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the anthem of America’s civil rights 

movement, is a folk song that has played 

a signifi cant role in American and world 

history and continues to inspire people 

around the world who struggle for 

peace and justice. At different points 

in time, We Shall Overcome has been 

used as a labor movement song, a civil 

rights song, a hymn, and a protest song. 

This article will summarize current 

knowledge of the origins and evolution 

of the song’s melody and lyrics by 

examining seven potential antecedent 

songs and describing the contributions 

of key individuals associated with 

some of these songs. In addition, this 

article will offer a new perspective on 

the relationship between two of We 

Shall Overcome’s earliest potential 

antecedents. 

V I C T O R  V.  B O B E T S K Y

V i c t o r  V.  B o b e t s k y
A s s o c i a t e  P r o f e s s o r ,  M u s i c  E d u c a t i o n 
a t  H u n t e r  C o l l e g e  o f  t h e  C i t y 
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N e w  Yo r k
v i c t o r . b o b e t s k y @ h u n t e r . c u n y . e d u

We Shal l  Overcome ,
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Antecedents and Relatives 

of We Shall Overcome

An exploration of the song’s ancestry 
takes us on a journey through two cen-
turies of African American and Ameri-
can music and includes one European 
hymn. We will focus on seven songs 
whose melody and/or words are related 
to and may have infl uenced We Shall 
Overcome. They are: O Sanctissima, No 
More Auction Block, I’ll Overcome Some 
Day(Tindley), I’ll Be Like Him Someday,  
I’ll Overcome Someday(Morris/Twig), I’ll 
Be All Right, and the labor song I Will 
Overcome. Thinking of these songs as 
members of a musical family tree—one 
limb representing the music and another, 
the words—can help provide an histori-
cal perspective and identify signifi cant 
stages in We Shall Overcome’s develop-
ment. However, an examination of the 
chronological progression of these ante-
cedent songs also reveals a large amount 
of creative reinvention, borrowing, and 
cross-fertilization, both in similar time 
periods and across generations. This is 
typical of many folk songs in general 
and of We Shall Overcome in particular ; 
we can refer to this as the folk process. 

Let’s begin our journey by examining 
O Sanctissima, the earliest of the seven 
antecedent songs.

O Sanctissima

O Sanctissima, an Italian hymn tune 
also known as the Sicilian Mariners’ 
Hymn, is most likely We Shall Overcome’s 
most distant ancestor. Originally set to 
a Latin text, it was fi rst printed in the 
November 1792 edition of the European 
Magazine and Review, a British periodi-
cal.1 The Italian melody was soon set to 
a preexisting English text, Lord Dismiss 
Us with Thy Blessing, attributed to John 
Fawcett. This version of the hymn quickly 
became very popular in England and in 
America and became part of the Prot-

estant hymn repertoire by the middle of 
the nineteenth century. 

The original source of O Sanctissima’s
words and music is unknown. James J. 
Fuld has suggested that the melody of 
O Sanctissima may have originally come 
from an Italian folk song or from an aria 
in a Neapolitan opera.2 Others suggest 
that it was traditionally sung by Sicilian 
sailors at the end of every day at sea.3

(No concrete evidence has been of-
fered to support either of these two 
theories. An exploration of the origins 
of O Sanctissima would make an intrigu-
ing topic for further research.)

There are three important musical 
ideas in O Sanctissima that reappear at 
different times in We Shall Overcome’s 
family tree. The succession of pitches 
and the melodic rhythm of O Sanctis-
sima’s opening phrase (measures 1– 4) 
represent the fi rst idea: if you repeat the 
beginning two pitches (sol- sol- la- la-
sol- fa-mi) you get the opening phrase 
of We Shall Overcome. 

The second idea can be found in 

measures 5– 8, where we notice an 
arc-shaped melodic contour outlining 
the interval of a fourth and the un-
derlying harmonic chord progression: 
l - (vii/V)-V-V7/V-V. This is similar to the 
arc outlining a fi fth and the harmonic 
progression: l - (Vl)-V7/V-V- V7/V-V 
found in the corresponding phrase of 
the melody to We Shall Overcome.

