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Abstract

This study examines the semiotic meanings in Michael Jackson’s music videos
Leave Me Alone, Earth Song, and Heal the World using Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory
of the signifier and the signified. Through a qualitative descriptive method, the research
analyzes lyrics and visual elements to uncover symbolic messages related to media
criticism, environmental issues, and global unity. The findings reveal that each video
conveys powerful social and emotional narratives: Leave Me Alone critiques celebrity
culture, Earth Song protests environmental destruction, and Heal the World promotes
peace and compassion. These videos function as visual texts that reflect social realities and
serve as tools for cultural communication.
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Abstrak

Penelitian ini mengkaji makna semiotik dalam video musik Michael Jackson
berjudul Leave Me Alone, Earth Song, dan Heal the World dengan menggunakan teori
tanda Ferdinand de Saussure, yaitu signifier (penanda) dan signified (petanda). Melalui
metode deskriptif kualitatif, penelitian ini menganalisis lirik dan elemen visual untuk
mengungkap pesan simbolik yang berkaitan dengan kritik terhadap media, isu lingkungan,
dan persatuan global. Temuan penelitian mengungkapkan bahwa setiap video
menyampaikan narasi sosial dan emosional yang kuat: Leave Me Alone mengkritik budaya
selebriti, Earth Song memprotes kerusakan lingkungan, dan Heal the World mendorong
perdamaian serta kasih sayang. Ketiga video ini berfungsi sebagai teks visual yang
merefleksikan realitas sosial dan menjadi alat komunikasi budaya.

Kata Kunci: semiotik, video musik, Michael Jackson, simbolisme, pesan sosial
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1. INTRODUCTION
Semiotics, as the study of signs and meaning, provides a significant analytical

framework for examining visual elements in music videos. According to (Saussure in
Yakin & Totu, 2014), a sign is composed of two key components: the signifier (the physical
form) and the signified (the conceptual meaning). Their relationship is arbitrary and shaped
by social conventions. In music videos, visual components such as imagery, color, and
movement function as signs whose meanings are influenced by cultural and social contexts.
(Max and Utomo, 2021) argue that music videos generate meaning through symbolic codes
distinct from conventional film, combining visual and audio elements to express emotional
and social messages. For instance, the color red may symbolize love or anger depending
on cultural associations, while a bird may represent either freedom or entrapment.

Music videos can also be considered a form of visual literature. (Trihastutie, 2023) and
(Verkerk et al. 2023) note that literature is not limited to written texts but may include
visual expressions that convey emotion and symbolism. (Klarer, 2023) highlights that
literary works and by extension, music videos can reflect deep human experiences and
social concerns. (Jirsa and Korsgaard, 2019) describe music videos as a hybrid audiovisual
narrative that conveys stories through emotional and symbolic means. Similarly (Way,
2019) emphasizes the role of music videos as a tool for political communication, effectively
delivering social messages through engaging and symbolic visual formats.

Michael Jackson’s music videos exemplify how visual art can be a medium for social
critique. In Leave Me Alone, Jackson employs symbolic imagery such as himself being
trapped inside a giant machine to illustrate media intrusion and manipulation. Earth Song
depicts environmental destruction and human suffering, calling for ecological awareness
and responsibility. Meanwhile, Heal the World uses images of children from diverse
backgrounds to symbolize hope, compassion, and global unity. Through semiotic analysis,
Jackson’s works reveal complex narratives around identity, injustice, and environmental
crises. The fusion of music and visuals in his videos delivers messages that resonate
emotionally and socially. Despite their cultural influence, academic research on the
semiotic aspects of Jackson’s music videos remains limited. This study, titled Semiotic
Analysis of Michael Jackson’s Music Videos: Leave Me Alone, Earth Song, and Heal the
World, seeks to examine how visual elements such as symbolism, imagery, and
cinematographic techniques convey meaning. Treating music videos as a modern literary
form, the research aims to demonstrate how popular art serves as a medium for cultural
communication and social commentary. This study will also explore intertextuality in

Jackson’s work, including references to historical events, classical literature, and cinematic
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influences. As such, music videos may be viewed as a form of contemporary narrative that

delivers profound messages reflecting the conditions of modern society.
2. METHODOLOGY

Research is a fundamental academic activity aimed at understanding various
phenomena and contributing to the advancement of knowledge. It is generally divided into
two main categories: Quantitative Research, which involves the use of numerical data and
statistical analysis, and Qualitative Research, which focuses on words, meanings, symbols,
and interpretations. In this study, the researcher employed a Qualitative Research approach
to explore the signs and symbols found in Michael Jackson’s music videos. The main
objective of this approach is to gain a deeper understanding of the messages conveyed
through visual and lyrical elements.

