
 

 

The Deconstruction of Michael Jackson1 

Notes for an Essay 

Part 1 of 3 

By Steven F. Dansky 

I haven’t scratched the surface yet of what my real purpose is for being here. 
 

Michael Jackson (1958-2009), Ebony interview 
 

1. Moonwalking on the Margins of Freak Discourse 

“I’m relieved.”2  Margo Jefferson, Pulitzer-prizing winning author of On Michael Jackson, 

said of Michael Jackson’s death.  She continued, “In a way, he’s past.  At least, all the scandals  . . . 

the contempt  . . . the loathing . . . relief and catharsis  . . . We don’t have to think about his life 

anymore.”  Of Jackson, James Baldwin wrote nearly twenty-five years before the King of Pop’s death, 

“Freaks are called freaks and are treated as they are treated—in the main abominably—because they 

are human beings that cause to echo, deep within us, our most profound terrors and desires.”3 

When the Las Vegas Review Journal reported in 2007 that reclusive the superstar was bound 

for Las Vegas to plan a comeback, Jackson ended an eighteen-month self-imposed exile in Dubai 

and Ireland after being acquitted of child molestation charges.  It made exquisite sense that Jackson 

decided on Las Vegas.  Caesar’s Palace spent $95 million to build the Coliseum Theater specifically 

for Celine Dion.  Her show ran for four years in a venue fit for a diva and the others who followed 

her such as, Elton John, Cher, and Bette Midler.  There were rumors about a $250 million deal for 

Jackson’s comeback with concerts and a new album.  

                                                       
1 Copyright © 2009 by Steven F. Dansky 
2 Democracy Now!, June 30, 2009 
3 James Baldwin, “Freaks and the American Ideal of Manhood” in The Price of the Ticket, New York: St. Martin’s, 19__ 
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Jackson inhabited a 10 bedroom mansion in Las Vegas.  A $6 million an afternoon of 

shopping at the Reges Galante at the Venetian Hotel in Las Vegas was highlighted in the Martin 

Bashir “Living with Michael Jackson.”  The store features Armani sculptures, such as one of 

Disney’s Goofy and Cinderella Coach and dozens of Fabergé jewel-encrusted eggs.  Jackson 

enthusiastically said, “I want one of those, I want one of those.  I want. . . .”  He returned all the 

items the next day.  And after only six months, Jackson said goodbye to Las Vegas and the mansion, 

which he reportedly left in squalor.    

The connection to Las Vegas seemed to have ended until he died on June 25, 2009.  A few 

days after Jackson’s death Julien’s, an auction house in Las Vegas sold at the Planet Hollywood a 

collection of Jackson memorabilia owned by David Gest, the producer/promoter once married to 

Liza Minnelli.  In the past, the auction house also sold the robe found by Marilyn Monroe’s death 

bed and Elvis Presley’s empty pill bottles (one sold for $7,000).   A Tina Turner impersonator bought 

a depiction of an African-American Mickey Mouse, signed “Mike Jackson” auctioned for $25,000.   

Legends thrive in Las Vegas.  Elvis is ubiquitous in Las Vegas.  They have maintained a 

symbiotic relationship despite his death 30 years ago.   After all a legend is a legend, living or dead.   

And in Las Vegas legends never die.  When a legend’s material existence comes to an end, 

relegation into the celebrity dustbin is averted through the perpetual care of an impressionist.  In 

order to fulfill this straightforward mission, the impressionist must become indistinguishable and 

convincingly pass.   The surrogate guarantees the legend a never-ending gig and an eternal career.  

For legends who survive their waning careers, Las Vegas can be lucrative in an attractive venue with 

a contract with guarantees extravagant bonuses and excessive amenities.   
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The other night, I caught sight of Elvis out with a date on Fremont Street under the barrel 

vaulted canopy suspended over four blocks of the street on which 12 million LED lamps illuminate a 

laser light show.  The projections are quintessential American pop, emblematic images with 

accompanying music—Don McLean’s “American Pie” (“Oh, and there we were all in one place, a 

generation lost in space with no time left to start again.”) or Freddy Mercury’s Queen anthem, “We 

Will Rock You” (“You got mud on your face.  You big disgrace.  Somebody better put you back in 

your place.”)   Elvis was wearing basic black, but to be au courant he was saturated in hip-hop bling, 

a diamond pavé crucifix hung from an alcohol-bloated neck, descending along his exposed, hairy, 

happy trail to an outy navel.   