The descending arc of O Sanctis-
sima’s fi nal phrase spanning high to low 
do represents the third idea (measures 
13– 16). As the phrase spins and de-
scends, it outlines the interval of a fourth 
from hi do to sol and again at the close 
of the phrase from fa to low do. We 
Shall Overcome’s fi nal phrase outlines 
three fourths: high do to sol, la to mi, 
and fa to do.

Consider these three ideas as part of 
a variety of musical seeds that, through 
cross-fertilization and oral transmission, 
could have had some infl uence on the 
musical content of We Shall Overcome 
and some of its other antecedent songs.

No More Auction Block

The freedom song No More Auction 
Block, also known as Many Thousand 
Gone, is the next possible antecedent to 
We Shall Overcome. Colonel T. W. Higgin-
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Figure 1. O Sanctissima, mm.1– 8.
Digitized copy of the European Magazine 

and Review, November 1792

Figure 2. O Sanctissima, mm.13– 16.
Digitized copy of the European Magazine 

and Review, November 1792
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son, commander of an African American 
regiment in the Union army, noted that 
this song was sung by his soldiers; he 
called it a “secular spiritual.”4 The song 
evolved spontaneously and was trans-
mitted orally; there is no evidence of 
any specifi c composer or lyricist. A later 
version of this song titled Many Thousand 
Gone appears in a collection of songs 
sung by the Fisk Jubilee Singers published 
in 1915.5 (Figure 3) 

The song has a sophisticated call- 
and-response structure. In verse one, 
for example, the call (No more auction 
block for me) is followed by a response 
(No more, no more). The call is then 
repeated, followed by a variation of the 
fi rst response (Many thousand gone). 
Throughout the song, the words to the 
call change with each verse, but the two 

responses remain the same. 

Relationship between 

No More Auction Block 

and O Sanctissima

The melodic and rhythmic ideas in 
the call of No More Auction Block con-
tain some similarities to the melodic 
and rhythmic motive found in the fi rst 
phrase of O Sanctissima (see mm. 1–4 
of Figure 1). For example, the fi rst three 
pitches in each song (sol- la-sol) are 
identical, and the overall melodic rhythm 
of the fi rst fi ve successive notes is similar. 
These similarities suggest that the open-
ing call of No More Auction Block may 
have been infl uenced by the fi rst four 
measures of O Sanctissima. In addition, 

we are looking at a convergence of time, 
place, and history that created an atmo-
sphere conducive to cross-fertilization. 
We know that O Sanctissima (Lord Dis-
miss Us with Thy Blessing) was published 
in various song collections in the late 
eighteenth century and had achieved 
popularity in America.6 Enslaved Afri-
cans may have heard O Sanctissima and 
adapted some of its elements into their 
singing deliberately or simply as part of 
the oral process. Lomax’s claim that a 
song titled No More Auction Block was 
sung in Nova Scotia by freed slaves in 
1833 lends support to this theory.7 

During the Civil War, Union and Con-
federate army bands often played for 
each other during lulls in the fi ghting; this 
custom is poignantly illustrated in Win-
slow Homer’s painting, “Home, Sweet 
Home.”8 We know that Sicilian Mariners 
Hymn was part of the repertoire of the 
26th North Carolina Regimental Band.9 
Since the tune was probably heard by 
Union soldiers, it seems logical that 
variants of O Sanctissima’s musical ideas 
could also appear in No More Auction 
Block, a song sung by members of the 
Union army during the same time pe-
riod. It is fascinating how O Sanctissima 
and No More Auction Block may have 
provided a soundtrack of sorts to the 
Civil War and that both of these songs 
can be considered part of the tree that 
leads to We Shall Overcome.

Relationship between 

No More Auction Block and 

We Shall Overcome

There is a signifi cant resemblance 
between the beginning of No More Auc-
tion Block and We Shall Overcome. The 
fi rst fi ve pitches and the melodic rhythm 
of the fi rst seven notes are exactly the 
same in both songs. 

