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Understanding David Bowie's "We Can Be Heroes"

David Bowie’s "We Can Be Heroes" is a transformative anthem that captures the essence of
resilience and empowerment. Released in 1977 as part of the album "Heroes," this song stands out
not only for its compelling melody and evocative lyrics but also for its historical context and cultural
impact. Bowie, known for his innovative approach to music and identity, used this track to convey a
message of hope and determination amidst adversity.

The Historical Context of "Heroes"

When "We Can Be Heroes" was released, the world was undergoing significant changes. The 1970s
were marked by political unrest, social movements, and cultural revolutions. Bowie wrote the song
during a period in Berlin, a city split by the Wall that symbolized the Cold War and the division of
East and West. This backdrop of division and struggle deeply influenced the song’s themes.

The Berlin Trilogy

Bowie's work in Berlin, which includes the albums "Low," "Heroes," and "Lodger," is often referred
to as the Berlin Trilogy. This creative period was characterized by:

A move away from the commercial sounds of the 1970s.

Exploration of electronic music and avant-garde influences.

A focus on personal and political themes, reflecting his experiences in a divided city.

"We Can Be Heroes" serves as a centerpiece of this trilogy, encapsulating the spirit of defiance and
the possibility of change even in the face of overwhelming challenges.

Thematic Elements of the Song

"We Can Be Heroes" resonates with listeners on multiple levels. It combines personal narrative with
broader social commentary. The song’s themes can be broken down into several key elements:



1. Hope and Resilience

At its core, "We Can Be Heroes" is an anthem of hope. The repeated line, "We can be heroes, just for
one day," suggests that while heroism might be fleeting, the desire to transcend one’s circumstances
is enduring. This idea resonates deeply with individuals facing struggles, whether personal or
societal.

2. Love and Connection

The song also touches on the power of love and human connection. The lyrics imply that two
individuals can find strength in each other, even when the world around them is chaotic. This theme
of solidarity is especially poignant in times of crisis, reminding us that we are not alone in our
struggles.

3. Defiance Against Adversity

Bowie's lyrics encourage listeners to stand up against the forces that seek to oppress or diminish
them. The notion that anyone can be a hero, even momentarily, is a powerful message of defiance. It
challenges the traditional narratives of heroism, suggesting that extraordinary actions can emerge
from ordinary people.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

The impact of "We Can Be Heroes" has extended far beyond its initial release. The song has been
covered and referenced by numerous artists and remains a symbol of empowerment.

1. Influence on Other Artists

Many musicians have drawn inspiration from Bowie’s work, citing "We Can Be Heroes" as a
significant influence. Artists such as:

U2, who have incorporated themes of heroism and resilience into their music.

R.E.M., known for their politically charged lyrics.

Lady Gaga, who has often referenced Bowie as an inspiration for her own work.

These artists continue to explore the themes present in Bowie’s music, creating a lasting legacy that
encourages new generations to embrace their identities and fight for change.



2. Use in Media and Events

"We Can Be Heroes" has found its way into various media, often used in films, television shows, and
advertisements to evoke feelings of triumph and resilience. Notable instances include:

The film "The Perks of Being a Wallflower," where the song underscores themes of coming-of-1.
age and friendship.

Television shows like "The Office," which used the song to highlight moments of personal2.
triumph.

Documentaries that explore social movements, showcasing how ordinary individuals can enact3.
change.

This widespread use illustrates the song's versatility and its ability to resonate with diverse
audiences.

3. Political and Social Movements

The anthem has been adopted by various political and social movements, particularly those
advocating for human rights and social justice. Its message of empowerment has inspired protests
and movements around the world, encouraging individuals to believe in their ability to effect change.

The Musical Composition

Musically, "We Can Be Heroes" is a fusion of rock and electronic elements, characteristic of Bowie's
innovative style during the late 1970s. The song features:

1. Instrumentation and Production

The track is marked by:

A driving beat that propels the song forward.

Layered guitar riffs that create a rich soundscape.

Atmospheric synths that add an element of depth and emotion.

Bowie collaborated with producer Tony Visconti, who played a crucial role in shaping the sound of



the album. The production techniques used in "We Can Be Heroes" have influenced countless artists
and continue to be studied by musicians and producers today.

2. Vocal Delivery

Bowie's vocal performance in the song is both powerful and emotive. His ability to convey
vulnerability while simultaneously projecting strength is a hallmark of his artistry. This dynamic
vocal delivery enhances the song's emotional impact, allowing listeners to connect with its message
on a deeper level.

Conclusion

David Bowie's "We Can Be Heroes" is more than just a song; it is a powerful statement about the
human spirit. Through its themes of hope, resilience, and love, the track has transcended its era to
become a timeless anthem. Its cultural impact is evident in the way it continues to inspire artists,
movements, and individuals around the world.

As we reflect on Bowie's legacy, "We Can Be Heroes" serves as a reminder that within each of us lies
the potential for heroism, whether for a fleeting moment or a lifetime. Bowie’s message remains
relevant today, encouraging us to embrace our unique identities and strive for change in a world
that often feels divided.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of David Bowie's song 'Heroes'?
The main theme of 'Heroes' revolves around love and hope in the face of adversity, capturing the
idea that anyone can be a hero, even if just for one day.

Why is 'Heroes' considered one of David Bowie's signature
songs?
'Heroes' is considered one of Bowie's signature songs due to its iconic melody, powerful lyrics, and
its cultural impact, particularly during the Cold War era, symbolizing resilience and unity.

How has 'Heroes' influenced popular culture?
'Heroes' has influenced popular culture through its use in films, television shows, and commercials,
often representing themes of triumph and perseverance, making it a timeless anthem.

What was the context in which 'Heroes' was written?
'Heroes' was written during a period when Bowie was living in Berlin and was inspired by the



backdrop of the Berlin Wall, symbolizing the division between East and West Germany.

What musical elements make 'Heroes' stand out?
'Heroes' stands out due to its soaring guitar riffs, anthemic chorus, and Bowie's emotive vocal
delivery, combining rock elements with a sense of urgency and drama.

Has 'Heroes' received any notable awards or recognitions?
Yes, 'Heroes' has received numerous accolades, including being inducted into the Grammy Hall of
Fame, and is frequently listed among the greatest songs of all time by various music publications.
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