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In the film publicity trailer to Michael Jackson’s 1995 double album HIStory:
Past, Present and Future, Book I (available on DVD on 1997’s HIStory on
Film, Volume II), a crowd of predominantly youthful white women descends
into hysterical joy at the sight of the King of Pop striding confidently into
view at the head of a battalion of goose-stepping, Communist-chic soldiers.
The threatening pageantry is rendered somewhat incongruous by the elfin
smile Jackson flashes at the crowd as he removes his aviator sunglasses
and blows them a kiss. Watching the sequence—which was first screened
in movie theaters to advertise the arrival of HIStory in the manner of an
upcoming blockbuster film—it is as though footage from Leni Riefenstahl’s
Triumph of the Will, a candlelight vigil, Die Hard, and the red carpet at
Cannes had all somehow gotten jumbled together in the editing room.
Spectacles of fascism, communism, celebrity, and sentimentality are all
purposefully and hopelessly entangled in The Eastern Europe Redeemer (as
the film was called), such that it no longer seemed quite so surprising when
the camera cut from the deafening sounds of the roaring crowd and circling
choppers to a close-up of a single white boy calling earnestly, “Michael,
I love yoooo!” the awkward manner in which he stressed those syllables
suggesting that English was not quite a native tongue (Figure 1).1

Amidst all the peculiar sounds and sights of humanity gathered under
the sign of Michael (we literally see a huge banner image of one guylinered
eye, followed by the unveiling of an enormous statue that somehow manages
nevertheless to make its subject seem smaller than life), I often linger in
that particularly ersatz moment of manufactured sincerity. It leads me to
wonder what that professed expression of direct, one-to-one rapport between
“Michael” and “I” could possibly mean—what the creators of the film
could have wanted it to mean—amidst all the bombast and bomb blasts. In
amplifying this single face and voice, one Hungarian extra is momentarily
elevated to the level of protagonist, the only speaking character given an
entire line of intelligible dialogue.2 This elevation accords with Jackson’s
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Figure 1: Film still from HIStory on Film, 1997.

oft-stated devotion to all the world’s children, each in their own singular
uniqueness. But the age, gender, and affect of this particular child placed
him and Jackson within another, less comfortable scenario—that of the
boy and his lover. This, of course, was a toxic scenario that Jackson had,
at great financial and personal cost, extricated himself from immediately
prior to the release of HIStory. To focus on a boy professing his love for
Michael seemed to echo unwisely the speculations and accusations that then
dogged the superstar, even to taunt the public by reflecting directly back its
insinuations.

The image of the Eastern European boy, incidentally, resembles
another film still that graces the cover of Lee Edelman’s No Future: Queer
Theory and the Death Drive (2004). Taken from Alfred Hitchcock’s 1967
film The Birds, the still image features a boy and girl gazing upward with
intense expressions of what could be taken as a similar rapture. The cloth
the boy holds against his face is one clue, however, to the different narrative
of filmic awe in which he and the girl are embedded. Instead of gazing
at a statue of their “redeemer,” they are cowering between two adults and
scanning the sky for the terrifying birds who have just assaulted their bucolic
party, drawing the blood that the boy is now stanching. The predatory threat
that was part of the cultural context of HIStory finds a more direct textual
figuration here, as the birds come to serve as one representative (Edelman
goes on to argue) for a death-driven assault on the culture of the Child, for
which homosexuality stands as another.3

Vociferous denials of both homosexuality and pedophilia notwith-
standing, Michael Jackson’s blind enthusiasm for the culture of the Child
was precisely what rendered him so suspect to many. “Michael I love
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Figure 2: Cover image of No Future, 2004.

