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This thesis explores how American identity is being mediated through Hamilton: an American 

Musical. I examined two main aspects of Hamilton, American identity in relation to its founding era, 

and race relations in America.  

Hamilton-related phrases have been repeated by politicians, BlackLivesMatter-protest signs, 

Trump rallies, children’s birthday parties, not to mention a sheer endless cornucopia of digital 

reiterations on social media. The pervasiveness of Hamilton-quotes in American society suggests that 

it has succeeded in reaching a broader audience, and that it has been exerting a significant influence 

on the American people. The foregrounding of black and brown people is evidence of Miranda’s 

intention to assert the stake minority communities have in the nation’s founding. Strategies such as 

these are “another way of saying that American history can be told, claimed and reclaimed, by people 

who don’t look like George Washington and Betsy Ross.”1 

The genius of Hamilton lies in its power to transcend the seemingly irreconcilable deadlock of 

a deeply divided society. Hamilton offers blacks and Latinos “access to the cultural power of the 

Founding without having to deny their own histories or to affirm the celebratory narrative that 

ignores America’s sins.”2 

America has a collective responsibility to tell national history in the most accurate and complete 

fashion while preventing the demonization or whitewashing of its historical deficiencies, most 

notably its original sin; the sin of slavery. Through cultural artifacts such as Hamilton: An American 

Musical, avenues are created for public discussion and reconciliation with the good and the bad in 

historical heroes for some and villains to others. 

I argue that Hamilton's emotional appeal has engendered change in ways that take precedence 

over correcting historical errors or omissions. Hamilton has reinvigorated a sense of pride in the 

hearts of the current generation and the generation that is right now coming of age. The insistence 

that America and its history belong to each and every one, the inspiration it offers to take ownership 

in the nation, and its ability to captivate folks across racial, political, and class boundaries, makes it 

truly revolutionary. 

 

 

1 Lin-Manuel Miranda and Jeremy McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution (Hachette UK, 2016), 95. 
2 Richard Primus, "Will Lin-Manuel Miranda Transform the Supreme Court?," The Atlantic,  June 4,, 2016. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/06/lin-manuel-miranda-and-the-future-of-
originalism/485651/. 
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On May 12, 2009, Lin-Manuel Miranda took the White House stage to perform during poetry 

week. Until then, he was known as the writer and actor of the musical In The Heights. He announces 

he is working on a new hip-hop album based on a person he considers the hip-hop spirit 

personification: the first U.S. Treasury Secretary, Alexander Hamilton. The audience laughs, but 

Miranda stands by his statement: "He was born a penniless orphan, in St. Croix. Illegitimate birth. 

Became George Washington’s right-hand man. Became Treasury Secretary. Caught beef with every 

other Founding Father. And all on the strength of his writing."4
 

Seven years later, Lin-Manuel Miranda returns to the White House stage. The hip-hop album 

had become a musical and box-office phenomenon. The same song - slightly adapted - is performed 

by Miranda and several members of the musical’s cast. The then-president Barack Obama made the 

speech that preceded the performance. In describing the work's success, Obama recalls the 2009 

performance and the laughing audience at the iconoclastic impersonation of Alexander Hamilton as 

the spirit of hip-hop. So he asks, "And who is laughing now?"5 

 

3 Excerpt taken from the song “Alexander Hamilton” from the musical:  Hamilton: An American Musical, music and lyrics 
by Lin-Manuel Miranda, dir. Thomas Kail, chor. Andy Blankenbuehler, Richard Rodgers Theatre, New York, NY, 
2015. 

4 The Obama White House. "Lin-Manuel Miranda Performs At The White House Poetry Jam: (8 Of 8)". YouTube Video, 
November 2, 2009. 4:26, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WNFf7nMIGnE. 

5 CBSN. "Hamilton cast performs "Alexander Hamilton" at White House". YouTube Video, March 15, 2016. 13:24, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZPrAKuOBWzw. 
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Hamilton: an American Musical premiered on February 17th, 2015, off-Broadway at New 

York’s Public Theater and proved to be an instant sensation. Producers announced the show’s 

transfer to Broadway, and on August 6th, 2015, Hamilton7 premiered in Richard Rodgers Theatre. It 

has been a cultural hit ever since, resonating deeply with the heartbeat of American history and 

cultural identity. 

Usually, (Broadway) musicals are perceived to be a mere cultural phenomenon, an artistic 

expression that resonates mainly within the confined realm of theatre. A realm that some dismiss as 

an elitist, snobbish pastime, given that Broadway’s demographics still show a persistently gross 

overrepresentation of white, affluent people.8  In general, a show’s success is contingent upon 

several factors, including the box office and the public assessment of whether the show delivers 

‘good’ entertainment value. Theatre scholar John Bush Jones summarizes that a musical succeeds 

when “something about a show captures the public imagination, and people swarm to see it.”9  

We seldom witness shows that transcend the boundaries of its genre and inspire the kind of 

public enthusiasm with a magnitude as Hamilton has set in motion. Low argues that a play rarely 

inspires “scholarly work to understand how the art experience shapes cultural, community, and 

societal identities and ideology. But Hamilton is an experience -an exchange and interaction between 

the play and the audience.”10 

At first sight, the subject matter of the musical does not seem to speak to the imagination. 

The initial seed from which Hamilton would eventually sprout was planted by Ron Chernow’s 2004 

 
6 Ben Brantley, "‘Hamilton', Young Rebels Changing History and Theater," The New York Times, August 6 2015, 

https://nyti.ms/1IpjWSJ. 
7 Henceforth I will use  the italicized Hamilton to imply the show ‘Hamilton: an American Musical’. (Alexander) Hamilton 

implies the historical founder.  
8 Consider these statistics: One quarter of all tickets were purchased by non-Caucasian theatregoers, African-Americans 

accounted for 2.9%; Of theatregoers age 25 or older, 81% had completed college and 41% had earned a graduate 
degree; The average annual household income of the Broadway theatregoer was $222,120. Taken from: Karen 
Hauser, The Demographics of the Broadway Audience 2017-2018, The Broadway League (New York, October, 
2018). 

9 John Bush Jones, Our musicals, ourselves: a social history of the American musical theatre (Hanover, NH: Brandeis 
University Press, 2003), 4. 

10 Anna Sanford Low, "Hamilton: Publics Theory, the Rhetorical Impact of Theater and Reimagining the American 
Founding" (2017), 2. 
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bestseller Alexander Hamilton,11 which depicts Hamilton as the heroic but forgotten founding father 

worthy of recognition. The story follows the life of the controversial Founding Father Alexander 

Hamilton, who, out of a miserable life on a Caribbean island, worked his way up to becoming General 

George Washington's right-hand man during the American Revolution and the first secretary of the 

treasury, but who lost his political career to the first American sex scandal and died in 1804 in a duel 

with his rival Aaron Burr. An extraordinary life, but it remained a dry, inanimate chunk of history for 

many students until Lin-Manuel Miranda revamped Hamilton's life story in a brilliant new style of rap 

and hip-hop.  

The seemingly irresistible Hamilton rapidly conquered many Americans' hearts and became a 

“cultural phenomenon with staying power.”12 References to its lyrics and content have become 

commonplace in large parts of society. They have popped up in myriad forms: from toddlers dancing 

knowingly to ‘My Shot’ at birthday parties,13 or the State of Utah legislature’s resolution to officially 

commend Lin-Manuel Miranda for the creation of Hamilton14, to a best-selling book by John Bolton, 

former National Security Advisor under the Trump administration, titled The Room Where It 

Happened,15 which is alluded to have been taken directly from the eponymous song in Hamilton.16 

Teachers across the U.S. make hay while the sun shines and capitalize on their students’ enthusiasm 

for Hamilton to spice up history classes. Book stores report a run on books about the American 

Revolution, and visits to historical heritage sites related to Alexander Hamilton have sky-rocketed.17 

Stretching far beyond the theater realm, Hamilton’s extraordinary impact was corroborated in 2016 

when the musical received an unprecedented 16 Tony nominations, of which it won 11, including 

Best Musical.18 (then) President Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama prepared a video introduction 

 

11 Ron Chernow, Alexander Hamilton (New York: The Penguin Press, 2004). 
12 Joanne B Freeman, "Will the Real Alexander Hamilton Please Stand Up?," Journal of the Early Republic 37, no. 2 

(2017): 255. 
13 Philip Gentry, "Hamilton's Ghosts," American Music 35, no. 2 (2017): 272. 
14 Elizabeth Titrington Craft, "Headfirst into an Abyss: the Politics and Political reception of Hamilton," American Music 

36, no. 4 (2018): 436. 
15 John R. Bolton, The Room Where it Happened : a White House Memoir (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020). 
16 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The Room Where It Happens". 
17 Renee C. Romano and Claire Bond Potter, "Introduction: History Is Happening in Manhattan," in Historians on 

Hamilton: How a Blockbuster Musical Is Restaging America's Past, ed. Renee C. Romano and Claire Bond Potter 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2018). 

18 Tony Awards 2016 won:  
Best Musical; Best Book of a Musical (Lin-Manuel Miranda); Best Original Score (Lin-Manuel Miranda); Best Actor in a 

Musical (Leslie Odom Jr.); Best Featured Actor in a Musical ( Daveed Diggs); Best Featured Actress in a Musical 
(Renée Elise Goldsberry); Best Costume Design of a Musical (Paul Tazewell); Best Lighting Design of a Musical 
(Howell Binkley); Best Direction of a Musical (Thomas Kail); Best Choreography (Andy Blankenbuehler); Best 
Orchestrations (Alex Lacamoire). 

Tony Awards 2016 nominated: 
Best Actor in a Musical (Lin-Manuel Miranda); Best Actress in a Musical (Phillipa Soo); Best Featured Actor in a Musical 

(Jonathan Groff; Christopher Jackson); Best Scenic Design of a Musical (David Korins). 
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to the cast’s performance to be broadcasted at the 2016 Tony Awards ceremony. It is worth citing a 

portion of their message because it poignantly reflects the consensus among mainstream critics:  

“Hamilton has become not only a smash hit but a civics lesson our kids can’t get 
enough. One with fierce musical energy, one where rap is the language of revolution 
and hip-hop its urgent soundtrack. It’s a musical about the miracle that is America, 
a place of citizenship where we debate ideas with passion and conviction.  A place of 
inclusiveness where we value our boisterous diversity as a great gift.  A place of 
opportunity where no matter how humble our origins, we can make it if we try.  
That’s the story of America, an experiment that is not yet finished, a project that 
belongs to all of us.”19 

Obama’s interpretation places Hamilton as a contemporary allegory of liberal patriotism. The 

hip-hop vernacular and race-conscious casting embody the political inclusiveness and diversity so 

emblematic for the Obama-era. At the same time, Hamilton’s story aligns neatly with America’s 

favorite storyline: the bootstraps narrative, revering the individual who works his way up to achieve 

great things through willful perseverance, passionate ambition, and the recognition that it is 

America’s liberal society that enables the individual to bring his American Dream to fruition.20  

Moreover, the President observed that the play attained not only the re-fashioning of history 

but also challenged contemporary society to scrutinize current moral conscience and the duties of 

citizens.21  Such challenges to the nation’s racially exclusionary past, still commonly narrated as the 

history of a few white Founding Fathers, are absolutely necessary if the nation aspires to live up to 

its ideals of equal opportunity and freedom for all Americans.22 Hamilton presents an outstanding 

example of art's rhetorical power to forge socio-cultural identity and influence our understanding of 

both history and politics. Questioned on this topic, Lin-Manuel Miranda has argued that: 

 

Wikipedia contributors, "Hamilton (musical)," in Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia (12 May, 2020). 
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Special:CiteThisPage&page=Hamilton_%28musical%29&id=956270591
&wpFormIdentifier=titleform. 

19 Barack Obama and Michelle Obama. "70th Annual Tony Awards 'Hamilton'". YouTube Video, October 15, 2016. 7:13, 
(0:24-1:07), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5VqyCQV1Tg. 

20 Kahlila Chaar-Pérez, "Lin-Manuel Miranda: Latino Public Intellectual (Part 1)," Lora D. Burnett ed. U.S. Intellectual 
History Blog, The Society for U.S. Intellectual History, September 15, 2016, https://s-usih.org/2016/09/lin-manuel-
miranda-latino-public-intellectual-part-1/. 

21 Low, "Hamilton: Publics Theory, the Rhetorical Impact of Theater and Reimagining the American Founding," 2. 
22 Lyra D Monteiro, "Race-Conscious Casting and the Erasure of the Black Past in Lin-Manuel Miranda's Hamilton," The 

Public Historian 38, no. 1 (2016); Heather S Nathans, "Crooked Histories: Re-presenting Race, Slavery, and 
Alexander Hamilton Onstage," Journal of the Early Republic 37, no. 2 (2017); Andie Silva and Shereen Inayatulla, 
"Who Tells Our Story: Intersectional Temporalities in Hamilton: An American Musical," Changing English 24, no. 2 
(2017). 
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 “…works of art are the only silver bullet we have against racism and sexism and 
hatred. … Art engenders empathy in a way that politics doesn’t, and in a way that 
nothing else really does. Art creates change in people’s hearts.”23  

Indeed, during the last few decades, various scholarly disciplines such as media psychology, 

communication, and public policy have explored the power of narrative engagement and its ability 

to engender change in real-world attitudes and beliefs.24 

1.1 Thesis Statement 

The excitement and widespread debate that Hamilton has inspired is what caught my 

attention and sparked a desire to explore this “story about America then, told by America now.”25 

My thesis explores how American identity is being mediated through Hamilton: an American 

Musical. I will examine two main aspects of Hamilton, American identity in relation to its founding 

era and race relations in America. Both aspects will serve as a lens through which to discern 

Hamilton's social impact on the theater realm and beyond. 

1.2 Chapter overview 

The second chapter provides the necessary information to understand the context in which 

the musical is embedded. I will provide a biographical account of Alexander Hamilton’s life and an 

overview of Hamilton: An American Musical. Next, I will elaborate on the various offshoots of the 

play that have galvanized a broader audience. The chapter concludes with some remarks about 

playwright Lin-Manuel Miranda.  

The third and fourth chapters deal with the play itself. Here I choose to highlight several 

aspects of the play, though it is by no means exhaustive. In the third chapter, I set out exploring the 

play’s historical accuracy and the question: “Can great art also be great history?”26 Then, I will discuss 

 

23 Frank DiGiacomo, "'Hamilton's' Lin-Manuel Miranda on Finding Originality, Racial Politics (and Why Trump Should See 
His Show)," Hollywood Reporter, August 12, 2015, http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/features/hamiltons-lin-
manuel-mirandafinding-814657. 

