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ABSTRACT 

 

The biopic 'Michael', directed by Antoine Fuqua (2025), transcends the boundaries of historical 

documentation, serving as a complex audio-visual text that reconstructs the tumultuous private life 

of the King of Pop. While mainstream media and popular biography often emphasize his cultural, 

musical, and economic impacts, this study approaches the film as a contemporary narrative that 

explores the depths of human vulnerability. Within the framework of literary studies, a biopic is 

not merely a reflection of reality, but a structured narrative that employs specific aesthetic and 

textual strategies to represent inner human experiences. This research focuses on the cinematic 

representation of childhood trauma and chronic loneliness within the character construction of 

Michael Jackson. From a literary perspective, trauma and isolation are examined not as clinical 

diagnoses, but as profound narrative motifs and thematic anchors that drive the protagonist's tragic 

arc. The film artistically manifests how family-induced abuse and the premature loss of infancy 

distort the protagonist's adult persona. The objective of this paper is to conduct a narrative and 

textual analysis of the film to demonstrate how Michael’s subsequent psychological traits—such 

as his childlike regression, heavy reliance on non-human attachment, and hyper-vigilant 

communication style—are represented as literary symbols of a shattered psyche. By shifting the 

paradigm from a purely psychological diagnosis to a literary critique, this study illuminates how 

cinema captures the unspeakable nature of personal tragedy.  

 

Keywords : Childhood Trauma, Chronic Loneliness, Biopic 'Michael', Narrative Analysis, 

Heterotopia.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The biopic 'Michael', directed by Antoine Fuqua (2025), transcends the boundaries of 

historical documentation, serving as a complex audio-visual text that reconstructs the tumultuous 

private life of the King of Pop. While mainstream media and popular biography often emphasize 

his cultural, musical, and economic impacts, this study approaches the film as a contemporary 

narrative that explores the depths of human vulnerability. Within the framework of literary studies, 

a biopic is not merely a reflection of reality, but a structured narrative that employs specific 

aesthetic and textual strategies to represent inner human experiences.  

This research focuses on the cinematic representation of childhood trauma and chronic 

loneliness within the character construction of Michael Jackson. From a literary perspective, 

trauma and isolation are examined not as clinical diagnoses, but as profound narrative motifs and 

thematic anchors that drive the protagonist's tragic arc. The film artistically manifests how family-

induced abuse and the premature loss of infancy distort the protagonist's adult persona.  

Michael Jackson (1958–2009), widely hailed as the "King of Pop," remains one of the most 

culturally significant and commercially successful figures in global music history. Emerging into 

the public eye as the child prodigy frontman of the Jackson 5 under the highly demanding, 

patriarchal dominant management of his father, Joseph Jackson, his early life was defined by 

rigorous work schedules and an immediate thrust into hyper-visibility. His subsequent solo career 

reached unprecedented heights with albums like Thriller (1982) and Bad (1987), transforming him 

into a global phenomenon. However, this monumental fame was systematically juxtaposed against 

an increasingly scrutinized, deeply reclusive private life. Marked by intense media sensationalism, 

complex medical conditions, and a self-imposed retreat into his highly controversial Neverland 

Valley Ranch, Jackson’s life became an archetypal narrative of profound isolation and unresolved 

childhood psychological trauma.  

Directed by Antoine Fuqua and written by John Logan, the biographical film Michael 

(2025) serves as a comprehensive cinematic exploration that attempts to navigate the intricate 

dualities of Jackson's public persona and private anguish. Starring Jaafar Jackson, the protagonist's 

real-life nephew, the narrative spans several decades, meticulously charting Jackson’s trajectory 

from his claustrophobic upbringing in Gary, Indiana, to his global superstardom and eventual 

tragic demise. Far from being a conventional, hagiographic musical celebration, Fuqua’s 

directorial framework treats Jackson’s life as a highly layered text. The film utilizes a sophisticated 

cinematic vocabulary to peer behind the curtain of pop iconography, following Custen (1992), the 

biopic functions not merely as a historical record, but as a constructed narrative that shapes public 

perception of historical figures, intentionally focusing on the lingering effects of childhood 

domestic abuse, family dynamics, and the psychological defence mechanisms constructed by the 

artist to survive the continuous onslaught of global hyper-visibility.  