Whether or not the opening call of 
No More Auction Block provided direct 

     OF WE SHALL OVERCOME
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inspiration for the opening phrase of 
We Shall Overcome, there is no doubt 
that the former has earned an important 
place in African American history and 
in the history of American folk music. It 
has been recorded by many singers. Paul 
Robeson’s masterful version, originally 
recorded in 1956 at Carnegie Recital 
Hall with pianist Alan Booth, has been 
reproduced by Smithsonian Folkways 
in the 2007 release, On My Journey: Paul 
Robeson’s Independent Recordings.10 The 
African American composer Nathaniel 
Dett, founder of the Musical Arts Soci-
ety at the Hampton Institute, included 
No More Auction Block in his four-volume 
collection of spirituals (1936) and cre-
ated an unpublished orchestral version 
of the song.11 Bob Dylan cited No More 
Auction Block as his inspiration for Blowin’ 
in the Wind.12

No More Auction Block was a secular 

song sung in the style of a spiritual that 
conveyed an important cultural mes-
sage about overcoming the cruelties of 
slavery and achieving freedom. 

Our next antecedent song shows 
how this message of overcoming, pre-
sented in a religious context, offered 
strength to the next generation, who 
still struggled against racism and social 
and economic inequalities.

I’ll Overcome Some Day (Tindley)

The lyrics of many African American 
congregational and gospel hymns ex-
press the fervent desire to overcome 
obstacles, sin, and oppression, some-
times using phrases such as, “I’ll over-
come” or, “I’ll be like Him.” The words 
to the fi rst chorus of Reverend Charles 
Albert Tindley’s hymn I’ll Overcome Some 
Day (also known as This World is One 

Great Battlefi eld) illustrate this trait well. 

I’ll overcome some day,
I’ll overcome some day; 
If in my heart I do not yield,
I’ll overcome some day.

The words and message are strikingly 
similar to those of We Shall Overcome, 
but the melodic material has nothing in 
common. A more recent compilation of 
Tindley’s hymns can be found in Beams 
of Heaven, published by the General 
Board of Global Ministries of the United 
Methodist Church in 2006.13 

Tindley’s life story personifi ed and 
reinforced the message of his own hymn. 
Descended from slaves, Tindley was 
hired out by his father to work in other 
people’s homes. Through his willpower 
and tremendous intelligence, he taught 
himself to read and write, eventually 
becoming an ordained minister and pas-
tor of the Bainbridge Street Method-
ist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia, 
also known in its time as the “Tindley 
Temple.” Although he never learned to 
read or notate music, Tindley possessed 
innate musical talent and composed 
over fi fty hymns. He worked with assis-
tants who notated the music for him.14 

Tindley was well known for singing his 
own hymns during dramatic moments 
in his sermons. Many of his hymns are 
still sung today in Protestant churches, 
especially those with African American 
congregations. 

Most of the words to the fi nal chorus 
of I’ll Overcome Some Day appear promi-
nently in our next antecedent song, I’ll 
Be Like Him Someday. 

I’ll be like Him some day,
I’ll be like Him some day;
My Jesus says I need not fear,
I’ll be like Him some day.
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I’ll Be Like Him Someday

I’ll Be Like Him Someday, a gospel 
hymn created for lead voice, vocal 
ensemble, and piano, was written and 
published by Roberta Evelyn Martin 
in 1945 under the pseudonym Faye E. 
Brown.15 (Figure 4) Martin, an infl uen-
tial publisher, composer, arranger, and 
performer, lived and worked in Chicago, 
a prominent center for gospel music at 
that time. Trained as a classical pianist, 
she was known for creating a unique 
and polished vocal and pianistic style 
of gospel music. She was also a church 
organist and founder/director of the Ro-
berta Martin Singers, a gospel perform-
ing group. While the author was unable 
to locate any recordings of this group 
performing I’ll Be Like Him Someday, their 
recording of What A Friend We Have In 
Jesus provides a good example of their 
sound and style.16 