24 See for instance: Melanie C Green and Timothy C Brock, "The role of transportation in the persuasiveness of public 
narratives," Journal of personality and social psychology 79, no. 5 (2000); Smita C. Banerjee and Kathryn Greene, 
"Role of Transportation in the Persuasion Process: Cognitive and Affective Responses to Antidrug Narratives.," 
Journal of Health Communication 17, no. 5 (2012); Melanie C. Green and Keenan M. Jenkins, "Interactive 
Narratives: Processes and Outcomes in User-Directed Stories," Journal of Communication 64, no. 3 (2014); 
Raymond A Mar and Keith Oatley, "The function of fiction is the abstraction and simulation of social experience," 
Perspectives on psychological science 3, no. 3 (2008); Anneke De Graaf et al., "Identification as a mechanism of 
narrative persuasion," Communication research 39, no. 6 (2012); Markus Appel and Tobias Richter, "Persuasive 
effects of fictional narratives increase over time," Media Psychology 10, no. 1 (2007); Karen E. Dill‐Shackleford, 
Cynthia Vinney, and Kristin Hopper‐Losenicky, "Connecting the dots between fantasy and reality: The social 
psychology of our engagement with fictional narrative and its functional value," Social and Personality Psychology 
Compass 10, no. 11 (2016). 

25 Edward Delman, "How Lin-Manuel Miranda Shapes History," The Atlantic, September 29 2015, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/09/lin-manuel-miranda-hamilton/408019/. 

26 Kenneth Owen, "Can Great Art Also Be Great History?," Independent Review 21, no. 4 (Spring 2017). 
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Hamilton in relation to the formation of national identity and how the founding fathers and the 

foundational narrative are (re)presented.27 

The fourth chapter ties in closely with the previous chapter and deals with Hamilton’s 

significance for race relations in the United States, both contemporary and during the founding era.28 

Here I will examine the dynamic impact of the ethnically diverse cast and the various critical 

responses it has drawn from theater critics and scholars. I will look at the deleted song Cabinet Battle 

#3 as a case study for Miranda’s treatment of history and the issue of race. The chapter concludes 

with a closer look at the emotional responses that Hamilton has yielded, primarily among students. 

  

 

27 Rebecca Onion, "A Hamilton Skeptic on Why the Show Isn’t As Revolutionary As It Seems," Slate, April 5, 2016, 
http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2016/04/a_hamilton_critic_on_why_the_musical_isn_t_so_revolu
tionary.html; Anneke Van Hees, ""America, You Great Unfinished Symphony". Hamilton: An American Musical and 
its Role in Questioning the Cultural Hegemony of the Foundation Myth of the United States of America" (University 
of Leiden, 2018). 

28 Kendra James, "race, Immigration, and Hamilton: The relevance of lin-manuel miranda’s New musical," Toast  (2015); 
Andrew M Schocket, "The American Revolution Rebooted: Hamilton and Genre in Contemporary Culture," Journal 
of the Early Republic 37, no. 2 (2017); Elena Machado Sáez, "Blackout on Broadway: Affiliation and audience in In 
the Heights and Hamilton," Studies in Musical Theatre 12, no. 2 (2018). 
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Before delving into the musical's specifics, it is useful to take notice of some background 

information. This chapter will provide context on the man of the hour –Alexander Hamilton- and his 

significance in establishing the United States. Even though this may seem redundant, since the 

musical roughly follows Hamilton's life, I believe it is still useful to summarize the sequence of events 

as they unfold in the play. Then, I will present the various offshoots that Hamilton has inspired to 

reach a broader audience. Miranda has also put every effort into reaching those who do not have the 

geographical or financial luxury of attending a live performance. This chapter's last bit devotes a few 

lines to the show's playwright and star: Lin-Manuel Miranda. 

Alexander Hamilton was born in 175729 on the Caribbean island of Nevis, a British colony in the 

West Indies. He was an illegitimate child of Scottish-French descent. He and his brother James grew 

up with his mother's family in St. Croix after his father abandoned the family and his mother died of 

fever.30 Alexander was then only eleven years old.31 Hamilton went to New York in 1773 with the 

help of a scholarship, where he initially wanted to study medicine but eventually opted for law.32 He 

was soon attracted to the burgeoning revolutionary tendency in the colonies and immediately took 

an active part in the American War of Independence when it broke out in 1775. By organizing an 

artillery company in that year, he attracted the attention of Commander-in-Chief George 

Washington, who appointed him his personal adjutant and secretary in 1777.33 

In 1782 Hamilton was elected as New York State delegate to the Continental Congress, and in 

1786 he was delegated to the Annapolis Convention, which was to be the occasion for the 

constitutional assembly in 1787. Hamilton was an ardent supporter of a constitution with a strong 

federal government. He teamed up with James Madison and John Jay to write a series of articles 

defending the constitution, commonly known as The Federalist Papers. He was instrumental in the 

 

29 Alexander Hamilton’s date of birth is contested. His family claims that he was born in 1757, but Ron Chernow (among 
others) offers cogent arguments for 1755 as the correct date of birth.  

30 Chernow, Alexander Hamilton, 20-25. 
31 Or thirteen years old, depending on which date of birth you choose to adhere to. Despite Chernow’s claims to the 

contrary, I will continue to use 1757 as Alexander Hamilton’s date of birth because it fixes the age he presented 
himself as and people thought/expected him to be during his life. 

32 Chernow, Alexander Hamilton, 36-40. 
33 Ariel Nereson, "Hamilton's America: An Unfinished Symphony with a Stutter (Beat)," American Quarterly 68, no. 4 

(2016); Dir. Muffie Meyers, "Alexander Hamilton: American Experience", 2007. 
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debates about the adoption of the new constitution in his own New York.34 Meanwhile, in 1780, he 

was married to Elizabeth Schuyler. 

Although he was never President, Alexander Hamilton is highly regarded as one of the Founders 

of the American nation. He laid the foundations for a strong federal government as Secretary of the 

Treasury. Hamilton was arguably the most federal-minded founder since his roots did not tie him to 

one of the newly formed union's constitutive states.35 Henry Cabot Lodge, the editor of a collection 

of Hamilton’s papers, famously wrote:  

“The Dominant purpose of Hamilton’s life was the creation of a national sentiment, 
and thereby the making of a great and powerful nation from the discordant elements 
furnished by thirteen jarring States.”36 

Not only was he responsible for the financial infrastructure of the brand-new United States, but 

he was also an authoritative journalist. As the founder of The New York Post and principal author of 

the Federalist Papers, Hamilton flaunted his beautiful and compelling writing style.37 Hamilton was 

an eccentric and versatile personality. Lauded by some, vilified by others, Alexander Hamilton was 

remarkable as he was inscrutable; his character rife with contradictions: an immigrant with a deep-

seated distrust of immigrants, a self-proclaimed revolutionary with distinct traits of elitism and a 

predilection for law and order, and “a man who distrusted the rumblings of the masses yet preached 

his politics to them more frequently and passionately than many of his more democracy-friendly 

fellows.”38  

Overall, Hamilton boasted a colorful but chequered walk of life. He was the first American 

statesmen to face a sex scandal, and he was certainly not the last to believe that these private affairs 

had nothing to do with his political role and credibility. His spontaneous way of life brought him into 

contact with ladies of light morals. Allegedly, he also had a preference for young boys, which has 

been largely glossed over in American historiography. His hot-temperedness and proclivity to 

confront and escalate yielded numerous conflicts: with Thomas Jefferson, through whom he split the 

 

34 J.R. Pole, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, John Jay, The Federalist (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 2005). 
35 Thomas Jefferson was a proud Virginian, as was George Washington and James Madison; Benjamin Franklin was born 

in Massachusetts and lived in Pennsylvania for many years; John Adams also originated from Massachusetts; and 
John Jay was from New York. 

36 Alexander Hamilton, The Works of Alexander Hamilton, ed. Henry Cabot Lodge, Federal edition ed., 12 vols., vol. 1, 
The Works of Alexander Hamilton, (New York: Haskell House Publishers Ltd., 1904), x. 

37 Carol Berkin, "From the Editor," ed. Carol Berkin, vol. Winter, History Now: Alexander Hamilton in the American 
Imagination (New York, NY: Gilder Lehrman Institute, 2016), Issue 44. 

38 Joanne B. Freeman, "How Hamilton Uses History," Slate Magazine, November 11, 2015. 
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Washington administration; with John Adams, through whom he broke unity in the Federalist Party; 

and with Aaron Burr, through whom he died in a duel at Weehawken, New Jersey in 1804.39 

Hamilton quickly became a phenomenon, and in March 2016, Barack Obama invited the cast 

to the White House. Since its opening in august 2015, Obama and his family had visited the musical 

twice, as had Bernie Sanders and Hillary Clinton. What makes this musical so remarkable that political 

heavyweights (and numerous other stars40) are drumming for an 'acte de présence'? 

Miranda’s version of Hamilton takes a rather humanizing approach. It explores his ambitions 

and vulnerabilities, a perspective that conforms to the one purported by Ron Chernow in his 2004 

biography Alexander Hamilton on which the musical is based. Hamilton’s impersonation in the play 

is sophisticated, though not as complex as his historical counterpart. 

Hamilton is not an average musical. Not only the musical genre is remarkable, but also the 

casting attracted much attention. With the notable exception of the British King George III, all the 

actors are black, Latino, or otherwise non-white. Although the narrative is set in United States’ 

incipient era, playwright Miranda never lost sight of the narrative’s salience for contemporary 

America, a Revolution that will take place in this century and that will herald a new, multicultural 

American society, with colored Founding Fathers (and Mothers), not the white, dead men we know 

so well.  

Overall, the musical tends to take a liberal (Democratic) stance but does so in an implicit, 

tacitly assumed manner. The audience is not forced to draw parallels with the contemporary situation 

but is gently invited to do so. This approach is appreciated. The many reviews are almost unanimously 

jubilant and call the new piece 'revolutionary,' and Hamilton-tickets quickly became the hottest seats 

in town. 

Another significant aspect to consider is the interaction of Hamilton with American politics. A 

historical musical is bound to be political by hook or crook. The Hamilton-mania happened to reach 

fever pitch in the 2016 presidential election season. In a political context where protectionism, 

nativism, and animosity over immigration have gained momentum, Hamilton’s unapologetic 

 

39 Phillip W. Magness, "Alexander Hamilton as Immigrant Musical Mythology Meets Federalist Reality," Independent 
Review 21, no. 4 (2017): 498. 

40 Notable people who have attended Hamilton, include: Jay-Z and Beyoncé, Eminem, Paul McCartney, Madonna, Nas, 
David Byrne, Q-Tip, RZA, “Weird Al” Yankovic, Jon Bon Jovi, Busta Rhymes, and Cher. Mark Binelli, "'Hamilton' 
Creator Lin-Manuel Miranda: The Rolling Stone Interview," Rolling Stone, June 1, 2016. 
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/hamilton-creator-lin-manuel-miranda-the-rolling-stone-
interview-42607/. 
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inclusiveness and celebration of America’s immigrant roots resonate powerfully with American 

audiences. In other words, Hamilton’s story seems to have “captured the political zeitgeist of the Age 

of Obama.”41 Lin-Manuel Miranda has never eluded that the immigrant experience is prominently 

celebrated and returns throughout the show. Miranda adds: “The fights we’re having right now 

politically are the same fights we’ve been having since six months after we became a country … It’s 

MSNBC and Fox News instead of Hamilton and Jefferson, and the polarities have flipped several 

times, but we’re always going to be having these struggles.”42 Hamilton has come to be inextricably 

linked to contemporary (immigration) politics, where politicians in pursuit of cheap electoral gains 

use ‘immigrant’ as a dirty word.43 Director Thomas Kail explains in PBS’s documentary Hamilton’s 

America that the show's larger gesture is a public reminder that this one man’s story epitomizes the 

collective narrative of a nation built by immigrants.44 Leslie Odom Jr. (Aaron Burr) adds: “It is quite 

literally taking the history that someone has tried to exclude us from and reclaiming it … We are 

saying that we have the right to tell it too.”45 The real power of the show lies in its perseverance 

toward a modern America of equality: “What I [Lin-Manuel Miranda] can tell you is that works of art 

are the only silver bullets we have against racism and sexism and hatred.”46 

2.2.1 Summary of Hamilton, Act 1 & Act 2 

Act 1: Alexander Hamilton is born in Nevis, a Caribbean island, as the illegitimate son of a 

Scotsman and a married woman. At a young age, his father abandons his family, and his mother dies. 

