of activists.?® #BlackLivesMatter was recognized in 2014 by The
American Dialect Society as the word of the year,?* something that speaks to the power of sym-
bolic action as articulated by Kenneth Burke.

Burke’s Dramatism: Rhetorical Analysis of Symbolic Action

Burke's theory of dramatism is rooted in the core belief that words are first and foremost a form of
action packed with symbolic meaning. ® Grounded in this idea, dramatism provides a conceptual
framework that facilitates a deeper understanding of the connection between the symbols speakers
use and their motivations for speaking in the first place. And where there is action, there is drama.
Burke offers dramatism as a technique for analyzing language and thought as modes of action that
give life to particular motives and the pursuit of specific goals, rather than as means of conveying
information.?® As such, it assists in digging beyond surface understandings of a message and in-
stead, reveals complex motives of a speaker — something most easily understood as the reasons
why people do what they do.?’ Put another way, motive refers to the internal state or drive of an
individual that works to stimulate action; often times this takes the form of “devices that function
to explain, justify, interpret or rationalize actions.”?3

Burke’s pentad provides elements that promote a close analysis of a speaker’s rhetoric, some-
thing that ultimately works to reveal hidden motives — discerning motivations that may or may not
be apparent to others.?® Specifically, he focuses on the act (naming what took place in thought or
deed; the series of actions), agent (person who performed the act), scene (situational setting where
the act was performed; background of the act), agency (procedures or instruments used to perform
act), and purpose (motive of agent; identification with ultimate meaning of life). In subsequent
work, he also draws attention to the importance of a sixth element, that of state of mind (attitude;
the preparation for the act).3° No pentadic term can be understood in isolation. Instead, Burke em-
phasizes the importance of analyzing how each element exists within relation to one another, or as
Smith and Hollihan describe, “nuanced ways in which the different elements of the pentad func-
tioned in concert with one another.”®* A key component of this analysis includes searching for
which elements (e.g., dominant ratio) give the most insight into the speaker’s motivation.
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Collectively, Burke advocates for using this rhetorical technique to determine how the ele-
ments of the pentad reveal the drama described in the words spoken — not necessarily the speech
itself as determined by the act, agent, scene, agency and purpose. The objective of rhetorical
criticism is to move beyond describing a text alone; instead, the goal is to reveal the “substance”
through which speakers/writers engage in symbolic action.? Burke’s pentad has been a frequent
lens through which rhetorical scholars have engaged a variety of texts, including but not limited
to speeches,®® mass-mediated rhetoric, news coverage,® and films and documentaries.*® Given
the utility of Burke’s technique, we adopt it as we engage in a rhetorical analysis of the critique of
the Black Lives Matter movement performed by Rev. Williams’ within his eulogy of Aretha Frank-
lin.

Pentadic Analysis: Rhetoric and the Ultimate Meaning of Life

This section represents the heart of our analysis. Specifically, we engage each of the pentadic
elements — scene, agent, act, agency, purpose and state of mind — as a means to facilitate a greater
understanding of the motive(s) beyond Rev. Williams’ rhetoric regarding the Black Lives Matter
movement. Once this fundamental analysis is complete, we conclude the essay with presenting a
more nuanced account that goes beyond an analysis of his rhetoric, and instead, interrogates the
drama demonstrated within his comments.

Scene: Greater Grace Temple, Detroit Michigan

The scene of Aretha Franklin’s eulogy took place at her funeral, which occurred at Greater Grace
Temple in Detroit, M1 on Friday, August 31, 2018. Greater Grace Temple is led by Bishop Charles
Ellis 111 and has over 300 ministries.3” Bishop Charles Ellis III was not only in charge of Franklin’s
funeral, but he also led Rosa Parks’ funeral in 2005, a celebration of life where the Queen of Soul
also performed.3®

Although Rosa Parks’ seven-hour service was legendary, Franklin’s service has been described
as possibly the “largest and most-viewed religious gathering in the Black tradition” ever televised
in the U.S.3® More than 100 pink Cadillacs lined up in honor of Aretha Franklin and her 1985 hit
song, “Freeway from Love.” Kern Brantely, a bass player and producer for the Queen, described
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“Freeway from Love” as an anthem for the Motor City.*® Owners of the Cadillacs were permitted
to attend the celebration of life, although it was initially intended to be a private funeral.

