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Dear Michael Jackson, 

  Thank you for your wondrous craftsmanship in your revolutionary video 

Black or White. While I will spend the majority of this letter praising all the specific 

reasons why I liked it and analyzing it as a means to show you what a transcendent 

icon you are in the realm of popular culture, I will begin by saying I loved that 

moment where you stand by the torch on the Statue of Liberty and then expand the 

shot to include all of the other Wonders of the World. It reminds me of the scene in 

my blockbuster masterpiece Titanic when Leonardo DiCaprio stands on the bow of 

the ship (which is not actually a ship at all, I just used a great deal of brilliance and 

digital effects to create it and make it look really authentic, pretty cool, huh?) and 

yells “I’M KING OF THE WORLD!”, which is also what I shouted when I won the 

Oscar for it. My point is, I can relate to you, because we both see ourselves as 

culturally prolific figures and extraordinary human beings, and we are willing to 

openly declare that in our work. 

  At least, that is my take on it. A certain student named Corbin Puryear from a 

certain class called America’s Greatest Hits at a certain college called the University 

of Virginia would disagree with me. He would say that identifying yourself with the 

Statue of Liberty’s torch is not a statement of superiority, but rather a depiction of 

your goals: you want your video’s message to shine through the world, hence the 



grand structures from other nations, and destroy the darkness that racism and other 

cultural oppressions create. Granted, I don’t think this Puryear guy has a very high 

opinion of me anyway. He believes me to be too much of an egotist, especially in 

regards to Titanic and my most recent money‐making success Avatar, which he did 

find entertaining for the alien world that was created with such impressive, 

stunning, and breath‐taking detail but feels did not completely live up to the hype 

because of how often people have been able to compare the story to cheap knockoffs 

of Dances with Wolves, Disney’s Pocahontas, and Fern Gully. 

  So right now, you are probably saying, “James! You are a magnificent and 

prolific director/filmmaker with two of the highest grossing movies of all time! Why 

should you care about what some opinionated punk college kid has to say about 

your work? You don’t even know him.” To that, I respond, yes, I am amazing, and I 

unfortunately have to care about what this boy thinks for the purpose of this letter. 

In his America’s Greatest Hits class, Puryear has written two papers: the first, Civil 

Misinterpretation of Popular Culture, he explains how Mark Twain used The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to address the futility of popular culture, the danger 

of its impact on the society that consumes it, and Huck’s eventual rejection of it 

altogether, and in the second, Looney Tunes: Slaves to Popular Culture, he shows how 

the Looney Tune characters as popular icons are completely malleable and subject 

to the whim of whatever the public want and need them to be and have been for 

several decades. The ideas in these papers will come together and join forces with 

Armond White’s “Understanding Michael Jackson” and “The Gloved One Is Not a 

Chump” and Dave Marsh’s Trapped: Michael Jackson and the Crossover Dream (in a 



fashion not unlike the unification of Pandora’s multiple Na’vi clans to fight against 

the awful White Man’s imperialistic rape of nature near the end of my brilliant 3‐D 

masterpiece that recently came out on DVD) so that I may attempt a close reading of 

Black or White, which will establish you as a real‐life example of the Looney Tune 

pop‐cultural slave and how this video displays a few aggressive Huck‐like strategies 

of breaking free from that. It will be most likely be peppered with allusions to 

Titanic, which will ultimately illustrate my thoughts on your rebellion from cultural 

structure. Also, expect Corbin Puryear’s relationship to me in this letter to play the 

inverted role of Mark Twain’s relationship to Huck in his novel; while Twain gives 

Huck permission to dismiss him within the first paragraph, Puryear and his 

influence will pop up throughout the duration of this analysis. And he calls me the 

egotist. 

  Also, as a side note before I begin the analysis, I do understand my 

introduction to this letter is incredibly long, but  the excess of length is just how I 

like to operate. Plus, I like to create spectacle in my work, and as a filmmaker, I do 

that best with pictures, and as they say “A picture is worth a thousand words.” 

Unfortunately, I did not quite measure up to that. This introduction, including up to 

the last word in this paragraph, contains only 833 words. Maybe if I had been given 

a bigger budget, I would have succeeded. 

  First off, you establish quite a diverse array of cultures throughout this video. 

The first sets the stage for the popularized culture that Puryear, through his 

interpretation of Huck Finn, believes gives American individuals the “bad ideas 

through fictionalized actions that unknowingly inspire them” (Civil 



Misinterpretation). Descending upon a house in American suburbia, we see familiar 

faces: Cheers star George Wendt sits apathetically in a chair consuming whatever is 

on TV, and your “newest celebrity friend” Macauley Culkin rocks out energetically to 

the loud music in his room upstairs. Distracted and disturbed by the music, an 

enraged Wendt ascends the stairs to Culkin’s room and plays a harsh father role. 