After a hurricane hits his home on St. Croix, Hamilton acquires a scholarship to attend college on the 

American mainland.47 In New York City, a nineteen-year-old Hamilton meets Aaron Burr48 and a trio 

of friends: the Marquis de Lafayette, John Laurens, and Hercules Mulligan.49 Elsewhere in New York, 

Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy Schuyler are inspired by Revolutionary ideals and venture out into the 

city.50 Hamilton begins to make a name for himself as a rapid intellectual and a proponent of 

American independence. At the same time, King George III belittles the plight for independence in 

 

41 Romano and Potter, "Introduction: History Is Happening in Manhattan," 4. 
42 DiGiacomo, "'Hamilton's' Lin-Manuel Miranda on Finding Originality, Racial Politics (and Why Trump Should See His 

Show)." 
43 Delman, "How Lin-Manuel Miranda Shapes History." 
44 Valerie Estelle Frankel, Who Tells Your Story? History, Pop Culture, and Hidden Meanings in the Musical Phenomenon 

Hamilton (CreateSpace Publishing, 2016). 
45 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution. 
46 DiGiacomo, "'Hamilton's' Lin-Manuel Miranda on Finding Originality, Racial Politics (and Why Trump Should See His 

Show)." 
47 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Alexander Hamilton". 
48 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Aaron Burr, Sir". 
49 Oscar Hammerstein II, Richard Rodgers, and Lin-Manuel Miranda. "My Shot"; Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The Story of 

Tonight". 
50 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The Schuyler Sisters". 
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the American colonies.51 After joining the Continental Army, Hamilton is selected to be the aide-de-

camp of General George Washington.52 He and his fellow officers attend a ball at the Schuyler 

mansion,53 where he meets Eliza Schuyler, whom he courts and eventually marries.54 Eliza's sister 

Angelica reveals in a flashback that she, too, loves Hamilton but chooses to promote her sister's 

happiness over her own.55 Burr congratulates Hamilton on his marriage56 and reflects on his 

relationship with Hamilton.57 Back on the battlefield, the Continental Army struggles with a lack of 

supplies and morale, and American general Charles Lee is nearly routed at the Battle of Monmouth.58 

Lee's attacks on Washington's character lead John Laurens to challenge him to a duel against 

Washington's express wishes.59 Hamilton serves as Laurens's second, leading Washington to dismiss 

him from service temporarily.60 Hamilton returns home to learn that Eliza is pregnant with their first 

child.61 Meanwhile, the Marquis de Lafayette has obtained military aid from France as the Americans 

prepare for the Battle of Yorktown.62 Washington recalls Hamilton and gives him a command.63 The 

Americans effectively win their independence and decide the war with the Battle of Yorktown,64 

much to the dismay and confusion of George III.65 Just after the war, Burr and Hamilton reflect on 

the birth of their first children.66 Hamilton begins work as a lawyer, is invited to the Constitutional 

Convention, writes the majority of the Federalist Papers, and is selected to be Washington's treasury 

secretary in his presidential administration.67 

Act 2: Thomas Jefferson returns to America after having served as ambassador to France and 

learns that he has been appointed secretary of state in Washington's administration.68 Jefferson and 

Hamilton collide over the early American financial system and postwar debt.69 With the assistance of 

her sister Angelica, Eliza tries to persuade Hamilton to join the Schuyler family on a summer trip 

 

51 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "You'll Be Back". 
52 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Right Hand Man". 
53 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "A Winter's Ball". 
54 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Helpless". 
55 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Satisfied". 
56 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The Story of Tonight (Reprise)". 
57 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Wait For It". 
58 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Stay Alive". 
59 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Ten Duel Commandments". 
60 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Meet Me Inside". 
61 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "That Would Be Enough". 
62 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Guns and Ships". 
63 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "History Has Its Eyes on You". 
64 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Yorktown (The World Turned Upside Down)". 
65 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "What Comes Next?". 
66 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Dear Theodosia". 
67 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Non-Stop". 
68 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "What'd I Miss". 
69 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Cabinet Battle #1". 
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upstate.70 Hamilton remains in New York City to work on his debt plan, and in the meantime, he 

begins an affair with the married Maria Reynolds. Reynolds's husband discovers them and blackmails 

Hamilton for his silence.71 To pass his debt plan, Hamilton meets with Jefferson and James Madison 

over a private dinner. They make a political trade: the capital city will be moved south to the Potomac 

while Hamilton's financial system will be guaranteed passage through Congress.72 Angered at being 

left out, Burr runs for office and wins.73 Washington sides with Hamilton over Jefferson in a Cabinet 

debate over whether to support France or retain a position of neutrality, hereby unknowingly 

foreshadowing a fundamental debate in American foreign policy for centuries to come.74 In 

retribution, Jefferson and his allies discover Hamilton's payments to Reynolds as they seek to 

undercut Hamilton's political power.75 After two terms as president, Washington decides to step 

down from office,76 leading George III to wonder what happens next.77 John Adams is elected 

president, and Hamilton loses his position as treasury secretary.78 To further weaken Hamilton's 

political reputation, Burr, Jefferson, and Madison threaten to expose Hamilton's financial dealings 

with Reynolds.79 Hamilton decides to get ahead of the rumors and write a pamphlet detailing his 

extramarital affair,80 which ruins his social and political standing.81 Eliza learns of her husband's 

adultery and reacts by burning her preserved courtship letters. 

Meanwhile, the Hamiltons' nineteen-year-old son, Philip, challenges a man to a duel for 

insulting his father.82 Philip is killed,83 and, in their grief, the Hamilton family moves uptown and out 

of the spotlight.84 Soon after, the election of 1800 ends in a vote tied between Jefferson and Burr, 

leaving the decision up to the House of Representatives, where Hamilton casts the tiebreaking vote. 

Hamilton lends his support to Jefferson.85 Furious at this spur to his honor, Burr challenges Hamilton 

to a duel.86 Hamilton writes a farewell letter to his wife in case he does not return and heads out to 

 

70 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Take a Break". 
71 Jason Robert Brown and Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Say No to This". 
72 Miranda. "The Room Where It Happens". 
73 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Schuyler Defeated". 
74 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Cabinet Battle #2". 
75 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Washington on Your Side". 
76 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "One Last Time". 
77 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "I Know HIm". 
78 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The Adams Administration". 
79 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "We Know". 
80 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Hurricane". 
81 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The Reynolds Pamphlet". 
82 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Blow Us All Away". 
83 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Stay Alive (reprise)". 
84 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "It's Quiet Uptown". 
85 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The Election of 1800". 
86 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Your Obedient Servant". 
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face Burr at Weehawken.87 In the duel, Burr fatally wounds Hamilton, who fires into the sky instead 

of his opponent.88 Eliza outlives Hamilton by fifty years, eventually editing his collected writings and 

establishing an orphanage in remembrance of her husband.89 

2.2.2 Hamilton beyond Broadway 

Remarkably, Hamilton has managed to garner and sustain a huge online fan base, self-

identifying collectively as ‘#HamFam’ or ‘#Hamilton Trash’/’#HamilTrash,’ even though the vast 

majority of the #HamFam has not seen the actual show. However, Hamilton’s production team has 

created various offshoots to the show which were easily accessible and readily available, such as the 

Original Broadway Cast Album (2015)90, the Hamilton Mixtape (2016)91, the PBS Documentary 

Hamilton’s America92, the short live performances at the daily drawing of the $10 lottery tickets -

appositely dubbed Ham4Ham93, and the Hamildrops94. The use of a wide array of social media 

platforms to promote and post new content has also contributed to getting the word out. However, 

the ambition to reach a broader audience is at odds with the ticket prices for Hamilton, which soared 

to a staggering record of $849 at the height of its popularity.  95 And those were regular seats. Prime 

center orchestra seats have been spotted for over $3,000 each!96  

Cast Album 

Hamilton: The Original Cast Album is the corresponding cast album for Hamilton and captures 

virtually the entire musical. The cast album for the musical premiered on NPR's website in September 

2015.97 On September 25, 2015, the digital release debuted on numerous charts and was released in 

stores on October 16, 2015, as a two-disc set. It came in at number one on the Top Broadway Albums 

 

87 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Best of Wives and Best of Women". 
88 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "The World Was Wide Enough". 
89 Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Who Lives, Who Dies, Who Tells Your Story". 
90 Miranda. "Alexander Hamilton". 
91 Lin-Manuel Miranda, Alex Lacamoire et al., and Various Artists. "The Hamilton Mixtape". 
92 Dir. Alex Horwitz, "Hamilton's America", 2016. 
93 Ham4Ham refers to the $10 ticket price for the daily lottery tickets, significant in particular because Alexander 

Hamilton is immortalized on the $10-bill.  
94 Hamilton. "Hamildrops". YouTube Video, 2018. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVmVVkbx3jE&list=PLK1wqzZ8S6RzYWi1mCsT_dZngxD5XRWUM. 
95 Charles Passy, "A ‘Hamilton’ Ticket for $849? Experts Call That a Bargain," The Wall Street Journal,  June 6, 2019. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-hamilton-ticket-for-849-experts-call-that-a-bargain-11559860459; Valerie Strauss, 
"The unusual way Broadway's 'Hamilton' is teaching American history to kids," The Washington Post, June 28, 
2016. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2016/06/28/the-unusual-way-broadways-
hamilton-is-teaching-american-history-to-kids/. 

96 "'Hamilton' Tickets Are Still Ridiculously Expensive — But Why?," Showbiz CheatSheet, updated September 21, 2019, 
accessed June 12, 2020, https://www.cheatsheet.com/entertainment/hamilton-tickets-are-still-ridiculously-
expensive-but-why.html/; Hauser, The Demographics of the Broadway Audience 2017-2018. 

97 Frannie Kelley, "Review: Cast Recording, 'Hamilton'," NPR,  September 21, 2015. 
https://www.npr.org/2015/09/21/440925873/first-listen-cast-recording-hamilton. 
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chart and number 3 on Top Rap Albums.98 In the wake of the 70th Tony Awards in 2016, the album 

sky-rocketed again to #3 on the Billboard 200 chart, making it one of only three cast albums to reach 

the top 10 in the past 50 years.99  

The album was the best-selling Broadway cast album of 2015 and peaked at number one on 

the Top Rap Albums chart, the first cast album to ever do so.100 It achieved the largest first-week sales 

for a digital cast album and was the best-selling album debut since 1963.101 It sold 169,000 copies in 

2015 and another 739,000 copies in 2016, making it the fifth best-selling album of 2016.102 It was 

certified 6x Multiplatinum by the RIAA on April 4, 2019, making it the best-selling cast recording of 

all time. That record was extended when the album was certified 7x platinum on September 16, 

2020.103 As of July 2020, 1.97 million copies have been sold.104 

Billboard called the album a "dazzling debut," gave it a 5-out-of-5 star review, and placed it at 

number 2 in the magazine's 50 Best Albums of 2015.105 Rolling Stone gave it 4.5-out-of-5 stars and 

listed it eighth on the magazine's 2015 Top 50 Albums.106  

Hamilton: the Revolution 

Hamilton: The Revolution was released on April 12, 2016, and is a book-compilation written by 

Lin-Manuel Miranda and Jeremy McCarter that relates the process of creating the musical, the choice 

of cast and team, situations that occurred behind the scenes, and critical events for the musical and 

its success, among other additional information, interspersed with the narrative between the two 

authors and the facts presented with the songs of the show - still containing his official lyrics and 

personal notes explaining Miranda. In the Broadway universe, it is common for shows to release 

 

98 Keith Caulfield, "'Hamilton's' Historic Chart Debut: By the Numbers," Billboard,  July 10, 2015. 
https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/chart-beat/6722015/hamilton-cast-album-billboard-200. 

99 Keith Caulfield, "'Hamilton' Cast Album Races to No. 3 on Billboard 200 Chart After Tony Awards," Billboard,  June 19, 
2016. https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/chart-beat/7408964/hamilton-cast-album-billboard-200-tony-
awards. 

100 Marjua Estevez, "'Hamilton' Broadway Album Tops Billboard Rap Chart," Vibe Magazine,  November 18, 2015. 
https://www.vibe.com/2015/11/lin-manuel-hamilton-broadway-album-no-1-billboard-rap-chart. 

101 Caulfield, "'Hamilton's' Historic Chart Debut: By the Numbers." 
102 Keith Caulfield, "'Hamilton' Surpasses 'Jersey Boys' to Become Fifth-Biggest-Selling Cast Album Since 1991," 

Billboard,  February 15, 2018. https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/chart-beat/8100017/hamilton-
surpasses-jersey-boys-cast-album-sales. 

103 "Gold & Platinum - RIAA," RIAA, 2020, accessed January 3rd, 2021, https://www.riaa.com/gold-
platinum/?tab_active=default-award&se=Hamilton#search_section. 

104 Keith Caulfield, "Pop Smoke's 'Shoot for the Stars Aim for the Moon' Debuts at No. 1 on Billboard 200 Albums Chart," 
Billboard,  July 12, 2020. https://www.billboard.com/articles/business/chart-beat/9417157/pop-smoke-shoot-for-
the-stars-aim-for-the-moon-number-1-billboard-200. 

105 Alex Gale, "‘Hamilton,’ the Best Broadway Musical in Years, Boasts an Equally Thrilling Cast Recording: Album 
Review," Billboard,  October 1, 2015. https://www.billboard.com/articles/review/6715240/hamilton-original-
broadway-cast-recording-album-review. 

106 Brittany Spanos, "'Hamilton: Original Broadway Cast Recording'," Rolling Stone,  September 25, 2015. 
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-album-reviews/hamilton-original-broadway-cast-recording-111017/. 
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their librettos for sale, mainly to facilitate the reproduction of the musical and serve as collector's 

item. However, these books usually contain no more than a few photos as extra material, without a 

substantial documental factor. It captures the show through unique visual material, and it also has 

drafts with Miranda’s notes and annotations and some of Hamilton’s historical documents. The book 

debuted first in the bestselling New York Times list and created the hashtag #Hamiltome on social 

networks, where fans share images with the book.107  

The Hamilton Mixtape 

Paying tribute to the project’s original title, The Hamilton Mixtape was a concept album 

released in December 2016 featuring a collection of songs based on the musical, remixed, reinvented, 

and reinterpreted by the music industry’s heavyweights such as Alicia Keys, John Legend, Common, 

Nas, Ashanti featuring Ja Rule, Usher, Kelly Clarkson, Wiz Khalifa, and even Jimmy Fallon and Barack 

Obama. Among the 23 tracks are covers, excluded songs from the musical, and new songs based on 

samples of the musical. The songs are even more modernized for the mixtape, and the guest artists 

had a creative license to use the musical’s songs and lyrics and adapt them as they saw fit.108 It was 

first discussed on the Billboard 200 chart and also sold in a tape version.109 

Hamilton’s America 

On October 21, 2016, the documentary Hamilton's America aired on PBS. The documentary 

presents the musical's production history, following the process eighteen months before its 

premiere. Before the launch of Hamilton's official movie on Disney+, the PBS-documentary contained 

most of the musical's official visual records. The film mainly shows Lin-Manuel Miranda during the 

adaptation trajectory until the musical's finalization and his artistic visions, and the follow-up of the 

repercussion of the work. It also features the participation of journalists, politicians, and historians. 

They contributed by presenting the life of Alexander Hamilton and the other characters in the 

musical. This included visits to historical sites, such as Hamilton's last residence and battle sites that 

were part of the cast's historical research for their papers. It also includes members of the cast and 

production team, among other celebrities and experts, commenting on the musical and the 

phenomenon of its success. 

 

107 Jack Moore, "A Pre-Tonys Chat with Jeremy McCarter, Co-Writer of the Hamilton Book," GQ.com,  June 10, 2016. 
https://www.gq.com/story/jeremy-mccarter-co-writer-of-the-hamilton-book-interview. 

108 Isabella Bledenharn, "Making The Hamilton Mixtape: Lin-Manuel Miranda explains the stories behind the songs," 
Explore Entertainment,  November 30, 2016. https://ew.com/music/2016/11/30/hamilton-mixtape-lin-manuel-
miranda-songs/. 

109 Keith Caulfield, "'The Hamilton Mixtape' Debuts at No. 1 on Billboard 200 Albums Chart," Billboard.com,  November 
12, 2016. https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/chart-beat/7617662/the-hamilton-mixtape-debuts-at-no-
1-on-billboard-200-albums-chart. 
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Other Productions 

Besides Hamilton’s open-ended run on Broadway, other productions of the musical were 

opened both domestically and abroad. More productions are scheduled to open in more countries 

around the globe. 110 

• 2016-2020 - Chicago. Chicago production is expected to come to an end in January 2020. 

• 2017-Present - Tour. It is common for national Broadway musical tours to expand the musical 

beyond New York City. Hamilton's first tour had 20 cities on its route. Due to high demand, days later 

a second tour was announced, to differentiate the two companies the tours were named the Angelica 

Tour and the Phillip Tour respectively. 