According to (Creswell, 2017), qualitative research emphasizes understanding
meaning from the perspectives of individuals or groups experiencing certain social issues.
The data used in this study are in the form of phrases or sentences that contain semiotic
values. These phrases and sentences are taken from song lyrics, visual elements in music
videos, and symbols that appear throughout the video. To enhance the analysis, additional
information was collected from relevant sources such as academic journals, books, and
critical reviews related to Michael Jackson’s works and semiotic theory. After the data were
compiled, the researcher proceeded with a systematic analysis using a semiotic framework
to interpret how the signs and symbols construct specific meanings, and how these are
potentially understood by viewers.

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
This semiotic examination explores the symbolic meanings in three Michael Jackson
music videos: Leave Me Alone, Earth Song, and Heal the World
1. Leave Me Alone
Duration 00:16-00:35
a. Signifier: Amusement park with bizarre elements
b. Lyrics: "I don't care what you talkin' 'bout, baby / | don't care what you say"
c. Signified: Fake celebrity world
d. Interpretation: The chaotic amusement park symbolizes the confusing, stressful,
and artificial world celebrities endure. It represents the emotional and
psychological pressure from public and media expectations.
e. Connotation: Conveys instability and artificiality through exaggerated visuals.
f. Ideology: Challenges the constructed reality of fame manufactured by the

entertainment industry.
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g.

Cultural Impact: Encourages audiences to question the authenticity of celebrity
culture and resist passive media consumption.

Duration 01:11-01:30

a.

b
C.
d

Signifier: Michael on a king’s throne

Lyrics: "'Cause someone else was takin' you out / Takin' you out, baby"
Signified: Celebrity status both idolized and criticized

Interpretation: The throne symbolizes Michael’s “king” status but also highlights
how fame traps and confines him, creating expectations and pressure.
Connotation: Majesty is subverted by loneliness.

Ideology: Fame is not empowerment, but a double-edged sword that isolates.
Cultural Impact: Resonates with other artists’ struggles against the “celebrity

machine.”

Duration 02:11-02:40

Signifier: Ride begins to collapse

Lyrics: "She was always tellin' lies / Now I can’t take no more”

Signified: Collapse of false narratives

Interpretation: The breaking ride symbolizes the breakdown of media lies and the
unraveling of false stories surrounding Michael.

Connotation: Release, destruction, transformation.

Ideology: Suggests truth ultimately overcomes fabrication.

Cultural Impact: Reinforces the importance of critical thinking and independent

judgment.

Duration 03:01-03:30

e.

Signifier: Large “LEAVE ME ALONE”

Lyrics: "Leave me alone (leave me alone, leave me alone)"

Signified: Demand for privacy

Interpretation: The bold message expresses Michael’s firm refusal to be
controlled or invaded by the media and public intrusion.

Connotation: Urgency and defiance.

Duration 03:31-04:00

Signifier: Michael walking out of the ride

Lyrics: "Stop it! Just stop doggin’ me around"

Signified: Freedom and liberation

Interpretation: Michael’s exit symbolizes his triumph over external pressures and

his reclaiming of personal freedom.
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e. Connotation: Rebirth, emancipation.

f. ldeology: Freedom is possible through self-assertion.
g. Cultural Impact: Celebrated as a moment of reclaiming dignity and autonomy.
2. Earth Song
Duration 00:41-01:00
a. Signifier: Sad faces of people from various races
b. Lyrics: “What about sunrise? What about rain?”’
c. Signified: Human suffering
d. Interpretation: These faces represent universal sorrow, connecting the
environmental crisis to broader human empathy and shared pain.
e. Connotation: Empathy, helplessness.
f. Ideology: Highlights the shared human condition and interconnectedness in facing
global crises.
g. Cultural Impact: Breaks racial and cultural barriers by emphasizing collective
vulnerability.
Duration 01:31-02:00
a. Signifier: Bulldozers destroying forests
b. Lyrics: “Did you ever stop to notice all the blood we’ve shed before?”’
c. Signified: Exploitation of natural resources
d. Interpretation: The machines symbolize capitalist greed and environmental
exploitation, condemning unsustainable development.
e. Connotation: Invasion, violation of earth.
f. Ideology: Condemns capitalism’s role in unsustainable development.
g. Cultural Impact: Resonates with environmental activists and indigenous rights
movements.
Duration 02:31-03:00
a. Signifier: Michael screaming to the sky
b. Lyrics: Chorus: “Ahhhhhhhhhh” (emotional cry)
c. Signified: Cry protest
d. Interpretation: His scream symbolizes emotional outcry and urgent plea for
change regarding environmental destruction.
e. Connotation: Desperation, urgency.
f. Ideology: Asserts emotional expression as a form of resistance and advocacy.
g. Cultural Impact: A symbolic act that became iconic for environmental activism

in pop culture.
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Duration 03:01-03:30

e.

f.

g.