In addition, the day before the funeral, Greater Grace told Fox 2 Detroit that the service would
be open to 1,000 members of the general public.** Thousands of people gathered to pay tribute and
celebrate Franklin’s homegoing with appearances from her family, Stevie Wonder, Chaka Khan,
Tyler Perry, Marvin Sapp, Smokey Robinson, Ariana Grande, Jesse Jackson, President Bill Clin-
ton and many others. The nation also had access to Franklin’s celebration of life because the fu-
neral was live streamed online and broadcasted on BET Networks, HLN, the Word Network, Sir-
iusXM, Fox News, CNN, MSNBC, ABC News Live, and local news networks: WDIV-TV,
WIBK-TV, and WXYZ-TV.#

The funeral was scheduled to begin at 10 am and end at 3 pm.** However, the funeral ran
behind schedule and ended up lasting over eight hours. Franklin’s celebration of life was described
as “unapologetically Black.”** Her impact, including roles as a gospel-soul-R&B artist and politi-
cal activist, was reflected throughout the entire service by the audience members, music, and
speeches. Tons of people greeted each other as they walked into Greater Grace Temple to celebrate
the Queen. The funeral began with music and the reading of scripture. There were breath-taking,
musical tributes and personal reflections throughout the entire service. There were also acknowl-
edgements and condolences, an obituary, family reflections, personal remarks from Michigan po-
litical figures and the former U.S. Attorney General, Eric Holder, and former president, Bill Clin-
ton. After nearly six hours of celebrating the Queen of Soul, Rev. Jasper Williams eulogized Frank-
lin. The funeral ended with a musical tribute from Stevie Wonder and the National Artists, as well
as Jennifer Holliday and the choir.

Agent: Rev. Jasper Williams Jr.

Rev. Jasper Williams, Jr. is the senior pastor emeritus of Salem Bible Church, of Salem Baptist
Church, in Atlanta. Although Rev. Williams accepted his call to pastor at Salem Baptist Church in
November 1963,* Williams told USA Today that he has been preaching for 65 years.*® According
to his personal website, Rev. Williams helped create a senior citizen high-rise in honor of his
mother, a day care center, and a free psychological counseling program during his years as pastor
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of the church.*” While pastoring, he also graduated from Morehouse College in 1972 with a major
in sociology and a minor in religion.*®

Prior to the funeral, Rev. Williams was described as “the best in the African-American spiritual
experience.”*® Based on reviews of his sermons, Williams was clearly supportive of the civil rights
movement. Some of his critiques, however, have targeted the role that integration has played in
fewer black-owned business and control.>® After some of Rev. Williams comments, many were
left wondering why he was selected to eulogize Franklin. The Queen’s nephew, Vaughn Franklin,
told the Detroit Free Press that Aretha Franklin did not ask Rev. Williams to eulogize her. Rather,
the family asked him to perform the eulogy because he eulogized her father, sister, and brother.%!

Along with eulogizing other family members, Rev. Williams asserts that there’s a “common-
ality” between him and the Queen of Soul, having shared a common experience/neighborhood
during their childhood. Rev. Williams was a friend of the Franklin family who knew her family
from their early days following migration from the south. The Williams and Franklin families grew
up together on Lucy Street in Memphis. Both families had originated in Mississippi, and when
they came to Memphis, they both came for the purpose of pastoring. That connection and similarity
— rooted in the Deep South — likely played a significant role in the family’s choice in who would
offer the eulogy for Aretha Franklin.>?

Act: Eulogy at Aretha Franklin’s Celebration of Life

Before eulogizing Franklin, Rev. Williams sang the hymn, “Father, I Stretch My Hands To Thee,”
a song that he had recorded and released on a previous album. Following the song, Rev. Williams
began eulogizing Franklin by describing that God crowned her as the Queen of Soul a long time
ago by associating her title with the beginning of life in Genesis 2:7: “and man became a living
soul.” Rev. Williams continued to focus on the soul as a core spiritual entity, highlighting Frank-
lin’s soulful nature as he explained soul music. Then he referred to C. L. Franklin’s 1955 album,
The Twenty-Third Psalm, and Rev. Williams repeated C.L. Franklin’s assertion that: “Soul is for
the heart to define. Nobody can really say what soul is. As close as we can come to defining soul
is to say that soul is that part of man that is a little bit like God.” Rev. Williams went on to describe
how man is losing his soul and souls being saved is the only thing that matters.