To provide a rigorous textual analysis of the protagonist’s psychological trajectory, this 

study synthesizes contemporary literary theories that bridge narrative structure with emotional 

representation. In literary criticism, particularly through the foundational frameworks of Cathy 

Caruth (2016) and Balaev (2018), trauma is defined as an overwhelming experience that resists 

direct linguistic expression. In a narrative text, trauma does not appear as a straightforward plot 

point; instead, it manifests through structural disruption, such as narrative fragmentation. This 

involves the breakdown of linear time through sudden, intrusive flashbacks (analepsis) that 
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interrupt the protagonist's present reality. Consequently, this theory is utilized to analyse how the 

film 'Michael' uses cinematic syntax to mirror the fragmented memory of a traumatized individual.  

In narrative theory, character construction relies heavily on contrast and interpersonal 

dynamics. This study employs the concept of the narrative foil (Korte, 2022) to examine the 

relationship between Michael (the protagonist) and Joe Jackson (the antagonist within the family 

structure). Joe Jackson’s character is analysed as the literary embodiment of oppression—a 

restrictive, punitive figure whose overwhelming demands initiates the protagonist's conflict. The 

analysis focuses on how their dialogues and physical spacing (proxemics) in the frame establish a 

recurring motif of fear and subordination.  

Additionally, physical settings often function as objective correlatives for a character’s 

internal state. This study adopts spatial narrative concepts to analyse two primary spatial 

metaphors in the film: the contrast between the hyper-visible public stage and the claustrophobic 

domestic spaces. Furthermore, it incorporates Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopia—a 

physically real yet culturally marginalized space designed as an "other" world (Foucault & West-

Pavlov, 2019). This framework is used to evaluate Neverland not as an eccentric property, but as 

a powerful literary symbol of a constructed regressive utopia.  

 

METHOD 

 

This study utilizes a qualitative approach grounded in descriptive textual and narrative 

analysis to investigate the representations of trauma and isolation in Antoine Fuqua’s biopic 

'Michael' (2025). The primary data comprises specific cinematic sequences, focusing on key 

scenes, dialogic exchanges, and formal visual-auditory components from the film. Rather than 

viewing the film as a mere historical chronicle, this methodology treats the audio-visual text as a 

highly structured narrative layout. Data collection involved structured observation and 

documentation of specific cinematic sequences, focusing on timestamps, proxemics, structural 

syntax, and spatial metaphors. The analytical framework decodes formal cinematic parameters, 

which include mise-en-scène, cinematography, and auditory parameters. The systematic data 

analysis followed a three-stage process: data reduction and structural mapping, categorization of 

textual-cinematic elements, and theoretical interpretation by cross-referencing coded cinematic 

data with established literary frameworks of trauma (Caruth, 2016), character foil (Korte, 2022), 

and spatial heterotopia (Foucault, 2019). To ensure analytical validity and reliability, theoretical 

triangulation was employed, allowing for a rigorous textual analysis of the protagonist’s 

psychological trajectory. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

The systematic analysis of the film 'Michael' revealed several pivotal cinematic sequences 

where childhood trauma and chronic loneliness are structurally and textually manifested. The key 

textual data is organized in the table below: 
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Table 1. The Key Textual Data Is Organized 

Timestamp Cinematic Scene Description Narrative Component & 

Significance 

[ 09:03; 

45:15] 

Flashback: Joe violently breaching rehearsal 

space vs. Adult Michael’s reaction to knocking. 

Narrative Fragmentation & 

Internalized Trauma 

[02:52; 36:05; 

57:17 ] 

Michael watches children play from a window; 

seeks companionship via a chimpanzee; 

rejection by siblings during games (Twister). 

Chronic Loneliness & 

Stolen Childhood 

[34:32; 

01:39:27 ] 

Hospital visiting and cheering the children; 

commercial shoot accident followed by hospital 

visits to children, gifting the kid toys. 

Displacement of Trauma & 

Nurturing Projection 

[38:07 ] Michael reads Peter Pan to Bubbles; fixated, 

longing gaze on the narrative. 

Symbolic Arrested 

Development & 

Psychological Sanctuary 

[47:17; 

01:51:14 ] 

Michael confides in his bodyguard; final 

Jackson 5 performance as defiance against Joe. 

Surrogate Trust & 

Assertion of Agency 

[ 01:53:23] Time-jump transition; the nod from the 

bodyguard; performance of "Bad". 

Self-Actualization & 

Liberation 

[58:00 ] Michael’s lingering shock/fear when 

encountering Joe post-firing. 