Relationship between 

I’ll Be Like Him Someday 
and O Sanctissima

There are some distinct similarities 

between the two songs. For example, 
the pitch succession and harmonic 
underpinning of Martin’s second phrase 
(Figure 4, mm. 5–8) resemble those 
contained in measures 5–8 of O Sanc-
tissima (Figure 1). One small difference 
is that the melodic arc in O Sanctissima 
goes up by a fourth, while the similar 
phrase in I’ll Be Like Him Someday goes 
up by a fi fth. The fi nal phrase of I’ll Be 
Like Him Someday (Figure 4, mm. 9–16) 
outlines overlapping fourths within a de-
scending octave passage, much like the 
fi nal phrase in O Sanctissima (Figure 2). 
Is this relationship a result of deliberate 
borrowing on Martin’s part, or was the 
connection not apparent to Martin at 
the time? Deliberate or not, the infl u-
ence probably stems from her work as 
a church organist, since O Sanctissima 
(Lord Dismiss Us With Thy Blessing) was 
part of the Protestant hymn repertory.

Relationship between 

I’ll Be Like Him Someday 

and We Shall Overcome

A comparison of I’ll Be Like Him 

Someday and We Shall Overcome reveals 
that the melodic and harmonic ideas 
in measures 5–16 of I’ll Be Like Him 
Someday are almost identical to the 
corresponding measures in We Shall 
Overcome. An examination of the lyrics 
to Martin’s I’ll Be Like Him Someday dem-
onstrates how strongly Tindley’s words 
and the cultural theme of overcoming in 
general infl uenced Martin’s writing. For 
example, the words to verse one of I’ll 
Be Like Him Someday are the same as 
those to Tindley’s fi nal chorus with one 
substitution in the third phrase.

In place of “My Jesus says I need 
not fear,” Martin uses a corresponding 
phrase from the fi rst chorus of Tindley’s 
hymn: “If in my heart I do not yield.” 
Martin emphasizes this fi nal phrase by 
ending each of her four verses with it. 

In addition, the words to the fourth 
verse of I’ll Be Like Him Someday are 
exactly the same as several versions 
of the popular gospel hymn I’ll Be All 
Right. This is another good example of 
the cross-fertilization and borrowing of 
culturally meaningful ideas and expres-
sions that are a part of the ancestry of 
We Shall Overcome.

     OF WE SHALL OVERCOME
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In I’ll Be Like Him Someday, Roberta 
Evelyn Martin crafted a text drawing 
from other gospel hymns (I’ll Overcome 
Some Day and I’ll Be All Right) that em-
phasized the African American cultural 
message of overcoming. She set that 
text to music, some of which may have 
been infl uenced by O Sanctissima. Mar-
tin’s I’ll Be Like Him Someday marks an 
important step in the geneology of We 
Shall Overcome.

I’ll Overcome Someday 
(Kenneth Morris/Atron Twig)

The message of overcoming is also 
clearly expressed in the words to anoth-
er gospel song also published in Chicago 
in 1945 by the Martin and Morris Studio 
of Music (no relation to Roberta Ev-
elyn Martin). I’ll Overcome Someday was 
written for lead voice, vocal ensemble, 
and piano accompaniment with original 
words by Atron Twig and revised lyrics 
and music by Kenneth Morris.17 Mor-
ris has been referred to as the “dean 
of black gospel music publishers.” His 
publishing company, founded in 1940 
with gospel singer Sallie Martin, was the 

oldest continuously operating African 
American gospel publishing company in 
the United States.18 When the business 
closed in 1993, Morris’s widow donated 
a copy of everything available in the 
inventory to the Chicago Public Library, 
where it is housed in the Martin and 
Morris Gospel Sheet Music Collection.19

I’ll Overcome Someday is built on a 
solo melody line supported by an ac-
companying four-part vocal ensemble. 
The form of the hymn is AB (verse and 
chorus). The words sung by the soloist 
and the vocal ensemble in the B section 
are very similar to the words in the cho-
rus of Tindley’s I’ll Overcome Some Day
and to the We Shall Overcome we know 
today. However, the melodies have noth-
ing in common. The fi rst phrase in the 
chorus of Morris and Twig’s I’ll Overcome 
Someday is displayed in Figure 5.