Williams continued with this trajectory, moving his rhetorical focus from “man” to Black
America. Directly articulated, he argued that “Black America has lost its soul.” This assertion was
offered after bringing awareness to Franklin’s activism and impact in the area of civil rights, and
utilized as a means to challenge the crowd to examine the progress of Black America post-integra-
tion. While focused in the past, Rev. Williams pondered on the benefits of segregation. He de-
scribed how Black America had a thriving economy during the times of Jim Crow and that segre-
gation “forced us [Black America] to each other rather than forcing us on each other.” He critiqued
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that Black America got what they marched for and was rewarded with integration, and that led to
loss of Black America’s economy and soul. Following this statement, Rev. Williams then asks
rhetorically, “Where is your soul, Black man?” This question then prompted a series of comments
regarding absent fathers and questions regarding if a Black woman can “raise a black boy to be a
man.” This flow of consciousness then transitioned to comments regarding the Black Lives Matter
movement, the focus of our analysis.

Rev. Williams made comments regarding black-on-black crime and the Black Lives Matter
movement. Specifically, he strongly asserted that:

It amazes me how it is that when the police kills one of us, we’re ready to protest, march, destroy
innocent property. We’re ready to loot, steal, whatever we want...But when we kill 100 of us, nobody
says anything. Nobody does anything...If you choose to ask me today—Do black lives matter? Let me
answer like this: ‘No. Black lives do not matter. Black lives will not matter...Black lives should not
matter. Black lives must not matter. Until black people start respecting black lives and stop killing
ourselves, black lives can never matter.

Following these comments, Rev. Williams ended his remarks regarding #BlackLivesMatter by
asking what will Black America do that will turn the race around. He then transitioned into other
topics related to traditional views on the home arguing that “anytime we stray away from God’s
design for what the home is supposed to be, havoc will be our results.” Ultimately, he urged Black
parents to fulfill their God-given roles.

Agency: The ‘Soul’ of Traditional African American Preaching

From the start of this time in the pulpit, Rev. Williams embraced elements of traditional African
American preaching as the means to achieve his objective for the comments. As described earlier,
this was seen in various aspects of Williams’ style, delivery, and message content. According to
Hamlet, the primary purpose of traditional African American preaching is “to win souls for God.”
%3 Rev. Williams’ focus on “soul” mirrors exactly that which has been deemed essential to tradi-
tional African American preaching. Additionally, Hamlet captures other aspects of his rhetorical
performance within her description of key elements central to the Black church:

Through the use of dramatic storytelling, identification of heroes (both biblical and from within the
culture), and use of repetition, poetic diction, and rhythm, the organizational culture of the African
American church develops into a symbolic world where identification with the scripture as well as
cultural history is enhanced and celebrated and creates a way for people to make sense out of what is
going on around them and within their lives.>*

Rev. Williams rhetoric also conjured up the experience of nommo, which as described by Asante,
identifies the power of the word to generate and create reality within a particular rhetorical con-
text.>® Consistent with Hamlet’s description, this Afrocentric concept is central to traditional Af-
rican American preaching.
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The core rhetorical message enacted by Williams was centered around the metaphor of the
soul. Earlier on within his comments, he shared that the subject focus of his eulogy was: “Aretha:
The Queen of Soul.” Drawing from her famous designation, the gist of his message was that “God
is the soul in people” and that humankind generally, and the Black community more specifically,
is losing their soul. In this context, Williams conceptualized soul as the part of people that is of
God. As described by Burke,>® his honest, spiritual assessment is that “Black America has lost its
soul.” Once this has been established, Williams provided evidence to support his assertion. First,
he called out African American men, who from his vantage point, “aren’t acting as God intended”
something that has resulted in too many African American children being born out of wedlock.
While this was his core criticism, the forcefulness of his comments asserting that “Black mothers
can not raise Black boys to be men” received significant attention from critics — despite being
applauded by people in the church. Second, Williams critiqued the role that integration has played
in splintering the Black community. Specifically, he discussed the impact economically, socially,
culturally, and spiritually.