When he calls Culkin’s music “garbage” and causes your picture to shatter with a 

door slam, the overarching conflict is clear; a dominant mass culture already exists 

in America, and there is no room for any other form that would disrupt the status 

quo. The zombified mother in this scenario lends further credence to what Twain 

would probably consider a dangerous hegemonic culture; her only line, “I’m afraid 

your father is going to very upset when he gets back,” could be issued by practically 

any sitcom mother/housewife and in no way addresses the unique situation of the 

fact that Culkin just blasted his father out of the house and into the sky with 

gargantuan amps. Her actions fully symbolize “the cloudy confusion of civilized 

people” that Puryear sees in Twain’s representation of popular culture’s effect on 

the masses. 

  And like the Looney Tunes, you know all too well what it feels like to be a 

part of this generic mass‐produced culture. You became enslaved to the 

entertainment business, acquiring nothing more than “twenty‐two years of 

professional good behavior, a lost childhood and an estranged private life” (White 

242). In response, you chose to make Black or White your attempt to fight back, and 

much like Jack, you have earned your ticket onto a massive Titanic on many cultures 

forced together in one entity. For me, this one entity is the boat Titanic, but for you, 



this entity is Black and White and the multiple worlds you get to explore after 

allowing Culkin the opportunity to blast away oppressive pop‐cultural forces. 

  The composition of this video mimics the linking of cultures that you hope 

will one day come to fruition. While you present to us a multitude of very distinct 

worlds with different atmospheres and faces, several factors are present that keep 

them grounded together. You appear in all of these worlds, and most oftentimes in 

the same outfit, with the only exception being your brief appearance on the poster 

in Culkin’s room. In addition to that, the art of dancing takes place in all of these 

different vignettes; granted, each of these dances is unique to its own culture but 

your presence shows how the different styles can be intertwined, because in each 

scene, you maintain your own personal style of dancing while incorporating the 

dance of the culture around you at the same time. Furthermore, the very transition 

from world to world suggests that a linkage of these cultures is possible. Bad dad 

George Wendt successfully carries us from white American suburbia to the safari of 

Africa via his airborne armchair. You and the African hunters run towards the 

soundstage that introduces us to the Indonesian dancers, and you inconspicuously 

slip over to the company of the Native Americans as the camera zooms out to show 

not only the gray soundstage but a depiction of the violent, clashing world of the 

Native Americans and white Americans. Suddenly, a car zooms by and we are 

brought to an American highway with an Indian woman, and as snow falls, Russia 

appears complete with dancing soldiers, a world which is finally revealed to be a 

snow globe toy for a black baby and a white baby that both sit on top of the planet. 



These transitions are smooth and pleasant for the eye to take in, and they 

prepare us for the remarkable scene near the end of the song: a montage of beautiful 

people from both genders and multiple ethnicities seamlessly blended together who 

all use your voice to project a message of racial tolerance. I especially like it, because 

as Armond White points out, “It’s done with the special effects technique called 

“morphing” popularized in movies like Terminator 2” (239). I am glad the 

techniques I used in my movies could inspire you to create this “humbling, utterly 

moving sight” (240). In this scene, you accomplish what you set out to do. You create 

a universal culture in which everyone can maintain his or her own individual 

characteristics and yet still coexist with everyone else. 

In the video, this paradise is all made possible by your actions in the bridge of 

the song. At this point, Puryear might liken you to Huck Finn in the moments leading 

up to his choice to go to Hell and free Jim. In fact, the fire that appears during the 

“I’m tired of this devil” portion of the song would suggest you play a Christ‐like 

figure and actually descend upon Hell, only to reemerge once more as both Huck 

and Christ with your own Tom Sawyer‐like figure Macauley Culkin and a host of 

young disciples. Together, your “a tribe of various children on a generic city stoop” 

proclaims, “It’s not about races/Just places/Faces…I’m not gonna spend my 

life/Being a color” (White 239). Now you can build your Kingdom of Heaven and see 

it come into being. As Dave Marsh highlights, your “appeal crossed lines and 

smashed barriers” (2), and the utopian world you create with this single abstract 

narrative does the same. 



But of course, mainstream America has to have a happy ending and is 

satisfied to let your tale end with the “multiracial, androgynous relay” (White 240). 

However, you and I both know the truth that exists as the video continues. You 

unfortunately do not get the pleasure of taking part in this. In this cultural‐blending 

Heaven, the only part of you that exists is your voice and lyrics. You do not get to be 

fully present, because you have become a slave to the popular culture like Puryear 

feels the beloved Looney Tunes have unknowingly done. In your efforts to send your 

own message of equality and universality, you have “fashioned [your]self into what 

the Western world has ordained: an androgynous, uniracial creature of presumably 

limitless appeal” (White 75). Marsh agrees, believes that “[u]gly as it is to say it, your 

appeal is intimately linked with fulfillment of…stereotypes” (204). You have joined 

the ranks of Bugs Bunny, malleable and adaptable to what we want, and he too can 

be seen as androgynous with how often he assumes a feminine role to flirt with his 

enemies in order to trick them. Maybe the two of you can cross‐dress together in 

pop‐culture Hell. 

