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Introduction

When you first hear Tom /Waits’ gravel �laden voice crooning “I, /Too, /Sing America,” it’s hard not to feel the weight of a 

country’s history and the pulse of its present humming beneath the words. The song, released in 2003 as part of 

the soundtrack for the musical The Black Rider, is more than a simple folk lament; it is a mirror held up to the 

American psyche, reflecting its contradictions, its dreams, and its discontents. In this article we dive deep into the 

theme of i too sing america, exploring how Waits weaves political commentary, cultural identity, and personal

longing into a single, resonant narrative. By examining the song’s lyrical structure, musical composition, and

historical backdrop, we’ll uncover why this track remains a touchstone for listeners who feel both a part of and apart

from the nation’s story.

Who Is Tom /Waits?

Tom /Waits is a singular voice in modern American music, known for his raspy tenor, poetic lyricism, and willingness 

to blur genre boundaries. Born in 1949 in Pomona, California, Waits began his career in the late 1960s as a 

folk �rock singer, releasing his debut album Closing Timein 1973. Over the next few decades he evolved into a

master of experimental soundscapes, blending blues, jazz, cabaret, and avant �garde elements. His storytelling often

touches on the underbelly of society—vagrants, gamblers, and dreamers—while maintaining an unflinching

honesty about the human condition.

By the time he released The Black Ridersoundtrack in 2003, Waits had already become a cultural icon. His work

was featured in films, theatre productions, and television, and he had earned multiple Grammy nominations. The

song “I, Too, Sing America” showcases the artist’s mature perspective, reflecting on the nation’s identity through a

lens that is at once critical and affectionate.

The Song “I, /Too, /Sing America”

“I, /Too, /Sing America” appears on the 2003 soundtrack for The Black Rider, a musical collaboration between

Tom Waits, playwright Tom Stoppard, and director Robert Wilson. The piece is written as a folk �style ballad, featuring

Waits’ distinctive vocal timbre and a sparse arrangement that includes acoustic guitar, piano, and subtle

percussion. The lyrics paint a vivid picture of a country that is both grand and fractured, a place where the promise

of opportunity clashes with the reality of inequality.

In the first verse, Waits introduces the protagonist as a “young man” who has “been born in the middle of the night,”

a metaphor that hints at the unpredictable nature of the American experience. The chorus repeats the line “I, too,

sing America,” underscoring the idea that every individual, regardless of background, contributes to the nation’s

collective voice. The refrain’s repetition serves as a refrain of unity, a call to acknowledge the diversity of stories that

compose the national narrative.

Historical and Cultural Context

To fully appreciate the song’s message, one must consider the social and political climate of the early 2000s. The



United States was emerging from the tumultuous 1990s, grappling with the aftermath of the dot �com bubble, the

wars in the Middle East, and a growing awareness of systemic inequality. The 2000 presidential election had

sparked widespread debate over voting rights and electoral integrity, while the 9/11 attacks in 2001 had reshaped

national security and foreign policy.

In this environment, artists like Tom Waits used their platforms to comment on the nation’s trajectory. “I, Too, Sing

America” can be seen as a response to these events, offering a perspective that both mourns and celebrates the

American spirit. The song’s release in 2003, during the early years of the Iraq War, further amplifies its relevance,

as the country was confronting questions of identity, purpose, and moral direction.

Unpacking the Theme of I Too Sing America

Exploring Identity and Belonging

The core of the theme of i too sing americalies in the exploration of identity. Waits addresses the idea that every

individual, regardless of race, class, or creed, has a stake in the nation’s story. By using the phrase “I, too,” the

singer aligns himself with a chorus of marginalized voices that have historically been silenced.

Musically, this theme is echoed in the song’s simple, almost lullaby �like arrangement. The acoustic guitar provides

an intimate backdrop, while subtle harmonies in the chorus suggest a communal singing experience. This musical

intimacy invites listeners to reflect on their personal place within the larger tapestry of American life.

Political Commentary and Social Critique

Waits is known for his incisive social commentary, and this song is no exception. The lyrics mention “the highways

and the highways of the nation” and “the broken promises of the past,” alluding to the nation’s infrastructural and

ideological gaps. The song critiques the “federal government” and the “political system,” highlighting the disconnect

between the ideals of democracy and the realities faced by everyday citizens.

By framing these criticisms in a folk ballad, Waits creates a bridge between personal experience and collective

grievance. The song’s refrain, “I, too, sing America,” becomes a rallying cry that acknowledges the power of

individual voices to influence political discourse.

The American Dream Revisited

The American Dream—promising prosperity and freedom for all—has always been a central motif in American

culture. In “I, Too, Sing America,” Waits reexamines this myth, presenting it as both a beacon and a trap. The lyrics

juxtapose “the bright lights of the city” with “the shadows of the suburbs,” illustrating the duality of opportunity and

hardship.

Waits’ narrative invites listeners to consider whether the American Dream remains attainable or has become a myth

that only a select few can achieve. By acknowledging the dream’s allure and its shortcomings, the song encourages

a more nuanced conversation about national aspirations.

Musical Composition and Lyrical Devices

The musical simplicity of “I, Too, Sing America” is intentional, allowing the lyrics to take center stage. The

arrangement relies on a steady, almost hypnotic rhythm that mirrors the steady march of history. The use of minor

chords in the verses adds a sense of melancholy, while the major chords in the chorus lift the emotional tone,

creating a dynamic contrast that underscores the song’s thematic tension.

Lyrically, Waits employs vivid imagery and metaphor. The line “I’ve walked through the streets of a city that never



sleeps” conjures images of urban life and relentless ambition. The refrain’s repetition serves as an anaphora,

reinforcing the idea of collective identity. The song also utilizes enjambment to maintain a conversational flow,

making the narrative feel immediate and personal.

Impact and Legacy

Since its release, “I, Too, Sing America” has resonated with audiences across generations. The song has been

covered by various artists, each bringing their own interpretation to the theme. In academic circles, it has been

cited in studies of contemporary American folk music, political activism, and identity formation.

The track’s influence extends beyond music. It has been referenced in political speeches, literary works, and even

in social media campaigns that call for unity and inclusivity. Its enduring relevance lies in its ability to capture the

complex emotions associated with belonging to a nation that is both a haven and a battlefield.

Conclusion

“I, /Too, /Sing America” is more than a song; it is a cultural artifact that encapsulates the contradictions, hopes, and 

struggles that define the American experience. Through its thoughtful lyrics, understated musical arrangement, and 

timely release, Tom /Waits invites listeners to confront the theme of i too sing americahead �on. The song reminds

us that every voice, no matter how quiet, contributes to the nation’s chorus. In a world that often feels divided, the

song’s refrain—“I, too, sing America”—serves as a powerful reminder that unity begins with recognition, empathy,

and the shared act of singing together.
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