• 2017-Present - West End, London. West End is the theatrical hub of London, just as Broadway 

is located in New York. In 2018 the production won 7 Laurence Olivier’s - the highest award in 

London's theatre, equivalent to the Tony’s - of its 13 record nominations, including Best Musical. 

• 2019 - Puerto Rico. Puerto Rico's production was a three-week special in which Lin-Manuel 

Miranda replayed his role as Hamilton. The production aimed to raise funds for artistic associations 

in the country and promote tourism. 

• 2019-2020 - San Francisco. 

• 2020 – Hamburg, Germany. It will be the first montage of the musical in a language other 

than native English - adapting to German.111 

• 2021 – Sydney, Australia. 

Hamildrop 

Miranda initially announced that The Hamilton Mixtape would have a second part. However, 

due to compilation issues, he decided that the music tracks would be released digitally monthly in 

2018 under the title Hamildrops.112 Totaling thirteen songs, they followed The Hamilton Mixtape's 

blueprint. They were released as covers, excluded songs, and themes based on the musical - some 

gaining video clips and helping non-governmental organizations. 

 

110 Apart from the cancellation of virtually all shows as of march 2020 due to lockdown constraints issued to combat the 
global COVID-19 outbreak. At the moment of writing, there is no reason to believe restrictions will be relieved 
anytime soon, nor is there reliable information on how long restrictions may need to be prolonged. 

111 Mark Hershberg, "Springtime for 'Hamilton' As Hit Show Heads to Hamburg," Forbes, February 28, 2019. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/marchershberg/2019/02/28/springtime-for-hamilton-as-hit-show-heads-to-
hamburg/#ee06dcf22285. 

112 Kevin Winter, "Lin-Manuel Miranda Announces 'Hamildrops' Series, Promising New Monthly 'Hamilton' Content for 
the Next Year," Billboard.com,  December 14, 2017. 
https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/pop/8070565/lin-manuel-miranda-hamildrops-monthly-series-
decemberists-ben-franklin-song. 
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There are two notable highlights. The first was released in March 2018, a mash-up between 

Hamilton's Story of Tonight, sung by Miranda, and You Will Be Found from the hit musical Dear Evan 

Hansen, winner of the Tony for Best Musical 2017, performed by Ben Platt, the original actor. A 

percentage of the proceeds went to the March For Our Lives Organization, which focuses on gun 

control in the United States. The song was performed live at a March For Our Lives event.113 

The second highlight is the last Hamildrop, released in December 2018. It is a remix of the song 

One Last Time, entitled 44 Remix, which featured the 44th president of the United States, Barack 

Obama, and gospel singer BeBe Winans and the original vocals by Christopher Jackson. The song 

addresses George Washington's resignation as the first president of the newly formed republic as he 

decides not to run for the presidency again. Obama's contribution to the remix is the narration of a 

section of Washington's famous 1796 farewell address, written in large part by Alexander 

Hamilton.114 The song debuted at number 22 on the Billboard Hot R & B Songs chart.115 

Ham4Ham 

Ticket lotteries are a common practice on Broadway, where each show offers a certain number 

of tickets at a reduced price, usually between $30 and $50, hours before the show.116 The #Ham4Ham 

campaign, the name given to the lottery, and the hashtag used in social networks to share images 

and videos about the show's events differed from traditional or even modern lotteries. Every week 

several cast members staged free short live performances in front of the theater with unique 

numbers such as covers and deleted songs. Special guests would frequently join them in these pop-

up, spontaneous performances. The Ham4Ham-performances gained traction online as amateur 

video footage posted on YouTube, and other channels enhanced their visibility. 

 

113 Daniel Kreps, "See Lin-Manuel Miranda, Ben Platt Perform at March for Our Lives Rally," Rolling Stone,  March 24, 
2018. https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/see-lin-manuel-miranda-ben-platt-perform-at-march-for-
our-lives-rally-201906/. 

114 “Though, in reviewing the incidents of my administration, I am unconscious of intentional error, I am nevertheless 
too sensible of my defects not to think it probable that I may have committed many errors. I shall also carry with 
me the hope that my country will view them with indulgence and that after 45 years of my life dedicated to its 
service with an upright zeal, the faults of incompetent abilities will be consigned to oblivion, as I myself must soon 
be to the mansions of rest. I anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat in which I promise myself to realize, 
the sweet enjoyment of partaking, in the midst of my fellow-citizens, the benign influence of good laws under a 
free government, the ever- favorite object of my heart, and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, 
labors, and dangers.” Excerpt taken from: George Washington, "Farewell Address, September 19, 1796," The 
Writings of George Washington 35 (1907). 

115 Emily Zemler, "Barack Obama Hits Billboard Chart With Lin-Manuel Miranda For ‘Hamilton’ Remix," Rolling Stone,  
January 3, 2019. https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/barack-obama-billboard-chart-debut-lin-
manuel-miranda-774460/. 

116 Ruthie Fierberg and Natan Zamansky, "Broadway Rush, Lottery, and Standing Room only Policies," Playbill,  July 27, 
2020. https://www.playbill.com/article/broadway-rush-lottery-and-standing-room-only-policies-com-116003. 



‘Hamilton: an American Musical’ – MA thesis     M.H.R. Verhoeff | 3030148 
 

21 

Given that Alexander Hamilton is featured on every $10-dollar bill, lottery tickets cost $10 

apiece. About 46 tickets were available for each performance. Eventually, the cast's performances 

had to be canceled during the winter for safety reasons because the crowd became too large, making 

it difficult for pedestrians and traffic to pass. As a result, the lottery was administered digitally. 

Although it returned after the winter, the additional show ended when the original cast left the 

production in July 2016. However, the digital lottery for the $10-tickets remained. 

Hamilton: The Exhibition 

In April 2018, an immersive art exhibition named Hamilton: The Exhibition opened in Chicago. 

With plans to expand into other states as an itinerant museum, the exhibition focuses on Hamilton's 

life since his childhood and on historical events in a more profound way, such as the issue of slavery 

and the situation of women, often correcting the narrative changes made by the musical.117 Although 

the exhibition focuses on the historical context in the founding era, it does make connections to the 

musical. A video introduction by Miranda, the narration through the eighteen rooms by the original 

cast actors, and the lyrics of the songs featuring in the decoration all contribute to the experience 

that the exhibition is indeed a worthy exponent of the musical. According to Miranda, the exhibition 

was the perfect vehicle to convey the insight and information he had acquired researching Hamilton 

that was omitted in the musical.118 

#HamFam 

The hashtags used on social media are a strategic way to organize the content and engage fans, 

allowing the continuous monitoring of an issue. They enable content to be retrieved and replicated 

easily, generating interaction between the organization and the public -in this case, the Hamilton 

production and its fans- and among fans, creating a community. These factors are essential for giving 

visibility, making accessible content exploration, and contributing to organizations' brand building.119 

Some of the hashtags used in Hamilton's social media cross-reference other Hamilton-related 

events, such as #EduHam, referring to Hamilton's Educational Program; #Ham4Ham, used for the 

lottery and the events that took place; #Hamiltome, in which fans share images with the book 

Hamilton: The Revolution and Chernow's biography; #HamEx, for interaction on Hamilton's exhibition 

 

117 Eric Lutz, "Hamilton: The Exhibition breaks new ground for Broadway blockbuster," The Guardian,  April 27, 2019. 
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2019/apr/27/hamilton-the-exhibition-breaks-new-ground-for-broadway-
blockbuster. 

118 Miriam Di Nunzio, "Lin-Manuel Miranda on hand as ‘Hamilton: The Exhibition’ debuts in Chicago," Chicago Sun 
Times,  April 26, 2019. https://chicago.suntimes.com/entertainment-and-culture/2019/4/26/18620946/lin-
manuel-miranda-on-hand-hamilton-the-exhibition-debuts-in-chicago. 

119 Kathryn, "5 Reasons Why Instagram Hashtags Are Important," Newbirddesign, November 5 2019. 
https://newbirddesign.com/5-reasons-instagram-hashtags-important/. 
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and #Bam4Ham, initially used to promote Hamilton's cast visit to the White House, later used for any 

interaction with President Obama. Other hashtags referred to issues pertinent to the musical, such 

as #HamiltonMusical; #Hamiltunes created initially to address the songs, in which it is also possible 

to observe the sharing of covers and performances by fans; #Ham4Tonys, with content related to the 

Tony Awards, #RiseUp, and #YayHamlet. 

Other hashtags like #Parks4Ham, #HamOfThrones, and #Force4Ham include fans using the TV 

series Parks and Recreation and Game of Thrones, and the Star Wars saga, respectively, to combine 

images and scenes creating funny tweets alluding to the musical, or vice versa. Some hashtags are 

promoted by the official account of the musical, through remails that generate actions such as 

#Hamilkids, which show the interaction of children with the musical, either through drawings, covers, 

or costumes; #HamArt, which encourages the audience to send fanarts, their artistic productions 

about the musical and #HamGrads, also about the production of fans, but this time of custom 

graduation hoods related to the musical. 

As a reflection of Hamilton's digital online presence, it was the first Broadway musical to 

engender more than a million Twitter mentions within a year. Moreover, Hamilton achieved this 

number in less than three months.120 

#EduHam 

Because of its historical content, Hamilton has come to be used by American schools and 

colleges as an object of study and excursion event to address American history, specifically about the 

Founding Fathers and the period of the American Revolution. According to Miranda, in an interview 

with Hollywood Reporter in 2017, the idea of interacting with the audience came up after Hamilton's 

first performance at the White House in 2009 went viral. 

"In the six years I was writing Hamilton, teachers were already using the sons in 
classrooms - YouTube comments said, 'My social studies teacher showed us this.' As 
the show began to have success, we realized [the] need to prioritize kids in a real 
way, because this is going to be a tough ticket."121 

  The campaign began a few weeks after the musical debuted on Off-Broadway, due to the 

Public Theater's partnership with the Theater Development Fund, which facilitated students to 

attend plays and musicals.122 With a session reserved for students, teachers had prepared their 

 
120 Mark Kennedy, "Broadway sensation ‘Hamilton’ tweets up a storm," The Star, December 22 2015. 

https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/2015/12/22/broadway-sensation-hamilton-tweets-up-a-storm.html. 
121 Ashley Lee, "'Hamilton' and Its Innovative Education Program Arrive in Los Angeles," Hollywood Reporter, 2017. 

https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/eduham-hamilton-innovative-education-program-arrive-los-angeles-
1027567. 

122 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution. 
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classes on the subject of the musical in advance, using lines from the show. Because of the musical 

approach and the modern form of presentation, the lively interactions with the audience were 

positively received during the scenes. After the experience, the teachers asked the students to work 

on issues relevant to American politics using some verse of the show, generating engagements such 

as raps and poetry. 

Shortly after, Hamilton's producer, Miranda, and the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American 

History joined forces to create the Hamilton Education Program. The program, popularly known as 

#EduHam, was enabled by the Rockefeller Foundation's initial donation of $1.5 million so that 20,000 

New York City public high school students could attend the musical. Through a partnership with Title 

1 public schools,123 participating students could attend the show for the symbolic value of $10,124 

receive lessons on American history, then interact with the cast and even perform on stage.125 

The program has an academic teaching plan that begins weeks before the show and includes 

preparing a performance or creative act, such as music, rap, or poetry, based on a historical event or 

person from the founding era. The Gilder Lehrman Institute provides a Hamilton Study and 

Performance Guide on its online portal, offering various original historical documents, and along with 

them tips on how to choose keywords and the appropriate language to produce content based on 

them, as well as exemplification from the letters of Hamilton.126 

"Students are given wide latitude as to what, and how, they perform in EduHam. 
They can present a rap, song, poem, monologue, or scene. And while their 
performance must represent the Revolutionary War era, they can choose from key 
people, events, or documents, even if they aren't in the play. During the November 
2016 performances, one group of students compared the struggle between America 
and Britain to the Crips–Bloods gang battles in California. Students' reactions were 
so enthusiastic it was hard to hear the end of the performance. One girl recited 
poetry about the African American poet Phillis Wheatley, who isn't in the play, and 
another reworked the rapper Drake's piece "5 AM in Toronto" to depict the Boston 
Massacre."127 

 

123 The Title 1 classification of schools refers to those that receive additional funds because they are institutions with 
large concentrations of low-income students, therefore needing financial support to meet students' educational 
needs, from issues such as free or reduced-price meals to resume improvement questions. "Title 1 School Law and 
Legal Definition," US Legal, Inc., 2019, accessed July 23, 2020, https://definitions.uslegal.com/t/title-1-school/. 

124 Broadway agreed to offer the students tickets for $70, which is basically their break-even price point. Rockefeller 
sponsored $60 per ticket so that each student would only have to pay $10 for their ticket.  

125 Katherine Brooks, "100,000 students across the US will probably see Hamilton before you do," Huffpost, June 23, 
2016. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/hamilton-musical-eduham-porgram-
expanding_n_576c29c0e4b0aa4dc3d4c7b5?guccounter=2. 

126 Bob Bullen, "#EduHam: Inspiring Young Minds Through the Power of ‘Hamilton’," Huffpost, March 19 2017. 
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/eduham-inspiring-young-minds-through-the-power-
of_b_58ce8b9ce4b07112b6472ec7?guccounter=1. 

127 Wayne D'Orio, "Hamilton goes to high school: how students are learning U.S. history from the hottest show on 
broadway," Education Next 17, no. 3 (2017). 
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 In addition, EduHam's private portal provides reading materials, serving as an encyclopedia, 

presenting the historical figures and events of the time for student research, and multimedia 

materials that were created exclusively for the program, containing, for example, small parts of the 

musical with the cast reading historical documents. 

In 2016, a nationwide expansion of the program was realized, supported by another $6 million 

donation by the Rockefeller Foundation. This enabled another 100,000 students to participate in the 

program in Chicago and cities visited by one of the two Hamilton tours.128 With the inclusion of other 

private companies in the program, such as Google, EduHam today aims to reach 250.000 students.129 

Regardless of the EduHam program, schools and universities incorporate the musical in other 

ways. According to research by the Gilder Lehrman Institute, 70% of teachers said they would 

continue to use Hamilton in their curriculum even if students could not see the show live.130 Even 

schools not covered by the program demonstrate that they use the materials available at the institute 

to inspire student engagement with the topic by presenting a relationship between historical facts 

and hip-hop music, with tasks such as written works based on the musical, as well as creative 

activities such as raps and poetry, and discussions on issues such as racial and gender equality. In the 

field of higher education, in 2016, Northwestern University initiated a subject called Hamilton's 

America, which correlated history and Latin studies, and another named Hamilton: Bullets, Banks, 

Broadway, encompassing theatre, African-American studies, communication, political science, 

School of Education and Social Policy, English and history.131 At Arizona State University, a theater 

history professor used the musical and its songs as material and Miranda's libretto Hamilton: The 

Revolution. The Arizona State's music school created two courses around the show,  as well as a 

theater program that addressed race and performance.132 

Lin-Manuel Miranda was born on January 16, 1980, in New York City, the son of Puerto Rican 

parents. His mother, Luz Towns-Miranda, a clinical psychologist, and his father Luis A. Miranda, Jr., a 

political consultant for the Democratic party, settled in the Inwood neighborhood of Manhattan. 

