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THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF THE
FAMILY TIES
THEME SONG

Few  television  theme
songs are as instantly
r e c o g n i z a b l e  o r
emotionally  resonant
as the opening notes of
"Wi thout  Us , "  the
i c o n i c  t r a c k  t h a t
introduced the beloved
1980s  sitcom  Family
Ties.  For  millions  of
viewers,  that  gentle,
piano-driven  melody
a n d  t h e  w a r m
harmonies  of  Johnny
Mathis  and  Deniece
Wi l l iams  were  the
prelude to  a  half-hour

of laughter, heart, and
social  commentary.
More than just a catchy
tune, the Family Ties
theme song  perfectly
captured  the  spirit  of
the show: a celebration
o f  f a m i l y  b o n d s ,
generational  tension,
and  the  endur ing
power  of  love.  This
article  explores  the
history,  meaning,  and
lasting  legacy  of  this
c l a s s i c  p i e c e  o f
te lev is ion  mus ic ,
examin ing  why  i t
remains a  sentimental
favorite  decades  after
the final episode aired.

THE BIRTH OF A
CLASSIC:
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COMPOSING
"WITHOUT US"

The  theme  song  for
Family Ties was not an
afterthought  but  a
carefully  crafted piece
designed to mirror the
show's  core  conflict
and  resolution.  The
series  co-creators,
Gary  David  Goldberg
and  L loyd  Garver ,
wanted  music  that
could  encapsulate  the
push-and-pull  between
the  idealistic,  former-
hippie  parents  and
their  conservative,
materialistic  son,  Alex
P.  Keaton  (Michael  J.
Fox).  They  turned  to
legendary  songwriter
and  composer  Tom
S c o t t ,  a  j a z z  a n d
sess ion  mus ic ian
whose career spanned
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
Starsky & Hutch to Hill
Street Blues.
Scott  composed  the
instrumental melody, a

gent le  yet  upbeat
arrangement  that
s u g g e s t e d  b o t h
n o s t a l g i a  a n d
optimism.  The  lyrics,
penned  by  Scott  with
input  from the show’s
c r e a t o r s ,  w e r e
deliberately  crafted  to
a v o i d  b e i n g  t o o
specific.  Instead  of
describing  plotlines  or
characters,  the  song
focused on a universal
t ru th :  the  messy ,
b e a u t i f u l
interdependence  of
family.  The  phrase
"without us" suggested
that  while  individuals
may  disagree,  strive,
or  dr i f t  apart ,  the
family unit remains the
b e d r o c k .  S c o t t ’ s
decision  to  feature  a
duet—sung  by  two
voices  that  blend  but
remain distinct—was a
m a s t e r s t r o k e ,
symbolizing  the  two
generations  trying  to
find  harmony.
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Johnny
Mathis
and
Deniece
Williams:
Perfect
Vocal
Chemistr
y
The choice of vocalists
was  equally  inspired.
Johnny  Mathis,  known
f o r  h i s  s m o o t h ,
romant ic  ba l lads ,
brought  a  timeless,
a l m o s t  f a t h e r l y
warmth .  Den iece
Williams, a gospel and
R & B  s t a r  w i t h  a n

incred ib le  range,
a d d e d  a  s o u l f u l ,
you th fu l  ene rgy .
Together,  their  voices
didn't just sing a song;
they  enac ted  the
show's emotional core.
T h e  Fami ly  T ies
theme  song  became
a duet of reconciliation,
a  melodic  handshake
between the past  and
the present. This vocal
pairing  elevated  the
theme  from  a  simple
TV jingle to a genuine
p o p  b a l l a d  t h a t
resonated  far  beyond
the show's viewership.
I n  f a c t ,  t h e  s o n g
performed  by  Mathis
and  Wi l l i ams  was
released  as  a  single,
reaching number 20 on
the  Bil lboard  Adult
Contemporary chart in
1985.

ANALYZING THE
LYRICS: A
MESSAGE OF
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GENERATIONAL
UNITY

The  lyrics  of  "Without
Us"  are  deceptively
s i m p l e ,  y e t  t h e y
convey  a  profound
message  about  family
dynamics. The opening
lines—"Without  us,
the re ' s  no th ing  /
Without  us,  the  sun
don't  shine"—establish
an immediate sense of
d e p e n d e n c y  a n d
importance. This is not
a b o u t  i n d i v i d u a l
success,  but  about
collective  existence.
The  song  proceeds  to
acknowledge  friction:
"We can make it better
/  W e  c a n  m a k e  i t
r i gh t . "  I t  doesn ' t
pretend  that  families
are perfect; instead, it
offers  hope  and
agency.  The  chorus
reinforces the idea that
despite disagreements,
t h e  f a m i l y  i s  t h e
essent ia l  support

system:

"We can face
the world
together" –
unity in the face
of external
pressures.
"We can make
it right" – the
promise of
resolution.
"Without us,
there's nothing
at all" – the
ultimate
affirmation of
connection.