Morris and Twig’s I’ll Overcome Some-
day is another example of how the 
words of a gospel song, expressed in a 
religious context, could convey the de-
sire to overcome secular obstacles such 
as poverty, racism, and injustice. In fact, 
many phrases in We Shall Overcome’s
antecedent songs are different versions 
of this same cultural idea and message.  

Such phrases include: “I’ll Overcome 
Someday,” “I’ll Surely Overcome,” “We 
Shall Overcome Someday,” “I’ll Be All 
Right Someday.” 

I’ll Be All Right  

The gospel hymn I’ll Be All Right 
was essentially an orally transmitted 
folk song. The noted African American 
scholar Bernice Johnson Reagon main-
tains that I’ll Be All Right is the “root song” 
or the primary ancestor of We Shall 
Overcome.20 

However, if we consider earlier songs 
such as O Sanctissima and No More 
Auction Block to be part of We Shall 
Overcome’s ancestry, then I’ll Be All Right, 
although an important ancestor, cannot 
be the root song of We Shall Overcome. 
It is a valuable branch of the family tree, 
one of whose variants was eventually 
adapted by the labor movement. Let’s 
look at a transcription of the fi rst verse 
of I’ll Be All Right recorded in 1961 by 
the Reverend Gary Davis and then at a 
reprint of the fi rst eight measures of I 
Will Overcome (Figures 6 and 7). 

While they are different from each 
other, both of these versions of I’ll Be 
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All Right display signifi cant elements in 
common with We Shall Overcome and 
with some of the other songs we have 
examined. 

Both melodies contain syncopation, 
a characteristic of African American mu-
sic that we have not seen much of in the 
antecedent songs we’ve examined so far. 
The lyrics feature the words “someday” 
and “Deep in my heart, I do believe,” 
which are also prominent in Roberta 
Martin’s I’ll Be Like Him Someday and 
in We Shall Overcome. Notice how the 
lyrics in I Will Overcome incorporate 
the statement, “I want to be like Him,” 
which we’ve previously seen in the lyrics 
of Tindley’s I’ll Overcome Some Day and 
Martin’s I’ll Be Like Him Someday. Finally, 
the architectural structure of the phras-
es and the harmonic movement in I’ll Be 
All Right, I Will Overcome, I’ll Be 
Like Him Someday, O Sanctis-
sima, and We Shall Overcome 
are similar. The songs all begin 
with two short phrases that 
mirror each other, followed 
by a longer phrase that moves 
the harmony to a dominant 
chord. They continue with 
two more shor t phrases 
that again mirror each other 
and conclude with a longer 
phrase that leads back to the 
tonic. The mirror design of the 
shorter phrases supports the 
repetition of similar text ideas: 

     OF WE SHALL OVERCOME

O sanctissima, o piissima
I’ll be like him, I’ll be like him 
I’ll be all right, I’ll be all right 
we shall overcome, 
we shall overcome. 

When we analyze the architectural 
structure of these particular antecedent 
songs, it becomes clear how alike these 
fi ve songs really are.

I Will Overcome: 
Th e Connecting Branch 

in the Family Tree

Around 1945, the labor movement 
developed an interest in the message 
contained in the songs we’ve examined 
and adapted some of the words and 

music. This process took place at the 
Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, 
Tennessee, a center where folk and 
labor movement songs were taught 
and learned. In 1945, Zilphia Horton, 
one of the school’s founders, learned 
about I Will Overcome, the variant of I’ll 
Be All Right, which had been sung by 
African American workers in a Con-
gress of Industrial Organizations food 
and tobacco workers’ strike held that 
year in Charleston, South Carolina. I Will 
Overcome became very popular at the 
Highlander Folk School. 

