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Michael Jackson Interview With Barbara
Walters: A Revealing Moment in Pop
History

The Michael Jackson interview with Barbara Walters remains one of the
most watched and discussed celebrity interviews of all time. Broadcast in two
parts in 1997 on ABC's 20/20, the conversation between the King of Pop and
the veteran journalist offered millions of viewers a rare, intimate look into the
mind of a global icon who was both loved and misunderstood. For many fans
and critics, this sit-down was a pivotal moment that shaped public perception
of Jackson in the latter half of his career. It was a masterclass in how a
carefully  managed  star  could  simultaneously  reveal  vulnerability  and
maintain control of his narrative. In this article, we will explore the context,
key moments, emotional depth, and lasting legacy of the Michael Jackson
interview with Barbara Walters.

Setting the Stage: Why 1997?

By  1997,  Michael  Jackson  had  weathered  significant  personal  and
professional storms. He had recently settled a 1993 civil  lawsuit,  and his
marriage to Lisa Marie Presley had ended in divorce. He was also a new
father, raising his first child, Prince Michael Jackson Jr., and he was preparing
to release his latest album, Blood on the Dance Floor: HIStory in the Mix. The
world was hungry for answers. Jackson, who had retreated from the press for
years, decided to sit down with one of the most respected interviewers of the
era,  Barbara  Walters.  This  was  not  a  spontaneous  decision;  it  was  a
calculated move to address the swirling rumors, humanize his image, and
reintroduce himself  to the public as a father and an artist.  The Michael
Jackson interview with Barbara Walters was thus framed as a "tell-all"
event, promising unprecedented access to Neverland Ranch and his private
life.

Key Themes and Revelations From the Interview

The interview covered a wide range of topics, from his childhood and his
relationship with his father, Joseph Jackson, to his views on plastic surgery,
his skin condition, and his role as a parent. Walters, known for her direct but
empathetic style, asked the questions everyone wanted answered. Jackson,
in  turn,  responded with a mix of  playful  charm, deep introspection,  and
occasional defensiveness.



The Question About His Skin Color

One of the most discussed segments of the Michael Jackson interview
with  Barbara  Walters  was  the  conversation  about  his  changing
appearance.  Jackson spoke openly about being diagnosed with vitiligo,  a
condition that causes loss of skin pigmentation. He explained that he was not
trying to be white and that the condition was not something he had chosen. "I
love my skin," he told Walters. This was a crucial moment because it allowed
Jackson  to  directly  address  a  topic  that  had  been  a  source  of  public
speculation and ridicule. He also discussed having rhinoplasty to help him
breathe better for his performances, though he admitted to having a "little"
cosmetic surgery.  This part  of  the interview humanized a topic that had
previously been treated as tabloid fodder.

Fatherhood and the Joy of Being a Parent

A  significant  portion  of  the  interview  focused  on  his  role  as  a  new  father.
Jackson was visibly emotional and happy when discussing his son, Prince. He
described the joy of feeding him, playing with him, and watching him grow.
He spoke about his desire to give his children a normal childhood, a stark
contrast to the strict, often harsh upbringing he experienced. Walters asked
about  his  parenting  style,  and  Jackson  said  he  wanted  to  be  a  "gentle
parent."  He also  addressed the decision  to  dangle  his  son over  a  hotel
balcony earlier that year, explaining that it was "a terrible mistake" and that
he was just so excited to show his fans his child. This admission showed a
rare moment of public regret.

The Stress of Fame and Public Scrutiny

Jackson spoke candidly about the immense pressure of being one of the most
famous people  on the planet.  He described how difficult  it  was to  go out  in
public and how he sometimes felt like a prisoner in his own home. He talked
about the pain of reading negative stories about himself and the feeling of
being  misunderstood.  The  Michael  Jackson  interview  with  Barbara
Walters painted a picture of a man who was deeply sensitive and hurt by the
criticism, but who also possessed a remarkable resilience and a singular
focus on his artistic mission. "I love people," he said, "and I want to heal the
world."

The Emotional Highs and Lows

What made the Michael Jackson interview with Barbara Walters  so
compelling was the emotional rollercoaster Jackson took the audience on. At
times,  he  was  the  playful,  childlike  star,  laughing  and  showing  off  his  pet
chimp, Bubbles. At other times, he was somber, almost melancholy, when
discussing  his  loneliness  and  the  loss  of  his  childhood.  Walters  skillfully
navigated  these  shifts,  allowing  Jackson  the  space  to  be  himself.  The
interview was not just a series of Q&A; it was a performance, but a genuine
one. Jackson used his voice, his eyes, and his body language to convey his
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feelings, making the conversation feel raw and unrehearsed, even though it
was clearly part of a larger public relations strategy.