Persistent Psychological 

Conditioning 

[ 38:00] Camera pans across Neverland (empty rides). Neverland as Heterotopia 

(Regression) 

       Within the framework of literary trauma theory, traumatic memory does not operate 

linearly; rather, it disrupts temporal continuity. The film highlights this through the persistent 

psychological conditioning visible in the protagonist. For instance, even after firing his father, 

Michael’s reaction—marked by instinctive shock and fear—demonstrates that the trauma is not 

merely an external event but an internalized presence that continues to haunt his adult psyche. As 

noted by Sydorenko and Kovalenko (2025), cinema serves as a vital medium for navigating the 

'unspeakable' nature of trauma, effectively bridging the gap between the character's internal pain 

and the audience's perception. 

The character of Joe Jackson functions as a crucial narrative foil, a tyrannical force 

constructed to accentuate Michael’s vulnerability. In sharp contrast, the introduction of the 

bodyguard character represents a shift in Michael’s interpersonal dynamics. His act of confiding 

in the bodyguard—a professional relationship that transcends into a surrogate emotional bond—

highlights his profound isolation, as he is forced to seek trust outside of his own family structure. 

The climax of this arc occurs during the final Jackson 5 performance, where Michael uses the stage 

to defy his father’s control. The subsequent "time escape" transition—marked by the non-verbal 

exchange and a nod of validation from his bodyguard—functions as a cinematic bridge to his 

autonomy. This moment of relief, culminating in the performance of "Bad," is an act of reclaiming 

the self. The performance is not merely musical; it is a psychological liberation from the 

"compliant child" persona enforced by the patriarchal gaze.  

Furthermore, the film profoundly explores the theme of chronic loneliness through 

Michael’s desperate search for connection. Scenes depicting Michael watching children play from 

a window, his poignant desire for a chimpanzee as a substitute for companionship, and the 
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recurring rejections when he asks his siblings to play games (e.g., Bingo), serve as powerful 

symbols of his alienation. This psychological projection is most evident in the hospital sequence 

following his accident; while physically incapacitated, Michael actively visits other hospitalized 

children, gifting them toys. This behavior functions as a manifestation of his unresolved childhood 

trauma, where his affinity for children serves as a subconscious attempt to provide the nurturing 

and freedom he was systematically denied, transforming his personal suffering into a therapeutic 

act of care.  

This psychological fixation is further solidified in the sequence where Michael reads Peter 

Pan to his companion, Bubbles. His fixated, longing gaze upon the narrative of a boy who refuses 

to grow up captures the central paradox of his psyche: the desire for eternal youth as a defense 

mechanism against a traumatic reality he cannot otherwise escape. These instances illustrate the 

"narrative aporia" (Onega, 2023) not just as silence, but as a failed attempt to bridge the gap 

between his isolated, hyper-visible adulthood and the lost normalcy of his childhood. He is 

structurally unable to participate in the "play" of his peers or family, reinforcing the status of 

Neverland as a failed, constructed heterotopia designed to reclaim an infancy that was 

systematically stolen.  

        

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The textual and narrative analysis of the biopic 'Michael' demonstrates how cinematic 

syntax can be read as a sophisticated literary critique of trauma and isolation. The film structurally 

manifests Michael Jackson’s inner psyche through intrusive analepsis and narrative aporia, moving 

beyond traditional biographical exposition. The inclusion of the toy-giving incident and the Peter 

Pan sequence provides critical evidence of the protagonist's psychological state—transforming his 

personal suffering into a therapeutic, albeit failed, act of care. 

Ultimately, the spatial opposition between the hyper-visible stage and Neverland highlights 

the tragedy of a constructed heterotopia that fails to heal childhood trauma, leaving the protagonist 

trapped within a gilded cage of chronic loneliness. This study underscores the value of shifting 

biographical film analysis from historical verification to rigorous textual critique. However, as this 

research focuses primarily on the internal narrative construction, it opens significant pathways for 

future research. Scholars are encouraged to extend this analysis by employing the sociology of 

reception to examine how diverse audiences—particularly those emotionally invested in the 

subject’s cultural legacy—interpret these traumatic representations. Furthermore, a comparative 

study between 'Michael' and other contemporary musical biopics could elucidate whether the 

structural focus on "trauma as a narrative tool" represents a broader trend in the genre. Finally, 

deeper critical inquiry is required into the ethics of biographical commodification, specifically 

questioning the balance between creative narrative freedom and the ethical responsibility of 

studios when portraying the private, lived trauma of public figures. 
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