 

128 Brooks, "100,000 students across the US will probably see Hamilton before you do." 
129 "About the Hamilton Education Program," Gilder Lehrman Institute, 2020, accessed June 17, 2020, 

https://www.gilderlehrman.org/programs-and-events/hamilton-education-program/about-hamilton-education-
program. 

130 D'Orio, "Hamilton goes to high school: how students are learning U.S. history from the hottest show on broadway." 
131 "Courses coming on Hamilton, the man and the musical," Northwestern University, 2016, accessed July 23,, 2020, 

https://news.northwestern.edu/stories/2016/11/delving-into-hamilton-the-man-and-the-musical/. 
132 "'Hamilton' at ASU: Smash-hit musical sparks creation of new classes," Arizona State University, 2017, accessed July 

23,, 2020, https://asunow.asu.edu/20171204-creativity-hamilton-musical-new-asu-classes. 
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Miranda and his sister grew up in a musically oriented family - both siblings took piano lessons and 

were encouraged by their parents, who loved the music of Broadway. Although the Miranda's were 

unable to see live performances routinely, they could still listen to cast recordings. Exposed to a wide 

range of musical genres as he grew up, Lin-Manuel also developed an appreciation for hip-hop, 

including the music of the Beastie Boys, Boogie Down Productions, and Eric B. & Rakim. Miranda 

performed in student stage productions during his and teens while attending elementary- and high 

school at Hunter College. He took a major in theater studies at Wesleyan University. After his 

graduation, he worked as an English teacher in high school for some time.133 

While studying at Wesleyan, Miranda began to develop the musical that would eventually 

become In The Heights. Miranda wrote the music and lyrics and also starred in his production. In The 

Heights was set in the New York Hispanic neighborhood Washington Heights and celebrated Hispanic 

pedigree with Latin sounds interwoven with more traditional Broadway sounds. The musical 

premiered in 2008 and was a Broadway hit that lasted almost two years and won four Tony Awards, 

including the award for best musical. Miranda continued to be active on Broadway, doing translation 

work for a 2009 revival of West Side Story and contributing to music and lyrics for Bring It On: The 

Musical (2012). The artist also did screen work: he made an appearance on several TV shows, 

including The Sopranos, How I Met Your Mother, Modern family, as well as in the films The strange 

life of Timothy Green (2012) and 200 Cartas (2013). Furthermore, in a perfect fusion of career 

interests, Miranda won an Emmy with Tom Kitt in 2014 for their song ‘Bigger’ of the 67th annual 

Tony Awards broadcast. 

During a beach vacation in 2008, Miranda picked up Ron Chernow’s 2004 biography Alexander 

Hamilton, a critically acclaimed account of America's First Secretary of the Treasury. Already 

interested in the historical figure, Miranda was inspired to create a complete work capturing 

Hamilton's life. He presented the title song of what was to become Hamilton in 2009 at the very first 

White House Evening of Poetry & Spoken Word.134 Being of Puerto Rican descent, Miranda has 

experienced prejudice in his own life “as often as any other Latino male growing up in the United 

States. So f*cking often.” On multiple occasions, guests at black-tie events had unwittingly assumed 

he was a waiter: “Even after In The Heights opened, I was at a thing and a lady waves me over and 

 

133 Lorraine Murray, "Lin-Manuel Miranda | Biography, Musicals, Hamilton, & Facts," in Encyclopædia Britannica 
(Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., April 8, 2020). https://www.britannica.com/biography/Lin-Manuel-Miranda. 

134 The Obama White House, "Lin-Manuel Miranda Performs At The White House Poetry Jam: (8 Of 8)". 
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goes, ‘She never got her salad.’ “135 One of the reasons that drove Miranda to become a playwright 

was the sheer dearth of parts for Latinos: “if I wanted a lead role, I would have to write the musical 

myself. So that’s what I did.”136 In a PBS Newshour interview, Miranda explains that writing Hamilton 

felt even more autobiographical than In The Heights because, in many ways, his life is a modern-day 

parable of Alexander Hamilton's life. Both men were of poorer, non-elitist descent, struggled with 

their outsider-status in their professional careers. Eventually, both men “literally and figuratively 

wrote themselves into the archive and the repertoire.”137  

Hamilton’s title song became an online hit. Hamilton eventually premiered at the Public 

Theatre in February 2015 and hit Broadway in august 2015, collecting monumental presales. 

Hamilton’s agglomerated a motley collection of awards and nominations, including Lucille Lortel 

Awards;138 Drama League Awards;139 Outer Critics Circle Awards;140 Drama Desk Awards;141 and a 

Grammy Award for Best Musical Theater Album.142 Most importantly, Hamilton was nominated for a 

record-breaking sixteen Tony awards, of which it won eleven.143 Playwright Miranda was honored 

with a MacArthur Foundation Fellowship Grant, a Pulitzer Prize for Drama, and a star with his name 

on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.144 

  

 
135 Brian Hiatt, "’Hamilton’: Meet the Man Behind Broadway’s Hip-Hop Masterpiece," Rolling Stone 1245, September 

29, 2015. https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/hamilton-meet-the-man-behind-broadways-hip-
hop-masterpiece-35370/. 

136 Nathans, "Crooked Histories: Re-presenting Race, Slavery, and Alexander Hamilton Onstage," 278; Dir. Horwitz, 
"Hamilton's America", 2016. 

137 PBS NewsHour. "Hip-hop and history blend for Broadway hit 'Hamilton'".  November 20, 2015. YouTube video, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HAiEVjW-GNA; Nathans, "Crooked Histories: Re-presenting Race, Slavery, and 
Alexander Hamilton Onstage," 278. 

138 Nominations: 12, Won: 10. ""Hamilton, The Nether, Into The Woods earn Lortel Award Nominations","  Playbill,  April 
2, 2015. https://www.playbill.com/article/hamilton-the-nether-into-the-woods-earn-lortel-award-nominations-
com-345826. 

139 Nominations: 3, Won: 2. Andrew Gans, "2015 Drama League Awards Nominations Announced; More Than 45 Will 
Vie for Distinguished Performance Honor," Playbill,  April 21, 2015. http://www.playbill.com/news/article/2015-
drama-league-awards-nominations-announced-more-than-45-will-vie-for-distinguished-performance-honor-
347266. 

140 Nominations: 5, Won: 3. Andrew Gans and Robert Viagas, "Outer Critics Circle Nominees Announced; Something 
Rotten! Leads the Pack," Playbill,  April 20, 2015. https://www.playbill.com/news/article/outer-critics-circle-
nominees-announced-something-rotten-leads-the-pack-347165. 

141 Nominations: 14, Won: 8. Andrew Gans, "Drama Desk Nominations Announced; Hamilton Tops the List," Playbill,  
April 23, 2015. http://playbill.com/news/article/drama-desk-nominations-announced-hamilton-tops-the-list-
347557. 

142 Michael Gioia, "Hamilton and Fun Home Cast Albums Among Grammy Award Nominees," Playbill,  December 7, 
2015. https://playbill.com/news/article/hamilton-and-fun-home-cast-albums-among-grammy-award-nominees-
374406. 

143 Michael Paulson, "‘Hamilton’ Makes History With 16 Tony Nominations," The New York Times, May 3, 2016 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/04/theater/hamilton-tony-nominations-record.html. 

144 Murray, "Lin-Manuel Miranda | Biography, Musicals, Hamilton, & Facts."; Binelli, "'Hamilton' Creator Lin-Manuel 
Miranda: The Rolling Stone Interview." 
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This chapter will examine the historical accuracy of the play. Subsequently, national identity 

and the ways in which national history has exerted an influence on the American nation and 

continues to do so.  

“Hamilton the musical should not be taken as the last words on these topics, and certainly not 

as the only word,” said Todd Estes, professor of history at Oakland University. “But if the musical 

were the only perspective on the events of Hamilton’s career that most people got, the version 

portrayed on stage is actually pretty good and could be a lot worse.”145 By necessity, historical stage 

work has to strike an appropriate balance between honoring historical fact and employing dramatic 

license in the name of creating compelling theater. As historian Joseph M. Adelman reminds us: 

“The artist has a different set of obligations from the professional historian. Where 
a professional historian should as a matter of practice sacrifice the story in the name 
of factual accuracy, the artist has the reverse obligation to tell the most compelling 
possible story, even if it means sacrificing or rearranging a few facts.”146 

It is easy for historians to collapse into a form of ‘professional gatekeeping’ and chastise 

Hamilton’s shortcomings in historical accuracy.147 Although a historian is entrusted with the 

professional prerogative to evaluate and rectify public misrepresentations of history, they should 

refrain from an ostentatious exercise of historical fact-checking that appears to miss the forest for 

the trees.148 In Hamilton's case, this not only denies the general public’s ability to distinguish a 

musical from a history lesson, but it also diverts attention to historiographical nitpicking and away 

from Hamilton’s overarching message that celebrates inclusive diversity. 

It must be noted, though, that even when meticulously adhering to the facts of history, an 

‘objective,’ or ‘truthful,’ depiction of the past is in and of itself an unattainable standard. Whether it 

be the historian, the playwright, or the actor, each presents an inherently ‘tainted’ version of history 

simply because a subjective narrator tells history.  

 

145 Quoted in: Bill McCarthy, "PolitiFact: Fact-checking 'Hamilton' the musical; Spoiler alert! This story reveals many key 
plot details of \Hamilton," Tampa Bay Times,  July 3, 2020. https://www.tampabay.com/life-
culture/2020/07/03/politifact-fact-checking-hamilton-the-musical/. 

146 Joseph M. Adelman, "Who Tells Your Story?: Hamilton as a People’s History," in Historians on Hamilton: How a 
Blockbuster Musical Is Restaging America's Past, ed. Renee C. Romano and Claire Bond Potter (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 2018), 283. 

147 As in, for instance: Jason Frank and Isaac Kramnick, "What “Hamilton” Forgets about Hamilton," New York Times, 
June 10, 2016. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/11/opinion/what-hamilton-forgets-about-alexander-
hamilton.html. 

148 Adelman, "Who Tells Your Story?: Hamilton as a People’s History." 
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One historian who objected to both the possibility of objectivity and its desirability was Boston 

University professor Howard Zinn. Merely citing facts, names, and dates do not yield a hypercorrect 

telling of history. Instead, he wrote in The Politics of History that “accuracy is only part of the process 

of writing history. The historian must also choose the stories and the perspectives they represent in 

their histories”.149 Furthermore, Zinn reminds us, “The pretense of objectivity conceals the fact that 

all history, while recalling the past, serves some present purpose.”150 Power is wielded in crafting 

histories and the way we represent and recall the past. This phenomenon is nothing unfamiliar 

because, throughout American history, generations have created adaptations of the Founding myth 

to suit their purposes. People have come to learn that history can be distorted and used to legitimate 

a particular cause or viewpoint. Therefore, many Americans often distrust and loath the ‘official’ 

version of the narrative administered in high-school education, much like they would distrust fictional 

novels or films. Meanwhile, confidence is high in college professors and venues where history can be 

experienced (and interpreted), such as museums or exhibitions.151  The influences of postmodernism 

and the narrative turn have propelled the notion that every historical account is inherently 

subjective-or, in other words: “The historical narrative within a postmodern context is now ‘accepted’ 

as subjective, hence it offers an understanding of the past through a lens of the present, projecting 

an image of the future.”152 

Alexander Hamilton and his contribution to the United States has been portrayed in various 

ways, both favorably and unfavorably. “More often than not, he has been the Snidely Whiplash of 

early American politics: an evil, scheming, elitist foil for the far more democratic Jefferson.”153 

However, there have been several moments in history in which Hamilton has been regarded with 

favor. After the Civil War, nationalists praised Hamilton as a patriotic visionary whose sound advice 

on central federal empowerment had been ignored at a steep price. The Progressive Era heralded 

Hamilton for his constructive statecraft and for remaining true to his principles at any cost.154 The 

Great Depression sunk Hamilton’s reputation at once as people condemned his elitist traits and his 

 
149 Howard Zinn, The Politics of History: with a new introduction (University of Illinois Press, 1990). 
150 Howard Zinn, Declarations of Independence Cross-Examining American Ideology (New York: HarperCollins, 1991). 
151 Roy Rosenzweig and David Paul Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American Life, vol. 2 

(Columbia University Press, 1998), 90-113. 
152 Stphanie Verbrugghe, ""Who Lives, Who Dies, Who Tells Your Story?" Reinventing a National Narrative and Its 

Political Meaning in 'Hamilton: an American Musical'" (Universiteit van Gent, 2016), 85. 
153 Freeman, "Will the Real Alexander Hamilton Please Stand Up?." See also: John Fea, "Wait a Minute! Is 'Founders 

Chic' Okay Now?," The Way of Improvement Leads Home, April 21, 2016, 
https://thewayofimprovement.com/2016/04/21/wait-a-minute-is-founders-chic-ok-now/; Ken Owen, "Historians 
and Hamilton: Founders chic and the cult of personality," The Junto: A Group Blog on Early American History, April 
21, 2016, https://earlyamericanists.com/2016/04/21/historians-and-hamilton-founders-chic-and-the-cult-of-
personality/. 