yoooo!” is just one of many such uncomfortable scenes of child love
that occur over the course of Jackson’s musical and cinematic career, and
this short article attempts to draw connections among just some of them.
Specifically, it looks to the performative uses of a childlike innocence in
Jackson’s oeuvre, of a love rendered innocent by its profession by a child,
beginning when he himself was that child. Were Jackson’s musical depictions
of a highly sentimentalized boyhood (boyhood in that the “childhood” he
focused upon was so often indicatively male) enactments of the normative
culture of the Child that several critics, including James Kincaid, Lauren
Berlant, and Edelman, have all scrutinized?4 Or, did at least some of
those depictions point elsewhere than toward this normative culture? Not
toward the coded cues provided by a child molester who could not stop
incriminating himself, as the prosecutorially minded might have it, but
rather toward an incoherence in the ideology of the Child, an inconsis-
tency that popular musical performance is perhaps uniquely equipped to
reveal?
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Popular music, to be sure, is not exempt from disseminating the
heteronormativity that Edelman detects in film and literature. It would be a
surprise if it were, considering just the many links between popular music
and visual culture, which we see in my opening example of the HIStory
trailer—designed to elevate an album release to the scale and significance
of a big-budget epic—and also, as I will go on to show, in the genre of
the film soundtrack. But where music is intertwined with the narrative
through melodramatic structures such as those visibilized to an almost
parodic extent in The Eastern Europe Redeemer, song is also cyclical and
repetitive where ideological narratives, especially those about reproductive
futurity, are teleological and developmental. While the sentimental song
reproduces the culture of the Child, its cycles also veer it away from that
culture and spin it along differing orbits. For a crossover star whose music
was so highly mediated by the visual cultures of television, advertisement,
and cinema, Michael Jackson’s songs are particularly laminated. But his
sentimental songs of childhood also contain moments that are in excess of
our compulsory modes of sentimentality.

II
In the nineteenth century it was said of that era’s larger-than-life

celebrity family, “There are saints, there are sinners, and there are Beechers.”
In the late twentieth century, the Jacksons of Gary, Indiana, came to occupy
a similar role in the American imagination, with the public trials of the
family’s most famous scion Michael in some ways comparable to those
Henry Ward Beecher faced a century earlier. Both intensely charismatic
men—a preacher and a pop star—became the center of a media vortex
over allegations of sexual misconduct that drew much of their fascination
from the putative contrast between a fervent, Messianic public image and
the scandalous fantasy of illicit private behavior (Fox; Applegate). And
while witnessing the self-righteous undone by their own reckless appetites
is practically a national spectator sport, it is also true that celebrities will
always, to the end, have their legion of defenders. It may be that a certain
moral leeway is granted such figures, even at the price of some hypocrisy.
We show them a charity that we would never extend to our neighbors, as
if judging them against a different scale, at once coarser and much, much
finer (Gamson). When Michael Jackson died his untimely death in 2009,
so much was hastily forgiven him amidst the fervent mass grief at his
passing that it seemed almost insolent for anyone to dwell too long upon
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the charges of child molestation. Mortality, it seemed, had imposed its own
statute of limitations. But surely a serious appraisal of his historical legacy
will not omit an examination of the context within which his music lives
on. The challenge will be to make such contexts and seemingly extrinsic
considerations intrinsic to musical analysis.

This is in part to ask whether the music was ever really that far
from “the madness” (Taraborrelli). In asking this question, I do not mean
to take up the fruitless pursuit of Jackson’s real motivations, still less to
construct another facile psychological portrait that would purport to explain
his musical genius and personal torments. Instead, I mean to ask how his
music, and in particular the schematizing of boyish innocence within and
through it, relates to a larger social incoherence—call it a madness if you
will—around childhood. In the immediate days after his death (but actually
in the years leading up to it, as well) I had noticed a nostalgia for the young
Michael: the brown-skinned, Afroed, big-nosed Michael of the Jackson 5.
This nostalgia was particularly pronounced amongst boho (black bohemian)
intellectual types eager to hold on to a Michael that the mass media had
passed over, a soulful more than a pop Michael, a Michael who danced
and sang as an exemplar of a community rather than as an idiosyncratic
and estranged individual, a Michael from the past that the Michael of the
present might not even recognize. Even selecting his birthday for annual
commemoration, however obvious the choice of that particular date might
be, takes on an additional significance when one recalls the comments
by the adult Michael about being religiously prohibited from celebrating
his birthday as a child. Posthumously, celebrating that birthday becomes a
belated “gift” to the child Michael, which imaginatively conjures up the
scenes of childhood as an eternal recurrence, much as the adult Jackson
sought to do at Neverland.