These  lyrics  perfectly
mirrored  the  show's
premise.  The  Keaton
parents,  Steven  and
Elyse,  were  l iberal
activists  who  feared
their son had become a
young  Republican.
Alex,  in  turn,  thought
his parents were naive
hippies.  Yet,  in  every
episode,  the  family
proved that  their  love
transcended  politics.
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T h e  Fami ly  T ies
theme song served as
a weekly reminder that
the  battles  within  a
f a m i l y  a r e  m i n o r
compared to the bond
t h a t  h o l d s  t h e m
together.

The
Instrume
ntal
Evolution
of the
Theme
While  the  full  vocal
version  was  used  for
the opening credits  in
many  seasons,  the
s h o w  a l s o  m a d e
m a s t e r f u l  u s e  o f
i n s t r u m e n t a l
variations. Tom Scott's
original  score  often

wove  snippets  of  the
theme into transitional
scenes  and  tender
moments. A slow piano
version  might  play
when Steven and Elyse
s h a r e d  a  q u i e t
m o m e n t ,  w h i l e  a
p e p p i e r  s y n t h
a r r a n g e m e n t
underscored  Alex's
scheming.  This  sonic
branding  created  a
cohesive  auditory
landscape  for  the
series.  The  theme’s
m e l o d y  b e c a m e
synonymous  with  the
Keaton  household,
making  it  one  of  the
most  effective  TV
themes of its era. The
instrumental track also
served  as  the  outro,
giving viewers a warm
musical  send-off  that
l ingered  after  the
screen faded to black.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND NOSTALGIA

The  influence  of  the
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Family  Ties  theme
song  ex tends  fa r
beyond  the  show's
seven-season  run.  For
G e n e r a t i o n  X ,  i t
triggers  a  powerful
wave of nostalgia—the
sight  of  the  Keaton
family gathered around
their kitchen table, the
sound of  that opening
piano  riff.  It  evokes  an
era  of  striped  shirts,
b i g  h a i r ,  a n d  a
particular  brand  of
sitcom  that  balanced
humor  with  genuine
heart.  The  song  has
been  referenced  in
other  media,  covered
by various artists, and
cont inues  to  be  a
staple  on  streaming-
era  nostalgia  playlists.
Part  of  its  enduring
appeal  is  its  ability to
f u n c t i o n  a s  a
s tanda lone  song .
U n l i k e  m a n y  T V
themes that are merely
functional,  "Without
Us" has a fully realized

s t ruc ture :  verse ,
chorus,  bridge,  and  a
satisfying resolution. It
works equally well as a
romantic  ballad  or  a
family  anthem.  This
dual  identity  helped
t h e  s o n g  e n j o y  a
" s e c o n d  l i f e "  o n
wedding  playlists  and
f a m i l y  r e u n i o n
mixtapes.

Why
"Without
Us" Still
Resonate
s Today
I n  a n  a g e  o f
fragmented  families
a n d  p o l a r i z e d
v i e w p o i n t s ,  t h e
message of the Family
Ties  theme  song
feels  more  necessary
than ever. The song is
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a gentle reminder that
disagreement does not
equal disconnection. It
acknowledges  that
f a m i l i e s  c a n
clash—over  politics,
values,  or  personal
choices—but  that  the
fundamental  bond  of
l ove  and  suppo r t
remains .  Th is  i s  a
timeless  theme  that
t r a n s c e n d s  t h e
conservative vs. liberal
tropes  of  the  1980s.
Whether  you  are  a
millennial  discovering
t h e  s h o w  o n  a
streaming service or a
baby boomer revisiting
a favorite memory, the
song  invites  you  to
reflect  on  your  own
fami ly  t ies .  I t  i s  a
m u s i c a l  h u g ,  a n
assurance that you are
not alone.