154 Freeman, "Will the Real Alexander Hamilton Please Stand Up?." 
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capitalistic disregard for the common men.155 The gloomy prospects of Communism and the Cold 

War anxieties that pervaded American society, American post-war prosperity lauded Hamilton as the 

prophet of capitalism. The end of the Cold War pushed Hamilton away from the forefront until Ron 

Chernow’s book Alexander Hamilton and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s play Hamilton restored him to center 

stage.156 

Edward Delman, a reporter for The Atlantic, spoke with Lin-Manuel Miranda about translating 

history onto the stage and how Hamilton might influence our (perception of) history. Miranda said:  

“my only responsibility as a playwright and a storyteller is to give you the time of 
your life in the theatre. I just happen to think that with Hamilton’s story, sticking 
close to the facts helps me. All the most interesting things in the show happened. … 
so, Hamilton’s life affords a unique opportunity for me to do that [tell the most 
dramatic tale] without straying from the historical record.”157  

Miranda reassures us that he indeed felt an enormous responsibility to be as historically 

accurate as possible while telling the most dramatic story possible: he wanted to create a musical 

that historians would take seriously.158 To ensure this, Hamilton’s biographer, Ron Chernow, was 

closely involved in the creative process as the show’s historical consultant, as were scholars such as 

prof. Brands159 and prof. Freeman160, who summarized the essence of Hamilton rather pointedly: 

“Broadway’s Hamilton is a fictional representation of a historicized past that 
comments on the present. It’s a hybrid creation filled with inventions, omissions, and 
fantasies, yet inspired by a biography and pumped full of references to historical 
documents, events, and characters.”161 

Miranda has taken some liberty in transferring Hamilton’s life to the stage for the sake of good 

theater, clarity, and flow. Time is condensed, and some events are chronologically imprecise. For 

instance: Hamilton did not have the tie-breaking vote in the presidential election of 1800, nor was it 

the sole cause for the Burr-Hamilton duel; Burr and Hamilton did not cross each other’s paths as 

frequently as they do in the play; Burr, Jefferson, and Madison did not solicit Hamilton’s 1798 

 

155 Stephen F Knott, Alexander Hamilton and the persistence of myth (University Press of Kansas, 2002). 
156 Paul F. Boller Jr., "Precocious Hamilton," review of Alexander Hamilton, Youth to Maturity, 1755-1788, BROADUS 

MITCHELL, Southwest Review 42, no. 4 (1957). 
157 Delman, "How Lin-Manuel Miranda Shapes History," 2. 
158 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 2. 
159 Henry W. Brands is an American historian. He is a professor of History and of Government at the University of Texas 

in Austin. He has published extensively on multiple periods in American history. Covering the founding era, see for 
instance: HW Brands, The Heartbreak of Aaron Burr, American Portraits Series, (New York, NY: Anchor Books, 
2012). 

160 Joanne B. Freeman is a U.S. historian and professor of History and American Studies at Yale University. She is 
considered a leading expert of Alexander Hamilton, and she has published multiple highly regarded books on his 
life and legacy. See for instance: Joanne B Freeman, Affairs of honor: National politics in the new republic (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002). And: Joanne B Freeman, Alexander Hamilton: Writings (New York, NY: 
Library of America, 2001). 
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adultery confession, representatives Frederick Muhlenberg, James Monroe, and Abraham Venable 

did.162  

The most obvious departure from history is the casting of black and brown actors in the roles 

of historically white characters. Miranda has often described Hamilton as “the story of America then, 

told by America now.” One avenue of controversy concerns Miranda’s portrayal of Hamilton, which 

some historians argue conflates his anti-slavery credentials and lionizes the Founding Fathers in 

general. This assertion will be discussed in more detail in section §3.2, as well as how Hamilton taps 

into notions of American national identity.  

The musical is one of the most popular genres in contemporary theater. In the 19th and 20th 

centuries, the American musical emerged as a mixture of numerous theatrical genres and influences. 

It is commonly acknowledged as an original American form that integrates song, dance, and theater 

to tell a story. Some musicals, such as The Sound of Music (1965), The Phantom of the Opera (1986), 

or Oklahoma! (1943) have become household names. Indeed, this testifies to their artistic 

magnificence, but there is more. It also demonstrates how closely American identity has been related 

to American theater.163  

This chapter explores the American musical's historical roots. It posits that the cultural 

influence of the musical genre has mediated and mediates American (self-)identity in powerful ways: 

from the eternal skirmish over its appropriate global position, the way it has branded itself as the 

land of opportunities, to the way America has promulgated itself as a paragon of modern culture.164 

Before delving deeper into the interaction of musicals and American identity, we must first define 

the concept of national identity and how it has taken shape in America's case.  

3.2.1 Birth of the American Musical 

In the 18th and 19th centuries, the United States was at times a frail and unseasoned state, far 

from the accomplished dominant global powerhouse as we know it. The Revolutionary War had only 

just been won. In its aftermath, the newborn nation was confronted with the challenges of ‘running 

 

162 Freeman, "How Hamilton Uses History."; Freeman, "Will the Real Alexander Hamilton Please Stand Up?." 
163 Chase A Bringardner, "The Politics of Region and Nation in American Musicals," ed. Raymond Knapp, Mitchell Morris, 

and Stacy Wolf, The Oxford Handbook of The American Musical (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 27. 
164 For more on the influence of American theater on American culture and identity, see for example: Jones, Our 

musicals, ourselves: a social history of the American musical theatre; David Walsh and Len Platt, Musical Theater 
and American Culture (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 2003); John Street, Sanna Inthorn, and Martin Scott, Politics and 
Popular Culture (Manchester University Press, 2015). 
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a real nation,’165 comprised of the makeshift union of thirteen mutually suspicious former British 

colonies. The theater was one of the most important cultural institutions in young America. It was 

accessible to all and part of everyday life. The new country attracted theater companies that 

performed everywhere. Initially, it was still dominated by European theater-makers, and most of 

these companies came from Europe. They brought all kinds of different forms of theater.  

In the 19th century, American society experienced significant social changes. The country 

industrialized, urbanized, expanded, and its population grew due to a large influx of immigrants. The 

theater world followed suit. Some theater companies settled in the ever-expanding cities and built 

their theaters. Other companies continued to tour and perform in these theaters. For example, 

Broadway in New York became a vibrant center of theater life around the 1880s. At the same time, 

different genres began to take shape, and various distinct art forms emerged.  

Also, the so-called minstrel shows started to gain popularity. The minstrel shows were simple 

entertainment with a flat form of humor. It was one of the first original American genres. The pieces 

initially scoffed the 'negro.' After slavery was abolished as a result of the Civil War, African Americans 

began to use this form of theater as a stepping stone toward emancipation.  

Other genres from this era included burlesque, vaudeville, pantomime, ballet, revue, drama, 

and operetta. Burlesque, vaudeville, and revue consisted of a concoction of all kinds of acts and were 

typical popular entertainment. Song, dance, theater, cabaret, and music featured in each of them, 

though in often unrelated acts without any overall coherence. Ballet and operetta were genres from 

Europe in which one theatrical discipline dominated. All these genres would influence the formation 

of the musical. 

During the early 20th century, the first musical comedies were performed. Musical comedies 

were light-hearted pieces centered around music and song. The production Little Johnny Jones (1904) 

was one of the first of its genre. The maker, George Cohan, came from the vaudeville circuit. As with 

burlesque and revue, there were hardly any classically trained actors. 

It was one of the first productions in which music, song, dance, and play were integrated into 

telling one story. The lyrics sometimes mockingly put Europe on the pillory. After the First World War, 

America's semblance of Europe diminished, and it became more and more proud of its heritage. 

In the 1920s and 30s, features of operettas cross-polluted into musical comedies. 

Consequentially, musicals were enhanced with a more profound and sophisticated story. The clearest 

example is Show Boat (1927), written by Jerome Kern (1885-1945) and Oscar Hammerstein (1895-

 

165 Miranda. "Cabinet Battle #1". 
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1960). The story was derived from the novel of the same title and is set on the river Mississippi. In 

this production, (then) topical themes such as racism and tragic love were addressed in a serious 

manner. 

Show Boat is often regarded as the prototype musical. It was a new form, distinctly different 

from operetta, musical comedy, and revue. An essential feature of this new art form was its 

'Americanness.'  

After Show Boat, the musical continued to inform, inspire, propel, and critically engage 

developments in America's society and culture. Furthermore, a healthy dose of light-heartedness in 

entertainment remained an indispensable form of distraction and relief in the tumultuous ante- and 

interbellum years.166 Musicals were a form of escapism during the Depression of the 1930s and the 

Second World War. 

In the 1940s, Oscar Hammerstein started working with Richard Rodgers (1902-1979). Both had 

experience with all kinds of theater, and during The Great Depression, they composed music for 

Hollywood's film productions. Rodgers and Hammerstein elevated the musical to maturity. Their first 

production, Oklahoma! (1943), became an instant hit and is still considered to be one of the genre's 

quintessential masterpieces. Ordinary Americans played the lead role in the piece. It had a strong 

plot that took place on the American frontier. As in Show Boat, contentious social themes such as 

race relations and tensions between cowboys and local farmers were addressed in the sincere yet 

easily digestible style that has become one of Broadway's less acknowledged hallmarks. 

However, the musical as a genre is often dismissed by theater critics as a viable contributor to 

creating such an understanding of history. If one were to base an opinion on history musical’s critical 

discourse solely, it would almost certainly include a skeptical wariness of the value of history as 

entertainment and the suitability of Broadway as a platform for enacting serious issues. Research on 

the critical reception of history musicals by musicologist Elissa Harbert shows that since the 1950s, 

theater critics have been surprisingly consistent in their rejection of history as suitable material for 

entertainment. This does not reveal a concealed aversion against historical plots, but it does imply a 

widespread cultural disposition about history that conflicts with what people expect of Broadway 

musicals.167 Warren Hoffman explains that: “While a number of serious musicals do exist, the 

stereotype of the genre as a whole is that musicals are fanciful, silly, throwaway entertainments that 

 

166 Larry Starr and Christopher Waterman, American Popular Music: from minstrelsy to MP3 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 26. 

167 Elissa Harbert, "Unlikely Subjects. The Critical Reception of History Musicals," ed. Jessica Sternfeld and Elizabeth L. 
Wollman, The Routledge Companion to the Contemporary Musical (New York, NY: Routledge, 2019). 313. 
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have nothing profound to offer.”168 He argues that musicals are habitually misread because “the 

happy-go-lucky, toe-tapping, belt-to-the-rafters Broadway musical has blinded us with its songs and 

dances, making us think that it is the most innocent of art forms when, in fact, it is one of America’s 

most powerful, influential, and even at times polemical arts precisely because it often seems to be 

about nothing at all.”169 

3.2.2 National identity 

National identity can be viewed as a specific strand of social identity. Social identity is a 

relational construct. It involves the process by which individuals define themselves as a function of 

their similarities and differences with others170 and derive a sense of self-based on the groups they 

belong to (and do not belong to).171 Most often, the significance or value “associated with a shared 

identity and inclusion in an in-group are products of a collective history and place in the current social 

fabric of society.”172  National identity is a quintessential example of this. 

Across publications, you will encounter various terms to denote the notion of national identity. 

However, there is a broad consensus on national identity's dualistic nature and their respective 

ontological approaches: essentialist and constructivist. Ethnocentric or ascriptive features form the 

basis of the essentialist approach to identity. Such features confer status by arbitrary and mostly 

hereditary bases. Among the most common are race, skin color, or religion. An essentialist 

perspective on national identity renders it relatively predetermined, inert, and generally resistant to 

modification. By contrast, the constructivist approach defines identity in civic terms “as a political 

construct based on shared goals, ideas, and ethos.”173 The two theoretical approaches are by no 

means mutually exclusive, so in reality, national identities are comprised of a contingent blend of 

essentialist and constructivist elements. Regardless of time and space, countless societies have relied 

upon some form of foundational narrative -or founding myth- upon which to build a collective 

 

168 Warren Hoffman, "Blockbuster Musicals in the Age of Obama: The Book of Mormon and Hamilton," in The Great 
White Way: Race and the Broadway Musical (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2020), 2. 

169 Hoffman, "Blockbuster Musicals in the Age of Obama: The Book of Mormon and Hamilton," 3. 
170 John C. Turner et al., "Self and collective: Cognition and social context," Personality and social psychology bulletin 20, 

no. 5 (1994). 
171 Henri Tajfel and J.C. Turner, "An integrative theory of intergroup conflict," in The social psychology of intergroup 

relations, ed. W.G. Austin and S. Worchel (Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole, 1979); Henri Tajfel, "Differentiation 
between social groups: Studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations," in Differentiation between social 
groups: Studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations, ed. Henri Tajfel (London, UK: Academic Press, 
1978). 

172 Leslie Jennings Rowley, "Let Me Be a Part of the Narrative: Effects of Exposure to Musical Theater Production 
Hamilton on Adolescent National Identity" (Fielding Graduate University, 2018), 11. 

173 Rowley, "Let Me Be a Part of the Narrative: Effects of Exposure to Musical Theater Production Hamilton on 
Adolescent National Identity," 12-13. 
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national identity and public memory.174 Blair, Dickinson, and Ott define public memory as: “beliefs 

about the past [that] are shared among members of a group, whether a local community or the 

citizens of a nation state[sic].”175 The significance of public memory lies in that through the act of 

remembering, it “connects human beings to their contemporaries and ‘imagined communities’ by 

establishing a common narrative and space for identification.”176 Public memory is commonly 

associated with sites of history, such as museums, monuments, and memorials, but “can also be 

created or reinforced by popular culture and performance.”177 Charles Soukup adds that “from a 

rhetorical theorist’s perspective, public memory is a form of historicizing [emphasis added].”178  A 

founding myth is a part of public memory and is often utilized to validate and support the existing 

social order.179  

3.2.3 American Creed 

American national identity presents a peculiar case, given the absence of any meaningful 

common provenance. Over the years, the Europeans had cultivated a model of nationalism that 

should ideally allocate to an autonomous 'people' their rightful land.180 This model of nationalism 

defined who belonged and who did not. It also corroborated a group’s claim to their ‘rightful land’ 

according to the existence of a shared past, which in turn was grounded in both history and 

mythology. This posed a problem for the Founders in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War since 

they were understood to have European roots. According to the conventional European political 

tradition, the Founders were living on land that was not truly theirs. In the absence of a shared 

national history and mythology, the Founders diverted from conventional European ingredients to 

forge a sense of national identity and cultural belonging.181  

The essence of American identity would not be defined by ancestry, shared culture, or ethnicity 

but, rather, by a common set of foundational principles that emphasized an inclusive ideology and 

 

174 Jerome De Groot, Consuming History : Historians and Heritage in Contemporary Popular Culture, 2nd ed. (London / 
New York: Routledge, 2016); Raphael Samuel, Theatres of memory: Past and present in contemporary culture 
(London / New York: Verso Books, 2012). 

175 Greg Dickinson, Carole Blair, and Brian L. Ott, Places of Public Memory: The Rhetoric of Museums and Memorials 
(University of Alabama Press, 2010), 6. 

176 Sara C. VanderHaagen, "The “Agential Spiral”: Reading Public Memory through Paul Ricoeur," Philosophy & Rhetoric 
46, no. 2 (2013): 183. 

177 Valerie Lynn Schrader, "‘Who Tells Your Story?’: Narrative Theory, Public Memory, and the Hamilton Phenomenon," 
New Theatre Quarterly 35, no. 3 (2019): 263. 