This retrospective, retroactive Michael was safe to love and even
adore in a way that the adult Michael seemed less available for.5 If the
adult Michael was a “freak”—everyone knows his tabloid epithet “Wacko
Jacko”—the boy Michael was “normal.” At least, our love of the boy Michael
was normal. But what exactly was normal about our choice of the boy as
a love object? Was this normal love indeed innocent of the immoral and
abnormal love of boys that the adult Michael was repeatedly accused of?
Was it the moral and juridical opposite of such a love? Or did this normal
love also bear the traces of a culture of eroticized boyhood, traces that were
necessarily repressed by a culture that remains intensely phobic about child-
loving, as James Kincaid has argued, even as its abuse and exploitation of
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Figure 3: Typical boho image of Michael in Brooklyn, summer 2009.

children—sexual and physical abuse, as well as the abusive exploitations
of child labor—continue apace? We must recall, as Liz Magic Laser
reminds us, that the nostalgic image of childhood Michael Jackson
idealized as an adult was a screen memory that masked his own childhood
experiences of exploitative labor conditions and emotional abuse. The
childhood we idealize when we romanticize the memory of the young
Michael was a fabrication designed precisely to produce effects of
verisimilitude so powerful that even Jackson himself often at times seemed
taken in by them. It is this illusion of a “normal” childhood that is
both manifested and, I believe, dispelled by the music that supposedly
advertised it.6

To describe the scene of the child Michael as a fabrication is not to
minimize, but in fact to insist upon, his superlative musicality, without which
the fabrication would not have been successful. It is for the preternatural
maturity and conviction of his boy voice on songs of adult love and loss that
the young Michael Jackson remains sui generis. As Jason King aptly notes,
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Had Jackson sounded mature by simply being gruff or husky, he
would have remained a precocious novelty. But his tones were full-
bodied clarion calls; his pitch was immaculate, and his phrasing
impeccable. He had a fluid lyricism and plenty of range, and he
could find emotional nuance in challenging pop-soul material. (36)

Implicit in King’s assessment here, with which I am very much in agreement,
is the way in which the preteen Michael interpreted adult-themed songs like
“Got to Be There,” “Who’s Loving You,” and “Never Can Say Goodbye.”
Not only was it superior to other child singers, it was superior to other adult
performers. The location of such emotional authenticity in the tenor voice
of a boy was literally uncanny, something known and comfortable made
suddenly unfamiliar and strange. Jackson’s delivery of lines like “Every
time I think I’ve had enough and start heading for the door / There’s a
very strange vibration that pierces me right to the core” did not rest upon
the humorous incongruity of such weighty sentiments resting on a twelve-
year-old voice. Rather, in a vocal iteration of that idea of a “very strange
vibration,” it distinguished itself as a state of childlike potentiality from
the mere set of adult responsibilities and choices the lyric was ostensibly
about. “Never Can Say Goodbye” was no longer (just) a plea to a lover
not to leave. More unsettlingly, it returned the finality of ultimatum (the
departing lover, the perverse promise nonetheless never to say goodbye) to
a condition of beginning and, crucially, of becoming. The perverse thrill
of watching a child performer reenact emotions suppositiously restricted
to the “mature” released those affects from their attachment to expected
subjects, denaturalized them, and rendered them virtual. Hearing the song
was a means of becoming-child.7