Response and Public Reaction

The  public  reaction  to  the  Michael  Jackson  interview  with  Barbara
Walters was immediate and divided. Many fans felt it was a vindication, a
chance  for  Jackson  to  finally  tell  his  side  of  the  story.  They  praised  his
honesty  and  vulnerability.  Critics,  however,  pointed  out  that  Jackson’s
explanations were sometimes evasive and that he was still surrounded by an
air of mystery. Some felt that Walters was too gentle with him, while others
appreciated her respectful approach. Regardless of the divided opinions, the
interview was a ratings juggernaut. It drew over 40 million viewers in the
United States alone, proving that Jackson's star power was undiminished. It
became a cultural reference point, quoted and parodied for years to come.

Analyzing the Interview Format and Style

Barbara Walters was known for her ability to get celebrities to open up, and
she employed several techniques in this interview. She used a conversational
tone, starting with light topics before moving to more difficult questions. She
also used the setting of Neverland Ranch to her advantage, allowing the
environment to soften the mood. By walking through the amusement park
and the zoo, Jackson was in his element, which made him more relaxed. This
relaxed  state  allowed  him to  speak  more  freely.  The  Michael  Jackson
interview with Barbara Walters is often studied in journalism schools as
an  example  of  how to  conduct  a  celebrity  profile  that  balances  access  with
accountability.  Walters  walked  a  fine  line  between  being  a  fan  and  being  a
journalist, and for the most part, she succeeded in getting Jackson to reveal
more than he had intended.

What the Interview Revealed About the Media Landscape

This interview also serves as a fascinating snapshot of the media landscape
in the late 1990s. It was the golden age of television newsmagazines, and a
single  interview  could  dominate  the  news  cycle  for  weeks.  Jackson
understood the power of this platform. He knew that by talking to Walters, he
could reach a mainstream audience that might be skeptical of the tabloids.
The Michael Jackson interview with Barbara Walters  was a strategic
move in a long-running war for control of his public image. In an era before
social media, television was the most direct way to speak to the world, and
Jackson used that tool masterfully. He was one of the first pop stars to fully
understand how to use a prime-time interview to reset the conversation.

Criticisms and Controversies Surrounding the Interview

Despite its popularity, the interview was not without its controversies. Some
critics  felt  that  Walters  did  not  press  Jackson  hard  enough  on  certain
allegations and that she allowed him to dodge certain questions. Others felt



that the interview was a spectacle, more of a promotional piece for his album
than a hard-hitting journalistic  investigation.  There were questions about
whether  Walters  was too deferential  to  the star.  However,  most  viewers
found it to be a genuine and heartfelt conversation. The Michael Jackson
interview  with  Barbara  Walters  remains  a  benchmark  for  celebrity
interviews, setting a standard for how a major star can engage with the press
in a controlled yet seemingly open manner.

Lasting Legacy and Impact on Pop Culture

Today,  the  Michael  Jackson  interview  with  Barbara  Walters  is
remembered as a key document in the Michael Jackson story. It is frequently
referenced  in  documentaries,  books,  and  articles  about  the  singer.  For
historians and fans, it provides a direct line to Jackson's own voice at a critical
juncture in his life. It is a time capsule that captures his hopes, his fears, and
his dreams. The interview also changed how other celebrities approached
similar situations. Many publicists now point to Jackson's performance in this
interview as a model for how to handle a personal crisis in the public eye. It
proved that vulnerability, when managed carefully, could be a powerful tool
for winning back public sympathy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Michael Jackson interview with Barbara Walters was
far more than a simple conversation. It was a carefully orchestrated event
that  offered  the  world  a  glimpse  into  the  heart  of  a  complex  and  deeply
private individual. Jackson used the platform to address his critics, share his
joys  as  a  father,  and  explain  the  medical  condition  that  changed  his
appearance. Walters, in turn, used her skills to draw out a story that was both
poignant  and  revealing.  This  interview remains  a  landmark  in  television
history, a testament to the power of the medium when it is used to connect
with  an  audience  on  a  human level.  For  anyone seeking  to  understand
Michael  Jackson,  the  King  of  Pop,  this  interview  is  essential  viewing—a
moment when the biggest star in the world sat down and, for a fleeting hour,
let the world in.