178 Charles Soukup, "I love the 80s: The pleasures of a postmodern history," Southern Communication Journal 75, no. 1 
(2010): 88. 

179 Joseph Campbell, The hero with a thousand faces. (Princeton University Press, 2008; repr., 3rd), 127. 
180 For an excellent account of European nationalism, see: Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 2008). 
181 Raymond Knapp, "American Mythologies," ed. Raymond Knapp, The American Musical and the Formation of 

National Identity (Princeton University Press, 2018). 119. 
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individual liberties,182 collectively termed the ‘American Creed’ by Gunnar Myrdal in the 1940s.183 

America prided itself on the principle of egalitarianism, formally acknowledged in the Declaration of 

Independence’s famous opening lines: “’all men were created equal….’ (however perversely ‘men’ 

might have been defined are different times in its history), and rights -including property rights- were 

held by individuals rather than groups.”184 In 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville notes that the American 

identity hinges on “the similarity of sentiments and resemblance of opinions,” such as individualism, 

freedom, equality, Puritan work ethic, and the rule of law.185 This very open-endedness and freedom 

render American national identity in a permanent state of crisis, explains Kerry T. Burch in his 

insightful book Democratic Transformations that explores the uncomfortable, contentious elements 

of American identity. Paradoxically, the contradictions and loose ends in the American Creed that 

fuel all sorts of conflict and anxiety also “gives both individuals and nations the capacity as well as 

the confidence that they can indeed reinvent themselves.”186 Moreover, national identity is essential 

to understand because it has been known to confer various (dis)advantages upon being considered 

a member versus an outsider. A high level of attachment to someone’s country has been associated 

with feelings of superiority, uncritical support for government policies, hostility toward outsiders, 

and diminished support for redistribution. Yet, a strong national identity has also been found to 

potentially lead to more civic-minded behavior, an enhanced commitment to the public good, and 

an increased tendency to pay taxes and obey laws.187 National identity also tends to be particularly 

salient in countries that experience high levels of immigration.188 

Conventional wisdom persistently upheld the American Creed as the central component of 

American identity. Furthermore, it also maintained that this made America unique and ‘exceptional’ 

 

182 Sheldon Hackney, One America, indivisible: A national conversation on American pluralism and identity (Washington 
DC: National Endowment for the Humanities, 1997); Louis Hartz, The liberal tradition in America: An interpretation 
of American political thought since the Revolution, 1st ed. (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1955). 

183 Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1944). 
184 Knapp, "American Mythologies." 
185 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 2 (Read Books Ltd, 1835/2013), 598. 
186 Kerry T. Burch, Democratic Transformations: Eight Conflicts in the Negotiation of American Identity (London/New 

York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2012), x. 
187 Rui JP de Figueiredo Jr and Zachary Elkins, "Are patriots bigots? An inquiry into the vices of in‐group pride," American 

Journal of Political Science 47, no. 1 (2003); Leonie Huddy and Nadia Khatib, "American patriotism, national 
identity, and political involvement," American journal of political science 51, no. 1 (2007); Robert T. Schatz, Ervin 
Staub, and Howard Lavine, "On the varieties of national attachment: Blind versus constructive patriotism," Political 
Psychology 20, no. 1 (1999); Deborah Schildkraut and Ashley Grosse, "21st Century Americanism: Nationally 
Representative Survey of the United States Population, 2004," (Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social 
Research, 2015); Moses Shayo, "A model of social identity with an application to political economy: Nation, class, 
and redistribution," American Political science review  (2009); Elizabeth Theiss-Morse, Who counts as an 
American?: The boundaries of national identity (Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

188 Patricia Vanderkooy and Stephanie J. Nawyn, "Identifying the battle lines: Local-national tensions in organizing for 
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among other nations.189 Americans detested many of the European ways and customs which were 

deemed to be archaic, imperialistic, and reminiscent of oppressive colonialization. Thus, “people who 

lost their ‘place’ in Europe could find it in America, and things that didn’t work in Europe could be 

made to work in America.”190  

The ubiquity of the American creedal principles as building blocks of ‘Americanness’ suggests 

that anyone who endorses the American Creed is worthy of attaining ‘Americanness.’ Unfortunately, 

this is only part of the equation. There have been (and are) numerous ascriptive factors, such as race, 

national origin, class, or religion, that impose limits on who is allowed to enjoy the full range of rights 

and opportunities inherent to inclusion into the community that is America.191 Initially, the 

‘unamerican’ other consisted of Native Americans, British loyalists, and as time went along, various 

subsequent groups of immigrants that came to America, such as the Italians, Jews, or the Irish. For 

large parts of America’s history, ‘true-American’ status has been reserved for White, English-speaking 

Protestants of Western European ancestry.192  

3.2.4 America’s Civic Mythology 

 Civic mythology is a vital tool in America to foster a sense of national identity. Founding myths 

and narratives of the American Revolution and the Founding Fathers form a particular type -arguably 

the most potent or significant type- of civic mythology.193 They usually cultivate a common narrative 

that assists in communicating and reflecting on political- and cultural values. Moreover, they help to 

distinguish those who belong to the nation from those who do not.194  

The U.S. was founded as a political entity, unlike many of its European counterparts. This 

distinguishes the U.S. from most other countries in that it exists as a nation because it chose to.  Over 

the course of history, the veneration of the Founding Fathers has been reminiscent of the glorification 

usually associated with biblical patriarchs or patron saints, and their reverence has become an 

inveterate feature of American popular culture and politics.195 Assistant professor at Illinois-

Springfield University, Matthew Brown, explains that efforts to employ the Founding Fathers have 
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appeared in myriad forms and situations. However, the common denominator is that they do so in 

an attempt to conscript the past in the service of the present.196  

Examples date back as far as 1790 when Thomas Jefferson sought to capitalize on his 

authorship of the Declaration of Independence in his ongoing struggle with Hamilton’s Federalist 

Party for political influence.197 In the 1820s, around the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of 

Independence, the trend to draw on the Founders to cast judgment on contemporary matters began 

to emerge.198 At the Declaration’s Centenary, a celebratory international exhibition in Philadelphia 

showcased new inventions and technologies. Simultaneously, it worked at a deeper level to restore 

a popular narrative of American greatness, resilience, and success in the aftermath of the Civil War 

that had shattered the nation.199 At various moments during the nineteenth and twentieth century, 

the Founding in general, and the Declaration of Independence in particular, have been deployed to 

support social and political commentary as well as groups in their fight for recognition of their civil 

rights and their entitlement to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” most notably women and 

African Americans. More recently, the Founding was called upon to reinvigorate national pride and 

fortitude in the wake of the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center when the government 

announced that the new Freedom Tower was going to be 1776 feet tall.200 The reference to the 

Declaration of Independence’s genesis is unmistakable. 

The Founding Era and its mythology retain its popular eminence because it is central to 

American national identity.201 So the political stakes of how America remembers its past are high. 

There are two major opposing perspectives on the Revolutionary War and the nation’s Founding Era: 

traditional and revisionist. I will summarize the main distinctive characteristics of both below. 

Traditionalism. Conservatives and the political right usually support the traditional side in the 

debate over the Founding narrative. In general, they insist that “historical narratives should cultivate 

pride in America’s past and highlight the nation’s exceptionalism and continual progress toward 

greatness.”202 Traditional American civic mythology contends that the U.S. is an exceptional nation 
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built on the ideals laid down in the Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and Bill of Rights. It 

tends to obscure, downplay, or simply ignore the nation’s flaws -and the associated violence- such as 

racial oppression, the expropriation and persecution of Native Americans, gendered exclusions, class 

conflict, and slavery, often referred to as America’s ‘original sin.’ Traditionalists place a high value on 

patriotism and endorse the assertion that success is achieved by hard work and individual merit.203  

They revere the Founding Fathers for their political courage, creativity, and whit that founded the 

nation, conforming to what historians call the ‘Great (White) Man Theory of history.’204  

Revisionism. Albeit originating in the Progressive era, this school of thought gained traction 

during the turbulent 1960s -marked by social upheaval, civil rights, and a thriving counterculture.205 

The academic field diversified, and historians started to take a more critical and scrupulous look at 

American history, pointing to the structural inequalities in society and class conflict that ensured 

prosperity for the white and affluent. At the same time, people of color and the poor bore the brunt. 

They wondered how the consecrated Founding Fathers -and the liberal ideals of freedom and 

equality they represented- could be reconciled with the reality of slavery and racial oppression.206 

After all, they argue, the U.S. accumulated its wealth and prosperity in large part at the expense of 

marginalized groups excluded from the perks of American society. Influenced by developments such 

as the narrative turn207 and postmodernism, as well as the rampant protests that marked the radical 

60s, revisionist historians began recovering and emphasizing the unsung stories of those who had 

been largely expunged from America’s civic mythology, including Native Americans, women, Latinx, 

and formerly enslaved people. Conservatives lamented that the failings of the nation were unfairly 

being harped upon, thereby eroding the social cohesion the foundational myths provided. “Nations 

need histories that promote pride, not shame,” they charged, and “without these civic myths offering 

a coherent national narrative … Americans will fragment into competing interest groups, and the 
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nation will fracture.”208 In fact, the very predicate ‘revisionist’ pertaining to negative aspects of 

American history is a strong indication of how politicized the issue has become. 

Revisionist narratives began to compete with the traditional celebratory, uncompromisingly 

patriotic version and trickled down into museum exhibitions, textbooks, and school curricula. When 

it did, it ignited a so-called ‘history war’ over how American history should be told. Since the Reagan-

era, this debate has become so heated that “battlefield metaphors seem the most appropriate way 

to describe [it].”209  Politicians such as Republican senator Robert Dole and Secretary of Education 

under Reagan William Bennett vehemently argued that the purpose of education was to teach 

“American greatness” and ought to instill “social and political values that would encourage devotion 

to the country and patriotism.”210 In 1994, A group of historians commissioned by the National 

Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) was tasked to develop a new national standard for teaching 

American history. Yet, conservatives loathed the exclusion of “traditional history” and demanded 

standards with a “tone of affirmation” when they did.211 In 2012, Tea Party groups in Tennessee had 

lobbied for a bill that would have prohibited even mentioning that the Founders were almost all 

slave-owners. The bill mandated: “No portrayal of minority experience in the history which actually 

occurred shall obscure the experience or contributions of the Founding Fathers or the majority of 

citizens, including those who reached positions of leadership.”212 Not unlike many other aspects of 

American society, the battle over the tone and content of the representation of U.S. history rages on, 

and the divisive gap has only exacerbated, alongside an increasingly hardened debate.  The Founding 

Fathers and their tacit consent of, endorsement, or active involvement in perpetuating 

institutionalized slavery came under public scrutiny, along with various other more unsavory 

episodes in American history. At the same time, a reverse trend emerged in the mid-1990s, dubbed: 

‘founders chic’ by Newsweek Magazine in 2001.213  
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3.2.5 Founders chic 

  Around the turn of the millennium, popular history books, biographies, and the like of the 

Founding Fathers made their way to each and every Barnes & Noble. A resurgence of their popularity 

soon had Americans enthralled with Pulitzer Prize-winning John Adams [2001] and 1776 [2005] by 

David McCullough, or Joseph J. Ellis’s best-selling Founding Brothers [2000], or Richard Brookhiser’s 

more recent Give me Liberty [2019] and The Patriots [2020], 214  just to name a few among many 

others.215 Many of the abovementioned publications are quintessential exemplars of founders chic 

in their hagiographic treatment of the Founding Fathers and their accomplishments.216 So what 

exactly is this new genre of founders chic all about? Bernstein offers a fairly accurate to-the-point 

characterization: 

“This cascade of books for general audiences presented comforting, celebratory 
portraits of the  founding fathers and the history they helped to make, while brushing 
past difficult, uncomfortable questions about the founding fathers that academic 
historians chose to pursue.” 217 

Founders chic is a genre of books, mainly biographies, about the founding fathers. Its works 

enjoy widespread popularity well beyond the circles of historians. However, the genre also sparked 

criticism, mainly from the academic community. Their most important criticism alleges that their 

unsavory traits are tacitly condoned or ignored by the authors to uphold a heroic image of the 

Founding Fathers. Waldstreicher and Pasley add that this perspective is in line with the 'Great man 

theory of history' in which historical progress is attributed to a select few, elite white men all.218 This 

approach is in direct conflict with the postmodernist view that history is inherently fractured and 

messy, soliciting multiple interpretations and refraining from the notion of 'historical truth.' Andrew 

M. Schocket discusses founders chic in the chapter We Have not Yet Begun to Write: Historians and 
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Founders Chic of his book Fighting Over the Founders: How We Remember the American Revolution 

[2015]. He defines founders chic as: “the phenomenon of high-profile books about the American 

Revolution.” The celebratory nature and unapologetic redemption of the founders collide with 

revisionist-oriented historians in what has “become an ideological battleground, a proxy war waged 

by word processor.”219 By discussing various books by academic and journalistic authors, Schocket 

distills several shared, overarching characteristics.  

First, founders' chic-genre publications typically describe one or several founding fathers' lives 

and personalities, emphasizing their exceptional intelligence and commendable character. The 

narrative bolsters a romanticized image of the founding fathers elevating them to enlightened 

inhabitants of the shining city on a hill.220 As such, they function as impeccable role models, as 

admirable as unattainable, for people and politicians today. A second common trait in founders chic 

ascribes a sense of wholehearted patriotism to all Anglo Americans. Patriotism is conceived of as a 

“personal, libertarian view of ‘freedom,’ consistent with popular contemporary definitions of liberty,” 

and the narratives of literary flag-waving are geared at least partially toward sparking a sense of 

national pride.221 It is easy to imagine why works in this genre are bound to succeed. After all, who 

can be against striving for a loosely defined, abstract sense of ‘freedom?’ Third, the challenges that 

the founders face are resolved by the expulsion of the factions in society that fail to subscribe to -or 

at least adhere to- the majority.222 Fourth, despite its focus on revolution, founders chic aligns with 

conservativism and the political right, it is supportive of national institutions, and it classifies as 

“avowedly establishmentarian.”223 Fifth, founders chic productions tend to appeal to a contemporary 

sensitivity to issues of race and gender.224 A major criticism of Hamilton alleges that it subscribes to 

founders chic, thereby conveying an overtly propitious-or even flawed- representation of Hamilton 

and his contemporaries. The next section explores this allegation and its effects on national identity 

and public perception. 

 

219 Andrew M. Schocket, Fighting Over the Founders: How We Remember the American Revolution (NYU Press, 2015), 
50. Note that Schocket also employs a battleground-frame to describe the ideological animosity. 