The paradox of an adult potentiality that can best be heard in the
voice of a child is undoubtedly at the heart of the musical dynamic within
which the larger, cultural controversy surrounding Jackson’s “weirdness”
figures.8 That a performer who swept to fame as a child, whose discography
is garlanded with songs about childhood, and whose speaking voice and
singing voice alike retained a childlike register long into adulthood, should
have been at the center of two public trials over alleged child molestation,
in itself suggests a massive condensation of interest and anxiety around
the figure of the innocent and corruptible Child. And the importance here
of rhetorics of innocence and corruption extend well past the question of
guilt, which can really be approached only with a fuller understanding
of how the child is produced as the object of a perennially endangered
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innocence, with a greater awareness of how innocence operates as Other in
two inconsistent binarisms: innocence / guilt and innocence / experience.
The productive incoherence between these two binarisms, one juridical
and the other developmental, explains at least some of the how and
why of the aforementioned massive interest and anxiety around what a
figure like Jackson meant symbolically. It also points to a crucial aspect
of Jackson’s public persona in the 1990s and 2000s, one that in turn
supplies clues to the role innocence played as an ongoing motif in his
music.

We can see the complexities of this interplay of adult and child,
innocence and experience, in the well-known “I’ll Be There” Pepsi ad from
1992, which took on a second life as a sort of proleptic automemorial
when fans posted it to Internet video-sharing sites in the wake of his death.
Staged as an imagined encounter between adult and child Michael, the
commercial opens with the adult Jackson alone in a room while playing
the grand piano and singing, ostensibly to himself, the song he had taken
to the top of the charts with his brothers in the Jackson 5. His tone is
isolated, knowing, and mournful, which makes the shadow of his child
self in the doorway all the more timely. As his child self joins in on a
higher register, his tempo quickens, his mood lightens, and soon the two are
sharing a spectral Pepsi across generations. Just as he promised he would
be, the child Michael “is there” when the adult looks over his shoulder.
But the child is, of course, the Child: not little Michael at all but an actor,
a prop, a puppet through which to ventriloquize the recorded voice of the
actual Michael, just as the Pepsi is just a commodity facsimile of actual
happiness.

In the longer version of the ad reedited for Dangerous: The Short
Films (1993), Pepsi imagery is excised, and the scene in the grand room is
instead intercut with performance and home video footage of young Michael
and his family. This nostalgic footage, however, merges his own memories
of his childhood and our memories of his childhood to the point where
they become literally indistinguishable. It is as though his uncanny child
simulacra—despite the removal of the Pepsi imagery—is still a commodified
doppelgänger: not the self at all but rather an ersatz replica, one that is too
much like the self to be mistaken as anybody else, except that it is outside
the self, staring at and singing with it, intertwining its virtual presence
with his actual presence in a way that literally quickens and enlivens the
latter, as though the virtual were more real than the real. Which, in a sense,
it is.
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Figure 4: “I’ll Be There” Pepsi commercial, re-edited. Adult Michael at the piano fades into a picture of child
Michael on the wall.

Figure 5: Michael “looks over his shoulder” and his spectral younger self “is there.”

III
Over the course of two trials, Jackson became highly accomplished

at employing his childlike innocence and vulnerability as a primary bulwark
of his defense, at least in the court of public opinion. He has not endangered
children, his statements and demeanor seemed to say; he himself was an
endangered child, as any fool could see: thin, pale, sickly, and heartbroken.
As early as 1995, critic Cynthia Fuchs noted how “his well-known passivity
makes him ostensibly nonthreatening, even endearing,” noting in particular
how “his sexualized performances are recuperated by their sentimentality,
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their appeal to emotional memories of ‘little Michael Jackson’.” At the
center of the subsequent trial, and in opposition to the prosecution’s portrayal
of a brute adult seducer, this performance effigy was further consolidated
until what emerged seemed none other than Harriet Beecher Stowe’s saintly
Little Eva: too good for this world and gone too soon.9 The power of this
conflation—of developmental and juridical innocence—is deeply embedded
in our political unconscious, as recent scholarship in queer theory has sought
to show. So tracking the discourse of the child through the racially and
sexually charged precincts of popular music and culture provides a useful
test and partial confirmation of the warnings queer theorists have issued
against basing our political culture on reproductive futurity.