There was a time when we as a race had a thriving economy. | remember we had our own little grocery
stores. We had our own little hotels. They weren’t big and fancy, but they were ours. As bad as the days
of Jim Crow and segregation were...it forced us to each other instead of forcing us on each other. We
quickly began to realize that as a people, all we really have is one another.

Both of these assertions are common themes heard within traditional religious rhetoric.

This line of reasoning provided an easy transition to criticisms on ‘black-on-black crime’
which he argues has taken more lives than anti-black violence at the hands of the Klu Klux Klan.
This is the context from which his controversial comments regarding the Black Lives Matter move-
ment are offered, including the statement: “Until black people start respecting black lives and stop
killing ourselves, black lives can never matter.” Taken collectively, each of the content areas here
generally relate to a traditional “we have to do better” message to a largely marginalized commu-
nity. In this regard, they can be understood as a call toward agency, self-efficacy, and cultural
empowerment. Within his post-eulogy response to emerging criticism, Rev. Williams further ex-
plained:

I think this is a juncture where I don’t think anybody can do anything for us but us. And until we reach
down on the inside of ourselves and touch our souls, and decide that this is enough, it’s time to turn
around. Until that happens, it doesn’t make a difference about how much money the government will
give or whatever the case is.

Agent’s Purpose and State of Mind: Speaking Truth to Power

Purpose, or the motive, of the agent, is the final element in the pentad. Additionally, the agent’s
state of mind is another important consideration in determining the motive that informs the mes-
sage.®” In this regard, state of mind is the attitude of the agent, something that serves as a form of
preparation for the act. One’s purpose and/or state of mind are not always readily accessible to
anyone other than the agent. Yet, in this case, Rev. Williams provided some interesting insight to
these issues during an interview the following week. “I saw what is happening in Black America
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today that is really leading us to lose our soul, so to speak,” Williams stated. In this midst of
criticism over some of this rhetoric, Pastor Williams stood firm in the content of the eulogy and
reiterated several key points as a sign of the confidence in his message. In no uncertain terms, he
used the interview as means to explain how he was speaking truth to power: “I meant no harm and
yet [ meant the truth.”

Within his eulogy, Rev. Williams acknowledged that “the eyes of the world are on us;” in this
context “us” explicitly refers to African Americans. His focus, consequently, is on the Black com-
munity, what is wrong, and what can be done to “come back home” to God. As such he understands
the occasion as one where the passing of Aretha Franklin — the Queen of Soul — can be used to
“bring about real change.” “The Queen [of Soul] did what she could, it’s time now for us to do
what we can,” Rev. Williams implored those in attendance. It is this explicit rhetorical motive that
informs the agency used to throughout his eulogy.

While it appeared that many at Greater Grace Temple understood the intended purpose of Rev.
Williams’ eulogy, others — especially those tuning in to the telecast of the funeral — appeared to
understand the purpose of a eulogy differently. Some, it appears, understood a eulogy to be a cel-
ebratory tribute to the deceased, a means to honor their life and articulate the legacy that they have
left behind. A eulogy, in this vein, should be comforting to the bereaved. This line of thinking is
evident in descriptions that some viewers were “baffled by [Rev. Williams] dire language killing
the celebratory mood of the home going of one of the world’s greatest voices.”®® This seemingly
difference in what the purpose of the act (eulogy) should be (comfort for the bereaved? celebration
of life? call to action?) contributed to the backlash regarding Rev. Williams’ comments regarding
the Black Lives Matter movement which many determined was ill-timed, inappropriate, and/or
offensive.

Within his post-eulogy interview comments, Rev. Williams repeated his opinion that Black
lives “cannot matter, will not matter, should not matter, must not matter until black people begin
to respect their own lives.” He further explained that the reaction to his comments were rooted in
a misunderstanding: After seven hours of waiting for his turn to speak, he had limited time to
deliver his message which did not allow him to explain the nuances of his message. Specifically,
he shared:

| tried to do the best that | could under the circumstances and situations. We all mess up some-
times...Sometimes you don’t preach as good as you know you can and after sitting there seven hours
all the preach I had in me was gone, and | just took the opportunity of doing the best that I could under
the circumstances and situations | was in.
Rev. Williams’ desire is for people to understand his heart and intention “instead of making mock-
ery or creating difficulty or spins opposite of what I am intending.” Within the interview, he shared
how “that’s what hurt more than anything else.” Again, Rev. Williams explains how his eulogy
was offered as a means to honor Aretha Franklin, something that was a challenge given the setting:

| feel that in honoring her, | picked out various issues that are going on within our community and made
that part of the forefront...I just took the opportunity of doing the best that I could under the circum-
stances and situations | was in.