The words were soon changed from 
“I will overcome” to “We will over-
come,” emphasizing the importance of 
the group and refl ecting the song’s new 
secular purpose as a labor song. Ac-
cording to Pete Seeger, Zilphia Horton 
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taught him the song.21 
In 1950, We Will Overcome was one 

of the Eight New Songs for Labor 
recorded by Joe Glazer and the Elm 
City Four, a project of the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations’ Department of 
Education and Research22 and in Songs 
of Work and Freedom, edited by Edith 
Fowke and Joe Glazer.23

We Shall Overcome 
and the American 

Civil Rights Movement

Having been adapted by the la-

bor movement in the mid-twentieth 
century, We Shall Overcome was soon 
refashioned once again, this time for an 
even larger and more heterogeneous 
group of people participating in the 
civil rights movement. Along the way, 
the song’s melody and melodic rhythm 
became more elementary, the syncopa-
tions found in I’ll Be All Right and I Will 
Overcome disappeared, and “will” was 
changed to “shall.” 

Some scholars interpret the fi rst two 
of these changes as an attempt to down-
play the African American origins of the 
song.24 Another reason for the changes 
may have been to make the song easier 

for larger numbers of people to learn 
and sing. Sam Rosenthal, coeditor of Pete 
Seeger: In His Own Words, affi rms that 
“Seeger’s writings and musings on music 
performance are fi lled with these kinds 
of micro changes. He has always spent 
a great deal of time thinking about ways 
to improve a song’s singability.”25 

In 1963, Ludlow Music published 
the We Shall Overcome we are familiar 
with today, containing the alterations 
described above. The authors credited 
with new words and music adaptation—
Zilphia Horton, Frank Hamilton, Guy 
Carawan, and Pete Seeger—stipulated 
that all royalties were to be given to the 
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Freedom Movement. 
Martin Luther King Jr. was impressed 

and moved by the song. According to 
Seeger, King commented that We Shall 
Overcome “really sticks with you.”26 In 
August 1963, over two hundred thou-
sand marchers sang We Shall Overcome
in Washington DC when King gave the 
“I Have a Dream” speech.27 The song 
has since become a universal symbol 
of the struggle for freedom, civil rights, 
and human dignity. We Shall Overcome 
appears in numerous song collections 
such as Get America Singing Again, and 
there are at least ten traditional choral 
arrangements in print, including one by 
Robert De Cormier (GIA Publications) 
and another by Roy Ringwald (Shawnee 
Press).

Summary

We Shall Overcome owes its existence 
to many ancestors and to the constant 
change and adaptation that is typical of 
the folk music process. This article has 
examined seven potential antecedent 
songs, many of which contain similar 
musical and textual ideas to one another 
and, most importantly, to We Shall Over-
come, establishing infl uence on the We 
Shall Overcome we sing today. We have 
learned that the melody, rhythm, har-
monic progressions, and phrase struc-
ture found in We Shall Overcome contain 
elements from these earlier antecedent 
songs, refashioned and simplifi ed for 
large group singing. 

While the music of Tindley’s I’ll 
Overcome Some Day and Morris/Twig’s 
I’ll Overcome Someday have nothing in 
common with We Shall Overcome or 
its other antecedent songs, their lyrics 
are of major signifi cance in the song’s 
ancestry. The words expressed an indi-
vidual and group struggle to overcome 
sin in the religious sense, and oppression 
in the secular sense, sometime in the 
future, which was just beyond reach. This 
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message was reinforced in the texts of 
I’ll Be All Right, I’ll Be Like Him Someday, 
and in the labor songs leading to We 
Shall Overcome. 

We Shall Overcome and many of its 
antecedent songs nourished the spirit 
of African Americans in their struggle 
for equality and civil rights during sit-ins, 
protests, and, ultimately, the March on 
Washington. A powerful example of 
group singing that has had a profound 
effect on history, We Shall Overcome and 
its antecedent songs are a signifi cant 
part of our musical and cultural heritage. 

The creation of this article was supported 
in part by the 2013 Hunter College 

Presidential Fund for Faculty Advancement 
(Jennifer J. Raab, President)
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