The locus classicus of the queer polemic against reproductive futurity
is Lee Edelman’s influential book, No Future. Leaning heavily on Jacques
Lacan and Theodor Adorno, Edelman argues that our contemporary political
culture figures queerness as a death drive that threatens to foreclose the
future of the innocent Child. The Child, whose imagined safety all public
life must subordinate itself to, is not any actually existing child. She is
instead a symbolic position that relieves us of the burden of a more adult
grasp of either sex or politics, obligating an exercise in bad faith that reduces
citizenship and the public sphere, as Lauren Berlant has put it, to what can be
conceived of from the standpoint of a vulnerable child. Queerness can only
figure as the negation of innocence, childhood, and the future, as part of the
“culture of death” that the Catholic church has warned portentously against.
Edelman’s controversial twist is to call upon queer theorists to embrace our
rhetorical positioning as death driven: to willingly shirk the obligatory duty
of “fighting for the children.” He writes,

If the fate of the queer is to figure the fate that cuts the thread of
futurity . . . then the only oppositional status to which our queerness
could ever lead would depend on our taking seriously the place of
the death drive we’re called on to figure and insisting, against the
cult of the Child and the political order it enforces . . . that we do
not intend a new politics, a better society, a brighter tomorrow . . .
that the Child as futurity’s emblem must die; that the future is mere
repetition and just as lethal as the past. (30–31)

Now, this polemical stance has occasioned much debate that exceeds my
capacity to rehearse here (Caserio et al.). Instead, I want to focus more
narrowly on the figure of the virtual child as the voice from the past who
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hails the adult subject with its thin, spectral song. I want to consider this
voice, slightly against the spirit of Edelman’s polemic, as itself one of “mere
repetition,” as a quaver or “very strange vibration” that does something
different to the political order of the cult of the Child than enforce “a
brighter tomorrow.”

When it comes to the charge of perpetuating the cult of the Child,
there is an embarrassment of damning evidence against Jackson. Consider
just the words of the spoken introduction, delivered by (what sounds to me
like) a little girl, to Jackson’s 1991 single “Heal the World”:

Think about, um, the generations, and the . . . say we want to make
it a better place for our children and our children’s children so that
they, they, they, they know it’s a better world for them. I think they
can make it a better place . . .

Even as eloquent and persuasive a defender of Michael Jackson’s musical
legacy as Jason King finds himself repeatedly arguing down the charge of
excessive sentimentality in songs like this one. Situating this excess in the
mitigating circumstance of Jackson’s humanitarianism, King argues,

I can recall in 1991 being revolted by Jackson’s “Heal the World,” an
inspirational treaclefest that seemed wildly out of step with gangsta,
grunge and bleak chic aesthetics that dominated the airwaves.
Jackson’s earnesty bordered on serious naiveté. But in retrospect,
it’s clear that throughout his career Michael Jackson held steadfast
to a vision of one love-planetary humanism on par with the most
heartfelt sentimentalists our time. . . . As Carl Wilson discusses in
his superb book on Celine Dion: Let’s Talk About Love, we need to
rethink the politics of schmaltz, particularly in the way it generates
community through emotional expression. (46–47)

