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If I Had a Hammer: 

Song Analysis

If I Had a Hammer, written by Pete Seeger and Lee Hayes, seems to modern listeners like a happy, harmless and upbeat song, but it was first performed by Pete Seeger in 1949 amid a storm of controversy.  This song was considered too radical by the FBI and was associated with Communism and anti-American sentiments (Dunaway 157).  Seeger was well known as a folk singer and political activist (Pete Seeger 1) but at the time of writing this song it was considered dangerous to have “left-wing” views since the USA was involved in a “Cold War” with the USSR and suspected Communist sympathisers could be blacklisted or imprisoned (Dunaway 156). When Seeger performed the song at Peekskill, New York State in 1949, he was ambushed by an anti-Communist mob who smashed his car with rocks (Dunaway 157).  Later the song was picked up in the 1960’s by Peter, Paul and Mary and became a smash hit.  The song’s simple but universal message is that people of all classes, races and religions can work together with simple tools, symbolized by a hammer, to “fix” society’s problems and bring love, justice and freedom to our lives.

The “speaker” in this song speaks in the first person and describes what he/she could do with the simplest of tools, a hammer, a bell and a song, and how he/she would use them “in the morning” and “in the evening” at all times and in all places to get rid of society’s dangers and to bring peace and freedom to the “this land”.  By addressing the whole world, the speaker is calling on all people to join his cause, to unite and overcome danger, warning and oppression.
The most obvious technique used in If I Had a Hammer is repetition.  All four verses follow the same pattern, beginning with, “If I had a hammer….” and “If I had a bell…” and “If I had a song…”  The repetition continues in the following lines of each verse: “I’d Hammer…, I’d ring…I’d sing.” This simple repetition is effective as it “hammers home” Seeger’s message and makes it unforgettable.  The regularity of the pattern also makes it easy for listeners to sing along and become involved in the whole sentiment of the song.  Seeger’s lyrics also use the hammer as a symbol of even the humblest working person’s tool.  The hammer is also used metaphorically, suggesting that the simplest methods are the strongest and most effective in dealing with society’s troubles.  The line “my brothers and my sisters” symbolises the singer’s close relationship to the human family and his wish to bring love, justice and freedom to everyone.  The bell and the song are also used to represent universally recognized methods of gaining people’s attention; the beauty of the chiming bells and the melody of the song are ways to touch the emotions of all people.

This simple song, with its upbeat rhythm, simple lyrics and positive tone is so effective that it immediately grabs the listeners’ attention and  encourages them to clap and sing along and embrace Seeger’s message of peace, love, justice and freedom for all.  The suggestion that everyone - no matter how rich or poor - can be a part of this great movement, is meant to empower the audience.   Most importantly, however, the message of this timeless song is that love is the greatest gift we can bring to our fellow humans.
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