%8 Ricky Riley, "Twitter Comes For Rev. Jasper Williams' Chain After Delivering A Baffling Eulogy At Aretha
Franklin's Funeral," Blavity, accessed March 1, 2019, https://blavity.com/twitter-comes-for-rev-jasper-williams-
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In this regard, the rhetoric offered within the post-eulogy interview provided insight into the dom-
inant ratio that Williams emphasizes: purpose-scene. He perceives the purpose of his comments to
persuade Black America to reflect on the life and legacy of Aretha Franklin and “get their soul
back.” Taking himself — as a mere messenger of God’s word — out of the equation, he focused on
the challenges of the larger-than-life public event that had developed which limited his ability to
deliver. Consistent with traditional African American preaching, he concluded his interview with
an articulation of faith that the value of his message will ultimately be heard:

I believe that when someone with prophetic withess comes forward — it might be weeks, or months or
years later — people will say, ‘This is what he was trying to say in terms of possibly giving hope and
waking people up to say, let’s get that soul back.’

In short, according to Williams, Aretha Franklin trusted him to deliver the eulogy. Given this, he
believed that she, as a civil rights movement participant, would be pleased with his attempt to do
“something to turn black America around.”

Conclusion: Identification with an Ultimate Meaning of Life

At the core of Burkeian analysis is the genuine desire to understand the motive of communication,
and the ways in which motive is tied to identification and/or division with an audience. As such,
Burke’s analytic framework appears especially relevant to explore the rhetoric performed at a cel-
ebration of life — especially that which invokes comments regarding the question if black lives
matter in the 21% century U.S. socio-political landscape. The previous sections utilized the dram-
atistic pentad to promote a holistic understanding of Rev. Williams’ comments regarding the Black
Lives Matter movement within his eulogy of Aretha Franklin. Alternatively, we can also further
engage the drama described within his eulogy. In this rhetorical context, he critiqued how racial
integration has contributed to the current state of the “soul-less” African American life (i.e., scene)
and thwarted their search for the ultimate meaning of life (i.e., purpose). Accordingly, he called
upon the agents (i.e., African Americans) to turn back to God (e.g., agency) as a necessary indi-
vidual and communal act of cultural pride. This second-level analysis further informs the meanings
generated through his critical focus on the Black Lives Matter movement.

Within our analysis, we argue that the senior pastor emeritus prioritized a purpose-scene dom-
inant ratio in explaining that his motive — to utilize the Queen of Soul’s passing as a means for
Black American ‘to get their soul back” — was challenged by the uniqueness of the scene (e.g., the
length of the service, the limitations of time, diverse international audience). Given the local audi-
ence within the predominately African American Greater Grace Temple in Detroit (M), Rev. Wil-
liams’ traditional Black preaching style appeared the appropriate agency from which to achieve
his purpose through successful identification. Much of the controversy regarding his Black Lives
Matter comments, however, were generated from the larger audience viewing the televised act
around the world, many of which experienced division with Williams’ rhetoric. The far-reaching
power of the media was not lost on Rev. Williams, who shared: “I started preaching when there
was no media. Here we are today with social media. | started preaching when no one was look-
ing...and I'm privileged to preach at a time when everyone looks.”®® The ‘privilege’ that he alludes
to here also comes with a responsibility to understand the diverse audiences will have varying
degrees of identification with the agent of the message.

% Warikoo, “Sermons are diverse, political.”