I might agree with both King and Wilson that sentimentality can be political.
But there is another reading of just the opening of “Heal the World” that
is audible in the strange repetition of the word “they” in the child’s speech.
This, at least, is how I hear the intro (with an admitted dose of speculation).
I hear a preternaturally articulate child, eager to please the adults recording
her with a self-consciously adorable speech of sentimental clichés. Just
snatches of these clichés make it through, however: the discourse has not
been completely absorbed, which is why the speech is endearing enough
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for Jackson to have been willing to append it to his song, but also why it is
scary enough to the speech-giver to cause her stage fright as she confronts
its imagery. She evokes “the generations” but this causes her to trail off . .
. where do the generations go? What are we supposed to think about when
we “think about, um” them? This crisis is resolved by alighting on another
cliché, that of “making it a better world,” one of Edelman’s prime targets.
But the oddity of leading into this via the rhetoric of children’s children
seems to force our young speech-maker into a stuttering series of “theys.”
Who are these “theys” who impede her speech, these others who interrupt
her attempt to complete the circuit of reproductive futurity? Semantically,
they are of course “our children’s children.” But if so, then they appear here
as virtualities that disturb the discourse in which they are meant to settle. On
the recording, her voice marks this disturbance as a quaver, which we hear in
a sudden rise in pitch that is a clear auditory cue of anxiety. Why should she
fear the better world? Precisely because these unknowable virtualities, our
children’s children, impinge upon her utterance with an excess of demand it
cannot possibly support. Only the innocent speechifier, it would seem, has
the bravery to go to the end of the cliché and actually imagine our children,
and our children’s children, and see in that image a potentially horrifying
series of unknowable “theys” with unquantifiable, unappeasable demands
not only for a better world. It is only she who can speak the clichés of
reproductivity and see staring back at her its threat.

IV
If the power of queer theory of the death drive lies in the ability to

expose the truth that is repressed by the vision of reproductive futurity, the
truth of mere repetition, then it may indeed be the case that—as Edelman
himself goes on to show in his readings of texts as various as Charles
Dickens and The Birds—this truth is always already just beneath the surface
of even the most seemingly normative cultural forms. Let me investigate
this possibility further in discussing sequentially three of Jackson’s most
familiar recordings about childhood.

Michael Jackson’s version of Stevie Wonder’s composition, “With a
Child’s Heart” was recorded for his third solo album, Music and Me. It was
released as the first single in 1973, when Michael was just fourteen years old
(two years younger than Justin Bieber was in 2010), and already an industry
veteran with three solo albums and six studio albums with his brothers in
the Jackson 5. The Motown producers of Music and Me must have found the
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parallels between Michael and Stevie irresistible when they chose this song.
“With a Child’s Heart” was a song from Up-Tight, Stevie’s breakthrough
release of 1966, an album that marked the older singer’s transition, at age
sixteen, away from his “Little Stevie” moniker to a more mature singer-
songwriter. Almost a decade later, “With a Child’s Heart” was reinterpreted
by another child star struggling both literally and musically to find his adult
voice. Immanent to the song’s structure and interpretation, that is, the adult
/ child binary is staged as an emotive crisis. After an opening tickling chime
motif reminiscent of a nursery rhyme, Jackson somewhat breathily delivers
a lyric that describes and enacts the effort of carrying the innocence of a
“child’s heart” into an approaching maturity. Much slower and moodier than
the original, there is an aura of sombreness, even mourning, to the track
that belies the closing insistence that “nothing’s gonna get me down.” It is
perhaps a sign of the difficulty of the transition it stages, and the trauma
that the adult Michael Jackson always insisted those early working years
caused him, that he would later claim to an interviewer that not only could
he no longer remember the lyrics to this song, he could not even remember
recording it (Michael Jackson).

The repression of childhood memory is a universal phenomenon,
as Sigmund Freud discovered, although fourteen is admittedly an advanced
age for it. Such amnesia is caused, according to psychoanalysis, by the
repression of infantile sexuality and aggression, a theory that scandalized
Freud’s Victorian readers and still unsettles people today. We do not like to
think of our little darlings as desiring or wrathful creatures. As I have noted,
we prefer to see them as innocents endangered by corruption. But black
popular culture, with its pained awareness that the privileges of childhood
are unequally distributed, has long held an ambivalent stance toward this
dominant culture of the child. We can be as sentimental as anyone else about
imagined childhood purity, but our culture also contains great reservoirs of
skepticism toward the ideology of the child, whose vulnerability and value
in American culture are so often restricted to the white child, with the black
child serving as a kind of foil, always already streetwise, tough, precociously
independent. Of course, black popular culture often plays with this tension,
alternately resisting and identifying with the image of invulnerability. Much
of the frisson of the black male child pop star, from Michael Jackson to
Little Bow Wow, comes from watching clearly underage boys persuasively
mimic the appetites and aggressiveness of adult men. While this pubescent
mimesis renders the sexuality it stages safe and cute, it at the same time
renders childhood prematurely knowing. And since one of the first and
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hardest lessons black children learn is that innocence is not necessarily a
defense, this knowingness is often embraced as an unsentimental education.
But at what price? In order to perform “With a Child’s Heart,” did Michael
Jackson have to sacrifice his own?

