In What Ways Does Metallica Explore What It Means to Be Human in Their Song “One”?

Metallica’s song “One” explores deep questions about what it means to be human. Released in 1988
as part of their ...And Justice for All album, the song tells the story of a soldier who has been terribly
injured in war. Inspired by Dalton Trumbo’s novel Johnny Got His Gun, it shows a soldier who loses
the ability to see, hear, speak, and move after being hit by a landmine. This tragic situation forces
listeners to think about themes like isolation, communication, and betrayal. Through its emotional
lyrics, powerful music, and heartbreaking story, “One” makes us question what it truly means to live

and be human.

One way Metallica explores humanity is by showing the pain of being alone. In the song, the soldier
feels completely disconnected from the world around him. He describes himself as being “trapped in
myself, body my holding cell.” This line shows how his injuries have made him a prisoner in his own
body. He can’t talk to anyone, see anything, or even hear the world around him. This extreme

loneliness makes him feel as though he has lost his humanity.

The music video shows this sense of alienation visually. At the beginning, there is a faceless man,
representing how war removes people’s identities. The video also shows the soldier lying in a hospital
bed, unable to move or communicate. His memories of better times, like moments with his family,
contrast with his current state, making his isolation even more heartbreaking. Through these images
and lyrics, Metallica helps listeners understand how being cut off from others can destroy a person’s

sense of self.

Another big theme in “One” is communication. The soldier’s injuries leave him unable to speak, hear,
or see, which means he can’t connect with anyone. Without communication, he feels like his life no
longer has meaning. In one of the most powerful moments of the song, he taps out the words “kill me”

in Morse code, showing how desperate he is to escape his isolation.

The song’s lyrics also reflect the importance of communication. Lines like “Darkness imprisoning me
/ All that I see / Absolute horror” are short and fragmented, just like the soldier’s thoughts. These
simple yet powerful words show how his inability to communicate with others is one of the hardest

parts of his experience.

This theme resonates with Metallica’s audience, especially teenagers, who may feel misunderstood or
ignored. By focusing on communication, “One” connects the soldier’s extreme experience to
something we all go through. It reminds us that being human is not just about existing—it’s about

connecting with others and sharing our thoughts and feelings.

Betrayal is another important theme in “One.” The soldier feels betrayed by the promises of honor and

glory that often come with war. Instead of being a hero, he is left broken and alone. The line “Back in



the womb, it’s much too real” shows his longing to escape the harsh reality of his situation and return

to a time of innocence.

The music video also highlights betrayal in personal relationships. For example, a father is shown
telling his son that he would gladly sacrifice him for the war effort. This moment underscores the
emotional pain of being abandoned by people who are supposed to protect and care for you. These
examples of betrayal make “One” not just a story about war but also a reflection on how people can

lose trust in systems, relationships, and even themselves.

Teenagers, who are often exploring their own feelings about trust and loyalty, can relate to this theme.
Metallica uses the soldier’s story to show how betrayal can hurt deeply, whether it comes from war,

family, or society. This makes the song’s message about humanity even more relatable.

The way Metallica structures “One” adds to its emotional impact. The song starts with a soft, sad
melody, creating a sense of calm before the storm. As the story becomes more intense, the music gets
heavier and faster. The chaotic guitar solos mirror the soldier’s growing feelings of fear and
frustration. By the end, the music becomes almost overwhelming, reflecting the hopelessness of his

situation.

The music video also tells the story in a powerful way. It combines scenes of the soldier’s memories
with his current state, showing how much he has lost. The final scene, where he taps out “kill me,” is
both shocking and heartbreaking. This moment forces the audience to confront the devastating effects

of war and isolation, making the song’s themes even more impactful.

Metallica’s “One” is more than just a song—it’s a powerful exploration of what it means to be human.
Through themes of alienation, communication, and betrayal, the song shows how much we need
connection and trust to feel truly alive. The soldier’s story reminds us that being human isn’t just

about surviving—it’s about living a life with meaning and relationships.

The song’s haunting lyrics and intense music make its message unforgettable. By telling such a
personal yet universal story, Metallica helps listeners reflect on their own lives and struggles. In the

end, “One” is a reminder of both the pain and the resilience that come with being human.