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER
CLASSIC TV THEME

SONGS

T h e  Fami ly  T ies
theme  song  holds  a
unique  space  in  the
pantheon of TV music.
Compare  i t  to  the
funky,  street-smart
theme  of  The  Fresh
Prince of Bel-Air, which
tells a specific story, or
the narrative summary
of  The  Brady  Bunch.
"Without  Us"  is  more
a b s t r a c t  a n d
p h i l o s o p h i c a l .  I t
operates  on  emotion
rather  than  plot.  This
makes it more versatile
and,  arguably,  more
profound.  It  shares  a
kinship with the theme
from  Cheers—"Where
Everybody Knows Your
Name"—which  also
speaks  to  a  universal
h u m a n  n e e d :
belonging.  Both  songs
invite the viewer into a
world  of  comfort.  But
Family  Ties  specifically
homes in on the family
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u n i t ,  m a k i n g  i t
uniquely suited to the
s h o w ' s  d o m e s t i c
setting.

The
Legacy of
Tom
Scott's
Compositi
on
Tom  Scot t  passed
away in 2021, but his
m u s i c a l  l e g a c y
endures.  His  work  on
Family Ties earned him
an  Emmy  Award  for
O u t s t a n d i n g
Achievement  in  Music
Composition  (in  1983
for  the  episode  "A
Friend  in  Need").  The
song is often cited by
critics  as  one  of  the

best TV theme songs of
a l l  t i m e ,  a n d  i t
continues to be studied
by  composers  for  its
emotional  efficiency.
Scott's ability to write a
melody  that  is  both
s i m p l e  a n d
unforgettable  is  a
testament to his craft.
T h e  Fami ly  T ies
theme  song  remains
a textbook example of
how music can define a
show's  identity  and
connect with audiences
on a deep level.

THE SONG IN THE
STREAMING AGE

With  the  advent  of
streaming  platforms,
classic  sitcoms  like
Family Ties have found
new  audiences.  Many
streaming  services
offer the option to "skip
intro," but fans of the
show  often  choose  to
watch  the  opening
credits out of affection.
The  theme  song  acts
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a s  a n  e m o t i o n a l
anchor ,  ins tant ly
transporting viewers to
the Keaton household.
Moreover, the song has
f o u n d  a  h o m e  o n
digital music platforms;
y o u  c a n  s t r e a m
" W i t h o u t  U s "  o n
Spotify,  Apple  Music,
a n d  Y o u T u b e .  I t s
popularity  on  these
platforms  indicates
that  the  song  has
outgrown  its  original
context.  It  is  now  a
p i e c e  o f  m u s i c a l
nostalgia  that  people
seek out simply for its
beauty and warmth.

Behind
the
Scenes:
Fun Facts

About the
Theme

Lyrics nearly1.
changed: Early
versions of the
song had
different lyrics
that were more
specific to the
show's
characters. The
creators wisely
opted for a
universal
message.
Johnny Mathis2.
and Deniece
Williams
recorded
separately: Due
to scheduling
conflicts, the two
singers recorded
their parts in
different studios.
The chemistry
we hear is a
product of
exceptional
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studio
engineering.
Michael J. Fox3.
loved the
theme: In
interviews, Fox
has mentioned
that the theme
song always
made him smile
because it
captured the
warmth of the
set.
Different4.
opening
sequences: The
show used
various lengths
of the theme
over its run,
sometimes
featuring a
shortened
version, but the
core melody
remained
unchanged.

CONCLUSION: THE
SONG THAT HOLDS

A FAMILY
TOGETHER

T h e  Fami ly  T ies
theme song  is  more
than  a  te l ev i s i on
a r t i f a c t ;  i t  i s  a
masterclass in musical
storytelling.  Through
the  collaboration  of
Tom  Scott ,  Johnny
Mathis,  and  Deniece
Williams,  the  show’s
creators  gave  us  a
song  that  is  both  a
product of its time and
a  timeless  meditation
on  what  it  means  to
belong.  The  gentle
message that "we can
m a k e  i t  b e t t e r "
r e s o n a t e s  a s
powerfully  today  as  it
did  when the Keatons
first  graced  our
screens.  In  an  era  of
rap id  change  and
digital  disconnection,
"Without Us" remains a
tender  invitation  to
hold  onto  the  bonds
that  define  us—our
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families,  our  histories,
a n d  o u r  s h a r e d
humanity.  Next  time
you hear those opening
piano  notes,  take  a

moment  to  appreciate
the  simple,  profound
truth:  wi thout  us ,
there's nothing at all.