Certainly, Jackson would like us to believe that he did. On a song like
the self-penned “Childhood,” off his 1995 double album HIStory, he draped
his autobiography around some of the most saccharine images of childhood
ever laid to tape. As if (as in the Pepsi commercial) attempting to reveal the
ersatz nature of our cultural mythos of childhood through the very intensity
of his attachment to it, Jackson lamented that “people say I’m not okay,
because I love such elementary things.” With its haunting, double-entendre
question—“Have you seen my childhood?”—Jackson at once accused and
implored his listener. “Where has my child gone? It’s missing; I can’t find
it.” But also, “Have you seen my childhood? Of course you’ve seen it, don’t
deny. My childhood has in fact been simply the totality of things you’ve
insisted on seeing. It’s missing because you have it!”

Conflating his adult and child selves, “Childhood” was also an
indirect rebuttal of the developmental narrative that the precocious man-
child was urged to fit into. Instead of toughening him up, Jackson presents his
own upbringing as producing the polar opposite of black macho: a delicate,
shy oddity, comfortable only around children. Drawing on the ready founts
of pop psychology, he sings that “it’s been my fate to compensate for the
childhood I never had.” But could anyone have had the impossible childhood
he extols in this song? Aren’t we all fated to compensate for missing such
a childhood, if only because no actual childhood ever looked like that, as
surely Michael must have known?

As I have intimated, something in Jackson’s identification with
childhood unsettles the standard script, a queerness of the child that Kathryn
Bond Stockton has suggested we think of as a “growing sideways” rather
than a “growing up.” Peter Pan, let us recall, is a threat precisely because
he never grows up. His boyishness cannot be recuperated to reproductive
futurity, so he must ultimately be exiled from it and condemned to a land of
eternal return. As numerous critics have noted, among “the childish things”
Jackson loved so dearly (in addition to Peter Pan) were a series of becomings:
becoming-animal, becoming-monster, becoming-alien. All these becomings
seemed propelled by a methodical intention to escape the stultifying arc of
straight being and time. Even when he reluctantly settled down to the adult
business of marrying and having children, Jackson performed them with a
flagrant panache that perversely narrated reproductive futurity. From naming
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all three children Michael,10 to infamously dangling one from a balcony,
to the posthumous assertion by his first wife Debbie Rowe that she was
impregnated by artificial insemination using the sperm of an anonymous
donor, Jackson seemed to have pioneered a future of a different kind than
the one officially extolled in “Heal the World,” but similar to the one heard
in the quaver of the little girl’s voice with which that future is delivered.

“Ben,” recorded by the prepubescent Michael for the soundtrack to
a 1972 film of the same name, similarly settles into the grooves of kiddie
culture, but only to similarly skip and scratch across it. If part of allure of
the man-child lies in his pantomime of adult heterosexual seduction—which
Michael much more convincingly performed as a child than as an adult—
“Ben” inverts that with a love song sung, apparently, to another boy. “Ben,
the two of us need look no more / We have found what we were looking
for.” But “Ben” is such a queer addition to the Jackson discography not
simply because of its homoeroticism. Certainly it shares with other coded
songs, like “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” a felt sense of difference and
isolation, combined with a desire for a transfigurative elsewhere. But to
those themes “Ben” adds a strong dose of the persecutory “us against the
world” that would come into full prominence on later songs like “They Don’t
Really Care about Us,” also from HIStory. “Ben, most people would turn
you away / I don’t listen to a word they say.” In his adult oeuvre, Jackson’s
paranoia and his schmaltz seem like two sides of one spinning coin. For the
former, line up the jagged guitars; for the latter, queue the swelling strings.
On “Ben,” however, these two tendencies are held in a musical tension that
is only deepened when it is realized that Ben is not a human boy at all
but a malevolent telepathic rat, leading a swarm of other killer rodents that
gradually take over the heart and mind of the protagonist of the film, into
whose position Jackson has thrown his voice.