Political Discourse at Aretha Franklin’s Funeral 137

Identification, according to Burke, refers to the common ground that exists between speaker
and audience;® it can exist through material things, ideals, or more formal organizational ties.®
This is a crucial element for rhetorical success in that Burke argues that effective persuasion cannot
emerge without identification. The substance inherent to Rev. Williams’ delivery of the eulogy at
Franklin’s funeral appeared to be sufficient for the audience gathered at the local scene; his occu-
pation, personal characteristics, field of experience, and beliefs and attitudes were aligned with
many of the individuals present. His traditional African American preaching style®? and attention
to familiar social, cultural, and financial issues facing Black America assisted in establishing iden-
tification. What was less apparent in this immediate time and space, however, was how identifica-
tion may have been lacking between Rev. Williams and the larger televisual audience, which de-
mographically was significantly different than the local audience. We conclude our paper by
providing some insight into this point of analysis.

Rev. Williams’ eulogy of Aretha Franklin reached millions of people — from all walks of life
—who tuned in to watch the home going service for the Queen of Soul. Millions more watched his
comments regarding the Black Lives Matter movement via post-funeral news coverage and social
media posts. Some people physically present at Greater Grace Temple reacted affirmatively to
Rev. Williams’ rhetoric. They appeared to understand and support the messages shared given his
ultimate motive. Others, however, did not. These included some who questioned the appropriate-
ness of his comments given the act and scene. Reportedly, Stevie Wonder called out ‘Black Lives
Matter!” following his comments as a sign of protest.®® Yet, the vast majority of the controversy
regarding Rev. Williams’ statements were generated by younger viewers who appeared to have
great difficulty in identifying with the substance of the eulogy. This included many younger Afri-
can Americans whose connection with the traditional Black church is (at best) strained and/or
(outright) critical. As noted by Riley, Rev. Williams rhetoric was reflective of a southern Black
Baptist tradition steeped in misogyny and respectability politics.5 More specifically, his eulogy
was akin to a “plantation style speech” which reinforced sexist thinking, white supremacy, homo-
phobia, victim blaming and slut shaming — issues that reveal a major disconnect between older,
more conservative church members and younger, more progressive African Americans.®® This
generational disconnect is further informed by the contentious relationship between established
religious organizations and the Black Lives Matter movement.%®

Unlike traditional civil rights movements, Black Lives Matter movement did not originate as
an explicitly spiritual or faith-based form of activism. This distinction represented a new tradition
of racial justice that is not centered around the Black church. Some members of the movement
resist and/or fiercely critique organized religion, particularly the Black church.®” As established
earlier in our paper, the founding principles of the movement were intentionally inclusive to ad-
dress the ways in which certain African Americans’ lives had been marginalized in traditional
Black liberation movements. This includes a diversity of individuals who were leshian/gay/bisex-
ual, disabled, undocumented, and gender non-binary. As such, the Black Lives Matter movement
challenged the patriarchal culture and heteronormative gender roles of the traditional Black church,
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issues that some believed were explicitly and implicitly reinforced within Rev. Williams’ com-
ments.%8

We conclude our analysis by connecting the controversy of Rev. Williams’ comments regard-
ing the Black Lives Matter movement at Franklin’s funeral with a larger tension that exists between
traditional religious perspectives and those of more contemporary social justice activists.®® While
surface-level questions about the appropriateness of his comments given the occasion stimulated
our desire to engage in further analysis, engaging the text through Burke’s dramatistic pentad pro-
vided multiple opportunities to understand the ultimate motive(s) behind Williams’ rhetoric. Some
critics continue to take issue with the agency through which he sought to achieve his purpose,
however, many simultaneously respect his intention to use the occasion to improve the lives of
African Americans. Acknowledging the nuanced complexity of this rhetorical text is important to
understand the inherent tensions of larger social movements. The fact of the matter is that many
African American churches were largely silent in the early days of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment; their lack of formal participation was noted by many of the millennial generation. Yet, some
Black churches were heavily involved from the start.”> And while the movement arose as a secular
movement, this doesn’t mean that participants were necessarily “non-religious” or “anti-reli-
gious.”™ In this sense, rhetorical identification, or lack thereof, based on false binaries does little
to advance the mission of racial social justice movements as a whole. Consequently, we encourage
readers to take the insight generated through our analysis of controversy highlighted throughout
the paper as a means toward greater understanding of the tension between traditional and more
contemporary activist leadership within the African American community. Ultimately, the com-
mon goal is that all people generally, and African Americans more specifically, “might have life,
and that they might have it more abundantly” (John 10:10 KJV).
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