2. The Trappings, Rhinestone-Studded or Sequined-Clad 

When you tour the Liberace Museum on Tropicana Avenue, details of the legend’s life are 

preserved with reverence: his bedroom is reconstructed with a seamless king-size bed swathed with a 

silk-lined mink bedspread, trimmed with mink tails.  Of course, every room features numerous 

candelabras, even a gold-and-diamond candelabra ring.  There’s a Baldwin grand piano, dozens of 

costumes, including his signature 200-pound “King Neptune” costume, a mirrored Rolls Royce, 

several Emmys, six gold records, and many photographs, including one of the only time he was ever 

seen in a business suit during an audience with Pope Pius XII.  

In the 1950’s, Confidential magazine outed Liberace, and he sued for libel and won.  Decades 

later, he bitterly denounced rumors that he had AIDS.   The New York Times obituary listed his cause 

of death as “cardiac arrest due to congestive heart failure brought on by subacute encephalopathy.”  

Nowhere in the Liberace Museum is there any mention of Liberace being gay.  He never came out of 
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the closet.  Liberace brought the closet onstage and demanded complicity in an open secret, as Dave 

Hickey wrote in “A Rhinestone as Big as the Ritz.”   

Jackson scrutinized Liberace, and recognized the iconic impact of costumes and had utter 

confidence in glitter, whether rhinestones or sequins.  He incorporated a gay black aesthetic into his 

performing style.  He vogued.  He transformed voguing, making it street bad with defiant onanistic 

crotch-grabbing.  He knew the film Paris is Burning and the world-within-a-world drag balls.  He 

redefined the closet into a metaphor about keeping a heterosexual relationship secret.  Rolling Stone 

described “In the closet” from his Dangerous album as a song “titillating titled” but “determinedly 

heterosexual,” and the reviewer in The New York Times wrote, “Only Jackson would use that title for 

a heterosexual love song.”   The song’s lyrics include, “Don’t Hide Our Love Woman To Man,” a 

duet sung by Jackson with non-other than Princess Stéphanie of Monaco.  The video features 

sensual and physically complicated dance techniques with supermodel Naomi Campbell.  The song 

asserts Jackson’s masculinity,  rather than coming out of the closet. 

3. Sexual Identities Versus Sexual Acts 

Jerry Herman’s tautological out anthem, “I am what I am,” from La Cage Aux Folles provides 

a framework for a taxonomy of sex-sex identity.  It circumvents many rounds of a cat-and-mouse 

game by accepting a person’s self-definition.  In order for same-sex identity to be authentic and 

conscious it requires coming out.  The out person chants the phrase, “I am what I am,” and demands 

recognition, respect, and the inalienable rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  The 

critical coming out developmental process is beyond any sexual acts or sexual object choice.  The 

distinctiveness of same-sex identity is defined by community, politics, selfhood, culture, history, 

genealogy, aesthetics, language, and imagination.  If an individual declares, Maybe I am, maybe I’m 
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not? and chooses a private life shaped by patterns of concealment, this is outside the authentic gay 

identity.  If a person says, I am not what you say I am?, such as Mark Foley, U.S. Congressman, when 

he announced, ‘‘I am, of course, not a homosexual;’’ or spokesperson for evangelist Ted Haggard, 

stating “He is completely heterosexual. Mr. Haggard’s homosexual activity had not been ‘a constant 

thing;’” and when Larry Craig, U.S. Senator, said, “Let me be clear.  I am not gay and never have 

been.”    

Jackson has always denied being gay.  In any interview when there was an allusion to sexual 

identity, Jackson consistently said, “I am not gay.”   

To be continued . . .  