Placing this song within the context of the horror film in which it
belongs laminates an additional meaning onto lines such as the following
that Jackson sings to Ben: “They don’t see you as I do / I wish they would
try to / I’m sure they would think again / If they had a friend like Ben.”
Here, the child confronts the horror of “mere repetition.” Ben is literally
a movie sequel. And, like the malevolent fowl in Alfred Hitchcock’s The
Birds, the rats in Ben represent the motiveless aggression of the death drive.
Of course, Ben has the surplus social meaning that distinguishes its schlocky
horror appeal from the more rarefied jolt of fear Hitchcock delivers. The rats
are personified evil with a “leader,” whereas the birds are a swarm of pure
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anarchy. Despite these differences, there is still the sense in which “Ben”
the song can be heard to push past its sentimental lyrics, precisely through
the conviction with which Michael grasps the “monstrous” becoming of
the swarm of animal spirits, endowing his preternaturally uncanny singing
with a longing that is neither fully child nor adult, but is reaching toward
something beyond, something we could call inhuman or, with Nietzsche,
“all too human” after all.

Notes

1. As indeed it was not. The film was shot in Budapest, Hungary, with
extras from that Eastern European country. It was directed by British music video
director Rupert Wainwright, who had previously worked with a number of hip-hop
stars, including MC Hammer and NWA. For one semiotic analysis of “The East
European Redeemer,” see Dalmazzo.

2. That is not quite right. Several other individual voices are heard,
all women shouting the single word “Michael.” And at the beginning, a man
speaks several sentences in Esperanto, a “universal” language that of course is
unintelligible to almost everyone. Jackson himself never speaks or sings, and his
music is not played during this film; rather, it is the bombastic music of Basil
Poledouris composed for the film The Hunt for Red October (1990).

3. In characteristically elliptical prose, Edelman writes that “one thing in
this must be perfectly clear: my point is not to equate the birds with homosexuality
nor to suggest that they be understood as “meaning” same-sex desire. . . . Insofar
as the birds bear the burden of sinthomosexuality, which aims to dissociate
heteronormativity from its own implication in the drive, it would, in fact, be more
accurate to say that the meaning of homosexuality is determined by what the film
represents in them: the violent undoing of meaning” (132).

4. The Child with a capital C, Edelman insists, is to be distinguished from
any real historical children insofar as the former operates solely as an ideological
abstraction to be invoked in sacrosanct fashion.

5. Although, of course, the adult Michael Jackson was also intensely loved,
if not quite to the messianic extent the “teaser” film for HIStory on Film sought to
claim.

6. For example, in a 2010 interview on the Oprah Winfrey Show with his
mother, Katherine Jackson, talk-show host Oprah Winfrey pointed to a picture of the
youthful, Afroed Michael and asked her whether this was how she remembered her
son. Ms. Jackson faltered, and initially tried to explain that she thought continuously
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about every moment of his life from cradle to grave. Unable to accept this answer,
Oprah gently pointed again to the picture of the preadolescent Michael and invited
Jackson to agree with her claim that this was the image that she (Jackson) saw when
she thought about her son. Jackson finally acquiesced to this demand to collapse
her own memory and mourning into a snapshot that conveniently sentimentalized,
normalized, and de-queered the image of her son.

7. I rely here on the theory of affect as virtual potentiality outlined by
Massumi.

8. Here my analysis of age transgression dovetails with the analysis of
gender transgression in Royster.

9. On performance effigies, see Roach.

10. Their names are Prince Michael, Paris Michael Katherine, and Prince
Michael II.
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