I am sure you realize this blend of cultures that you are trying to create is 

practically impossible in the real world, because our world is not ready to let go of 

its existing structures. Being the “certified pop culture hero” that will upset the well‐

established cultural structures in an attempt to merge them together will only lead 

to drastic consequences for both yourself and those around you. I illustrate this 

point exceptionally well in Titanic. Jack and Rose, products of different social 

classes, literally merge together when they have sex in the back seat of an old car on 

the ship. The magnitude of this merging of cultural forms is too explosive for the 



allegorical structuralized class culture that the Titanic represents, and therefore, the 

boat meets a glacier soon after intercourse is finished. If it is any consolation, all the 

cultures were briefly united in their desire for survival before inevitably sinking into 

the depths of non‐existence, but quite frankly, it is not the kind of unification you 

would like since some let others die for their own survival. 

While I am sure fictitious characters that inhabit the negative forms of class 

structure that Titanic displays may be dissatisfied with these cultural structures, but 

I think it is safe to say they would rather prefer the rigid, segregated structure of the 

Titanic over the icy anarchy of the Atlantic Ocean. But of course, you could not have 

noticed that for yourself without exploring an anarchy of your own. That is why I am 

thankful you included your closing act in which you are no longer “bleached for 

neutrality”. Instead, you arrive at the urban street wasteland as a black panther. 

Free to dance unrestrained by cultural forces, you get to explore a world stripped of 

much of the distractions that bombard you, me, and those average Americans as 

well. What you find left behind is not pretty: racial slurs on an abandoned taxi and 

allusions to the most hateful organizations humanity has ever known: the Nazis and 

the Ku Klux Klan. And sure, you smash them to bits, but do you really succeed in 

doing anything tangible here? You are just destroying pictures, Michael. Nothing 

real. I rebuilt the Titanic, but only on a movie screen; the real one sits deep beneath 

the sea. Perhaps we are no different, Michael. Perhaps, “you’re wrong about being 

special. You’re just like every other media hustler who ever came down the pike” 

(Marsh 207‐8). 



Puryear believes Huck Finn experienced a similar feeling upon being 

reattached to society; no longer a unique adventurer on the river and doomed to 

conform to the rest of society as any other, he left “to light out for the territory 

ahead of the rest” (Twain 279). Huck makes a new life for himself by abandoning all 

else he knew, as does Rose at the end of my film. And what about you? Well, Michael, 

you are unique in the fact that your fate at the end of this Black or White narrative is 

two‐fold. Much like your ability to both dance your own style and incorporate the 

fashions of the worlds you briefly inhabit during the video, you assume the role of 

artist responsible for this work of art and the protagonist of its narrative. Your on‐

screen persona pulls a Huck, reassuming the guise of a black panther before 

charting off for unknown territory. Immediately after this, your artistic half pays 

homage to newer cultural entities. You pass the torch to The Simpsons, and in doing 

so, you return to white American suburbia, and ironically this manifestation of the 

culture is less cartoonish than the one we saw in the beginning; Bart and Homer 

may play the same rebellious and authoritative roles that Culkin and Wendt donned, 

but the end result is nothing more than Homer turning you off and ending the video 

with a remote, without any grand gesture, such as blasting someone out of a house 

and across an ocean, required. Now Puryear loves The Simpsons and would love to 

believe that its satirical mockery of American life could help to shake up hegemonic 

cultural forces, but I do not think that is your depiction of Homer and Bart. Instead, 

you foretell that even this form will be turned against you by popular construct to 

turn off your message as Homer does. It would not be the first politically incorrect 



cartoon to become “easily modifiable to what the public wants next” (Puryear Slaves 

to Popular). 

And yet, there still may be hope, Michael. Every piece of popular culture 

referenced in this letter, with the exception of Avatar, has been circulated among the 

American public for many years now, and not only are they still celebrated in 

contemporary society, we have seen that each of the texts have inspired new texts to 

follow them. Certainly, there would be no Simpsons without the Looney Tunes rising 

before them, and perhaps one day, the right cultural force will emerge the same way 

Bugs Bunny emerges in many cartoons as “a counterrevolutionary and even a 

gentleman anarchist” (Puryear Slaves to Popular). They will fight cultural 

oppression, and since you were so dynamic in your presentation, you and what you 

stood for are highly likely to inspire the counterculture to come. Therefore, take joy 

in knowing that you have played your part and fought a good fight. Rest in peace, my 

friend. 

Sincerely, 

James Cameron 


