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Language, Literacy, and Power
Essay on Aretha Franklin's Opera and the Painting


This world is constantly changing. Things that once were, aren’t anymore. Persons may think one way today and have another way of thinking tomorrow. Perspectives shift, ideas vary, mindsets differ, and  words are given new connotations. It is almost impossible for a lexicographer to go out of business because new words are being created so frequently. Literacy is not left out of the change occurring in this world. It’s former definition according to Oxford, which is the ability to read and write, has grown with time, twenty-first-century inventions, and language’s modification for a tech-savvy generation. It was just yesteryear in grade school, when successfully reading Abeka Books were regarded as being very literate. Intelligence was paired with a person’s degree of hard words they could read and spell, which was a main indicator of a person’s level of literacy. However, literacy’s definition has expanded and entails more than just words and one’s ability to read or write them. Literacy has been defined as a way individuals can engage and communicate with the world, it’s facets, and people. It has become an agent of change and a way people relate to one another since it connects minds, ideas, and inventions through various means such as audio, visual, tactile objects, and the like. In Aretha Franklin’s Opera performance, and the painting of The Brooklyn Bridge Opening, one can see the diverse forms of literacy such as visual and media. Through channels such as emotion, message, and audience appeal, one can analyze how diverse literacy has become in present day.
Words are so potent, they can make someone cry, laugh, scowl, or look in awe. An element of literacy is that it has great power to evoke different emotions. And through these emotions, persons in society can relate to one another and each other’s way of thinking and behaving. In Aretha Franklin’s Opera, emotional literacy – which  refers to the ability to express one's emotional state and communicate one's feelings – is paired with digital literacy. Rather than interpreting emotion through reading words, here one listens and observes Aretha as she performs. She appeals to the emotion through the various inflections of her voice. Sometimes she sings a high C, whilst other time she goes to a lower note. Through these vocal expressions along with the instruments, she engages with her audience emotionally through sound. The low melancholic reverberation of the cello, to the cheerful and sanguine sounds of the viola, one actively listens and is able to translate the musical notes into many different feelings. This is a subtle communication between listener and the musical instruments. It affects one’s mood. Here the cognitive mind registers the feelings and is able to effectively comprehend the media literacy it’s using. 
In reference to the painting of The Brooklyn Bridge Opening, here one must use visual literacy, which is the ability to critically read images. By looking at aspects of the photograph such as its color scheme , architecture, and the attire of the populous shown, one can emotionally connect with the image. Depending on age group, one  may look at the image and have a strong feeling of nostalgia. Perhaps this photo can represent an easier time or a fonder memory for them; a time where life had less problems. Also, one may feel a great sense of awareness of the past. As mentioned above, the world continues to advance technologically. Back in time, this image was only made available on physical paper. But because of the modern machinery, persons are now able to view the image digitally through electronics. Furthermore, someone may feel appreciative after looking at the painting, seeing how far society has come and progressed to facilitate growing generations.
Secondly, messages have played and continue to play a major role in society. From the mail one sends to the post office, to electronic mailing. Through message, communication is made possible. In Aretha Franklin’s Opera, she delivers a message in the form of singing and performance. Music in itself is a universal language. Both music and literacy engages us with the world, it’s aspects, and people: so, by combining it with literacy, they complements one another. Here, the audience is given the task of not only decoding her lyrics; but also, her body language, facial expression, proxemics, and the way she interacts with the musicians.  The softness and keenness of her voice sends the message that the song holds some sentimental value. In addition, the zeal and intensity on her facial features, sends the message to viewers  that she is passionate about singing and performing. Because she is singing in a different language, one can also learn multicultural literacy – The knowledge and appreciation of other cultures.
As for the painting of The Brooklyn Bridge Opening, there are messages that the audience can visually observe. For example, the black and white color sends a clear message that this photo is very old. The style of clothing is also indicative of the old age of the painting. The horse and carriage in the background, explains that the presence of cars were either not invented yet or  that they were a rare form of transportation. In addition, we can infer by the large group of people,  that the bridge was very popular among the people in the city. All of these messages that the audience can make sense of, are examples that promotes visual literacy. It encourages the viewers to read deeper and cognitively inspect – or make sense – of what they see.
Lastly, audience appeal is of great importance. The audience is who reacts to a product, performance, or action. From TV Shows to magazines, creators are dependent on their reaction and also their level of likability towards it. This relates to literacy because if an audience is attracted to what they see, it is likely that the attraction will allow them to analyze it more easily and keenly. Because literacy aims to connect persons, ideas, and the like, producers aim to connect to their audience through the beauty and attractiveness of their work. In Aretha Franklin’s Opera there are many instances where visual literacy can be decoded. For example, her physical appearance. The style of her hair, and the formality of her dress are all visual context clues that piques the interests of viewers. This in turn encourages them to understand what they are seeing.  Her style can help someone to understand her personality, whether she is confident or not, or even her mood. In addition, because the world is constantly changing, one may be able to draw from her appearance, the age of the performance. For example, from her hair it is evident that the performance was in the 90’s since that style was popular in that time. One may even go deeper and look at the quality of the video.  Here media literacy - Ability to think critically about different types of media –  is exhibited. Things like the color scheme and the sound of the mic are evidence of that the setting was in the 90’s.  
In the painting of The Brooklyn Bridge Opening, the audience appeal may be more passive in that it is not a colorful photo that will automatically catch one’s eye. However, after giving it a detailed look,  possible characteristics become more attractive. For example, one may view the structure of the bridge in the background as aesthetically pleasing. It can also appeal to an architect who appreciates the different sides in respect to the art of building.  For creative thinkers, the horse and carriage can appeal to an audience who appreciates an aspect of royalty or even a Disney Princess movie. The attractiveness is dependent on the audience and their preferences.  All in all, this  goes back to literacy because someone who is able to pull out meaning from an obsolete photo, displays clear visual literacy. 
In conclusion, both of these visual  sources display various forms of literacy. Although not always obvious, after careful analyzation one can see how they reflect how literacy has progressed. Without words, the performance and the photo spoke volumes. Through different media means, they communicated ideas by  evoking emotion, giving messages, and appealing to an audience. They challenge the semantics and structure of literacy by annexing different meanings and perspectives; through visual, media, and technology. It proves that literacy is simply not about knowing how to read and write; but being able to read between the lines of  things that don’t conventionally promote literacy.