Signifier: Rewinding nature healing

Lyrics: “What about the seas? What about the heavens’” (replayed visually in
reverse)

Signified: Hope and restoration of earth

Interpretation: This sequence offers optimism, suggesting that the earth can
recover if people act responsibly.

Connotation: Renewal, optimism.

Ideology: Proposes environmental redemption through conscious change.

Cultural Impact: Inspires collective action toward sustainability.

Duration 04:01-04:30

a.
b.
C.
d.

e.
f.

g.

Signifier: Michael closing eyes and raising hands to the sky

Lyrics: “What about us?”’

Signified: Prayer and spiritual hope

Interpretation: This portrays a religious or spiritual plea for healing and
protection of the earth and humanity.

Connotation: Reverence, surrender.

Ideology: Calls for spiritual unity and humility in the face of planetary crises.

Cultural Impact: Unites environmentalism with spiritual beliefs across religions.

3. Heal The World
Duration 00:16-00:30

a.
b.

C.

d.

e.
f.

g.

Signifier: Children of various races playing together

Lyrics: "There's a place in your heart, and | know that it is love"

Signified: Diversity and unity

Interpretation: This scene symbolizes hope for a world free from discrimination
and full of tolerance. Playing together shows that cultural differences, skin color,
and origins are not barriers to living peacefully and united.

Connotation: Harmony, innocence

Ideology: Advocates equality and anti-discrimination

Cultural Impact: Promotes intercultural peace and empathy

Duration 01:11-01:30

a.
b.

C.

Signifier: Destroyed buildings and crying children
Lyrics: "In this place you'll feel there's no hurt or sorrow"

Signified: Suffering due to war
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e.

f.

g.

Interpretation: The visuals of destruction and crying children show the real
impact of violence and war on humans, especially the most vulnerable. The moral
message is that the world is hurt and needs healing.

Connotation: Pain, loss

Ideology: Anti-war message advocating protection of the vulnerable

Cultural Impact: Reinforces humanitarian advocacy in post-conflict awareness

Duration 02:11-02:30

a.
b.

C.

Signifier: Children holding hands in a circle

Lyrics: "Heal the world, make it a better place..."

Signified: Harmony and unity

Interpretation: The circle, symbolizing unity and togetherness, shows the ideal
world achieved through cooperation and love among humans.

Connotation: Unity, cooperation

Ideology: Healing through collaboration

Cultural Impact: Visual metaphor often used in campaigns for solidarity and

inclusion

Duration 02:51-03:10

Signifier: Bright, natural colors in the video

Lyrics: "There are people dying, if you care enough for the living..."

Signified: Life, hope and renewal

Interpretation: The bright color palette creates a fresh and hopeful atmosphere. It
symbolizes a healthy world ready to be renewed and preserved.

Connotation: Freshness, possibility

Ideology: Environmentalism and sustainable living

Cultural Impact: Inspires environmental campaigns and art that merge beauty

with activism

Duration 03:41-06:23

Signifier: Natural light and beautiful scenery

Lyrics: "You and for me, you and for me, you and for me..."

Signified: Hope and world revival

Interpretation: The visuals of natural beauty indicate optimism and confidence
that the world can still be healed and restored. Natural light symbolizes positive
energy for change.

Connotation: Renewal, spiritual energy

Cultural Impact: Echoed in climate justice and peace-building imagery
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4. CONCLUSIONS

Through a qualitative semiotic approach, this study reveals how Michael Jackson’s

music videos Leave Me Alone, Earth Song, and Heal the World serve as rich visual texts
that communicate powerful social, political, and environmental messages. By analyzing
the signifiers and signifieds in both lyrical and visual elements, the research uncovers layers
of meaning shaped by cultural, ideological, and emotional codes. Each video demonstrates
how Jackson uses symbolism, imagery, and narrative structure to critique fame, raise
ecological awareness, and advocate for global unity. The findings affirm that music videos
can function as a form of modern literature and political discourse, conveying profound
critiques of society through emotionally resonant and symbolically dense audiovisual
storytelling.
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