220 The metaphor of the shining ‘city on a hill’ is attributed to John Winthrop, 3rd Governor of the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony in 1630-1634. The phrase has been adopted by American politicians and is meant to signify America as a 
‘beacon of hope’, as a model country, for the rest of the world. Also used as a shorthand for ‘American 
exceptionalism’. See for instance: Francis J. Bremer, John Winthrop: America's Forgotten Founding Father (Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 171.  

221 Schocket, "The American Revolution Rebooted: Hamilton and Genre in Contemporary Culture," 265; Waldstreicher 
and Pasley, "Hamilton as Founders Chic. A Neo-Federalist, Antislavery Usable Past?," 141. 

222 Andrew M. Schocket, "Hamilton and the American Revolution on Stage and Screen," in Historians on Hamilton: How 
a Blockbuster Musical Is Restaging America's Past, ed. Renee C. Romano and Claire Bond Potter (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2018), 171. 

223 Waldstreicher and Pasley, "Hamilton as Founders Chic. A Neo-Federalist, Antislavery Usable Past?," 141. 
224 Schocket, "Hamilton and the American Revolution on Stage and Screen," 171. 
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3.2.6 Founders Chic in Hamilton 

In many respects, Hamilton qualifies for the predicate founders chic. Many historians use this 

to rebut how revolutionary Hamilton actually is. Not that a predicate ‘revolutionary’ is a Broadway 

touchstone of accomplishment, but in Hamilton’s case, the revolutionary intentions (pretentions?) 

have been articulated by the production. The revolutionary theme prominently features in the title -

Hamilton: The Revolution- of the musical's libretto. The musical also provides ample examples of the 

revolutionary tendencies, as demonstrated, for instance, in the third song My Shot -the track that has 

come to epitomize the whole musical. 

[HAMILTON] 
“A colony that runs independently 
Meanwhile, Britain keeps shittin’ on us endlessly 
Essentially, they tax us relentlessly 
Then King George turns around, runs a spending spree 
He ain’t never gonna set his descendants free 
So there will be a revolution in this century 
Enter me! 
[LAFAYETTE/MULLIGAN/LAURENS] 
(He says in parentheses) 
[HAMILTON] 
Don’t be shocked when your hist’ry book mentions me 
I will lay down my life if it sets us free 
Eventually, you’ll see my ascendancy.”225 

 

Conforming to the common expectations of a founders chic-work, masculine, patriarchal 

support for independence is assumed, and then explicated in one of the first scenes when Hamilton 

meets his friends Hercules Mulligan, John Laurens, and the Marquis de Lafayette at the tavern, the 

rousing spirit of Patriotism has already set their souls ablaze. The following examples from Hamilton 

illustrate not only the unapologetic patriotism but also the implicit endorsement of the United States 

as a preordained, exceptional political project. In the tavern-scene where Hamilton raps to his friends 

about the pivotal moment in time that they find themselves in: 

[HAMILTON] 
“Let’s hatch a plot blacker than the kettle calling the pot, 
What are the odds the gods would put us all in one spot, 
Poppin’ a squat on conventional wisdom, like it or not, 
A bunch of revolutionary manumission abolitionists?226 
Give me a position, show me where the ammunition is! 
Oh, am I talkin’ to loud?[sic] 

 

225 Hammerstein II, Rodgers, and Miranda. "My Shot". 
226 The question mark here is misleading, in the musical and on the cast album, Hamilton clearly raps this line as a 

statement, with no upward inflection to denote a question. 
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Sometimes I get overexcited, shoot off at the mouth. 
I never had a group of friends before, 
I promise that I’ll make y’all proud. 
… 
Scratch that, 
This is not a moment, it’s the movement 
Where all the hungriest brothers with something to prove went? 
Foes oppose us, we take an honest stand, 
We roll like Moses, claimin’ our promised land.”227 

 

“What are the odds the Gods would put us all in one spot” seems to endorse the notion of 

American exceptionalism. The last line, “We roll like Moses, claimin’ our promised land,” invokes a 

sense of messianism that fits at least as well with contemporary America as with the founding era. 

These extraordinary men must be predestined per the Christian God to embark on this political 

experiment that would culminate in the founding of the United States. In Hamilton’s libretto, Miranda 

and McCarter elaborate on this pivotal moment in history: 

“No colonists in the history of the world had defeated their mother country on the 
battlefield to win their independence. Few republics had managed -or even 
attempted- to govern an area bigger than a city-state. Somehow, in defiance of all 
precedent, Washington, Hamilton, and the other founders pulled off both.”228 

Hamilton also checks off the inclusion-by-exclusion convention; Hamilton et al. establish the 

United States by expelling the deviant opposition represented by the Crown. The narrative ‘other’ – 

the British- are portrayed as caricature-like, foppish, and as for King George III, hysterically insane. 

Historians lament this sort of historicizing because it reduces the founding to a perspicuously 

simplistic ‘us vs. them,’ or ‘good vs. bad’ that presupposes a homogeneity of desire for independence. 

This obscures the fact that anywhere between a fifth and a third of Revolutionary War-era Americans 

preferred the Crown rather than independence.229 

Historians and critics argue that for both Hamilton and founders chic, the most important goal 

is that the audience can identify with the main characters. To achieve this goal, Hamilton’s 

representation in the musical takes considerable dramatic license to present Hamilton as a relatable 

character. Waldstreicher and Pasley, for example, draw attention to Hamilton's indifference to, or 

inaction regarding the institution of slavery and his contempt for the common people, two issues 

that are not addressed in Hamilton (more on this in the next section of this chapter).230 Instead, as a 

 

227 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 27, 29. 
228 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 88. 
229 Schocket, "Hamilton and the American Revolution on Stage and Screen," 173-76. 
230 Waldstreicher and Pasley, "Hamilton as Founders Chic. A Neo-Federalist, Antislavery Usable Past?," 142-44, 48-49. 
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typical example of founders chic, modern values are projected onto the musical's historical 

characters and context. One can hardly argue with the assertion that Hamilton paints a rosy picture 

of the founding era, with humanized heroes with flaws and virtues. In a streak of visionary wisdom, 

they put their differences aside and convene to secure independence and greatness for posterity, 

scoffs professor Kenneth Owen, not devoid of a sense of sarcasm.231 

3.2.7 Closing the gap 

The genius of Hamilton lies in its power to transcend the seemingly irreconcilable deadlock of 

traditionalism vs. revisionism, or the bipartisan divide -when pertaining to society at large. Hamilton 

presents a “hopeful and inclusive origin story for the nation -a civic myth- that not only stands in 

direct opposition to claims put forth by Trump and his white nationalist supporters, but also 

resonates with many people on both the left and the right.”232 The show also excited politicians on 

both sides of the aisle. Barack Obama famously said that the only common ground he shared with 

Dick Cheney was their relish of Hamilton.233 However, Democrats and Republicans tend to focus on 

different aspects of the musical.234 For some, Hamilton has become a metonym for a post-racial, 

liberal America of the Obama-Age with its Federalist, immigrant-friendly message and multiracial 

casting of the Founding Fathers. The other more conservative vantage point values the same 

Founding Father’s cultural rejuvenation with its bootstraps narrative.235 Miranda once commented 

on people’s diverging interpretations across the political spectrum: “It’s a Rorschach test.”236 

Hamilton raises legitimate concerns over the hypocrisy of slavery (see chapter 4) and the 

patriarchal society at the moment in history when the talk of liberty and freedom was so central. 

Early in the first act, the most famous line of the Declaration of Independence -“all men are created 

equal”- is introduced not by Thomas Jefferson but by arguably the strongest female character, 

Angelica Schuyler. She continues to press Jefferson to “include women in the sequel.”237 

Conservatives take comfort in recognizing that Hamilton has not forsaken those who fought for 

American independence and those who wrote the Constitution, but rather invites the audience to 

“view the founding generation as neither heroes nor villains, but as individuals faced with formidable 

 

231 Owen, "Can Great Art Also Be Great History?," 509. 
232 Romano, "Hamilton: A New American Civic Myth," 299-300. 
233 Barack Obama, "Remarks by the President at "Hamilton at the White House"," Office of the Press Secretary, The 

White House, March 14 2016. https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/03/14/remarks-
president-hamilton-white-house. 

234 Donatella Galella, "Being in “The Room Where it Happens”: Hamilton, Obama, and Nationalist Neoliberal 
Multicultural Inclusion.," Theatre Survey 59, no. 3 (2018): 368-69. 

235 Craft, "Headfirst into an Abyss: the Politics and Political reception of Hamilton," 438. 
236 Binelli, "'Hamilton' Creator Lin-Manuel Miranda: The Rolling Stone Interview." 
237 Miranda. "The Story of Tonight". 
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choices in transformative times.”238 Nor does it resort to castigating America’s founders for failing to 

abide by “modern codes of identity politics,” which is an unattainable standard that none of the 

founders could possibly ever meet.239 At the same time, Hamilton offers those on the left a powerful 

narrative of immigrants' significance in the creation, sustenance, and current state of the nation. 

Renowned Hamilton-scholar Joanne B. Freeman concurs that Hamilton is “deeply traditional in its 

praise of an American founder, yet radical in its reinvention of that founder as an immigrant in a 

multicultural, inclusive world whose lingua franca is rap, Hamilton embraces both poles in polarized 

times.”240 This reinvention has forged a pathway for people to claim ownership of the nation, 

regardless of their race, ethnicity, or immigration status, and without the “usual birthright credentials 

and ritual obeisance.”241 Hamilton offers blacks and Latinos “access to the cultural power of the 

Founding without having to deny their own histories or to affirm the celebratory narrative that 

ignores America’s sins.”242 This remarkable balancing act of creating a sense of pride and belonging 

while addressing the flaws of early America, all the while retaining its appeal across divisions of 

politics, class, and race, is what makes the musical genuinely revolutionary. 

Compromise naturally comes at a cost. Both parties will need to concede terrain to some 

degree to reach common ground somewhere in the middle. So, Hamilton asks those leaning to the 

celebratory patriotic narrative, comprised most often by conservatives and -let us not deny it- by 

whites, to abandon their tenacious position of exclusive ownership over the American founding 

narrative and come to terms with the realization that people of color have as much right to tell the 

nation’s story as they do. The resurgence of blatant white supremacy, validated and aroused by 

Donald J. Trump's election as president of the United States, bespeaks that this is no triviality. As for 

the other side, Hamilton asks those leaning to the left to “accept a version of America’s past that in 

many ways minimizes the nation’s long history of racist exclusions in favor of an imperfect story about 

progress and freedom.”243 Ultimately, Hamilton’s multivalence does some of the heavy liftings for its 

broad, bipartisan appeal.244 

 

238 Tara Helfman, "Why Hamilton Matters," Commentary 141 (2016), 
https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/tara-helfman/why-hamilton-matters/. 

239 David Marcus, "'Hamilton' Haters Are Why We Can't Have Nice Things," The Federalist,  april 7,, 2016. 
https://thefederalist.com/2016/04/07/hamilton-haters-are-why-we-cant-have-nice-things/. 

240 Freeman, "How Hamilton Uses History." 
241 Peter Manseau, "Father Worship: Hamilton's" New World scripture"," The Baffler, no. 32 (2016), 

https://thebaffler.com/salvos/father-worship. 
242 Primus, "Will Lin-Manuel Miranda Transform the Supreme Court?." 
243 Romano, "Hamilton: A New American Civic Myth," 316-17. 
244 Craft, "Headfirst into an Abyss: the Politics and Political reception of Hamilton," 442. 
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3.2.8 Subverting the familiar narrative 

Philip Goldfarb Styrt, professor of English at St. John Fisher College, takes the argument even 

one step further by arguing that Hamilton not only takes refuge in the safety and familiarity of a 

founders chic-conforming narrative but actually counts on and needs the audience’s familiarity with 

the traditional narrative.245 Hamilton actively employs the interplay between history and 

historiography in its (intended) reception. Hamilton, Aaron Burr, and other characters in the show 

are acutely aware of their respective roles in the play, their roles in early American history, as well as 

their roles, or legacies, in the eyes of future generations.246 Characters throughout the play toggle 

between an I-perspective and an omniscient prophet of their own histories. As early as in the first 

song, the ensemble lays claim to the future roles each of them would eventually play in Hamilton’s 

life:  

“[MULLIGAN / LAFAYETTE] 
We fought with him. 
[LAURENS] 
Me? I Died for him. 
[WASHINGTON] 
Me? I trusted him. 
[ELIZA / ANGELICA / MARIA REYNOLDS] 
Me? I loved him. 
[BURR] 
And me? I’m the damn fool that shot him.”247 
 

Numerous lines in the show presuppose a certain level of historical knowledge about Hamilton 

and important events in his life. This is demonstrated in lines in the show, such as Burr in the run-up 

to the famous duel scene: “They won’t teach you this in your classes. But look it up; Hamilton was 

wearing his glasses.”248 Or when Washington reprimands Hamilton for his argument with General 

Lee: “history will prove him [Lee] wrong.”249 Hamilton alternates between an I-perspective and a 

retrospective autobiographer when he reminisces – “I imagine death so much it feels more like a 

memory,” or when he boasts early on, “Don’t be shocked when your histr’y book mentions me.”250 

Styrt posits persuasively that: 

“Hamilton consistently balances this tension between new history being made and 
already-learned history being remembered, repeated, and interpreted. Even in the 

 

245 Philip Goldfarb Styrt, "Toward a historicism of setting: Hamilton and American history," Modern Drama 61, no. 1 
(2018). 

246 Nereson, "Hamilton's America: An Unfinished Symphony with a Stutter (Beat)," 1076. 
247 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 17. 
248 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 272. 
249 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 98. 
250 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 28, 121, 273; 26. 



‘Hamilton: an American Musical’ – MA thesis     M.H.R. Verhoeff | 3030148 
 

47 

moment when events happen on stage, they are always understood to be part of a 
history of which the characters and the audience are already at least partly 
aware.”251 

 In the 1994 U.S. National History Standards and the AP US History Curriculum, Hamilton is 

presented by these defining elements: his presence on the ten-dollar bill; Hamilton’s position as first 

Secretary of the Treasury Department; his untimely death in a duel; Hamilton’s contribution to the 

Federalist Papers, and possibly his contribution to the formation of the nation’s first political parties; 

and his close relationship with George Washington. Given the widespread use of both 

abovementioned standards, a general (American) member of the Hamilton-audience would 

presumably be tacitly aware of at least several of these facts. Hamilton does not require the audience 

to remember all of them, nor to be able to actively reproduce them independent from the musical. 

Rather, these ideas are available to be activated by association as they are mentioned in the lyrics.252 

‘Audience,’ in this case, should be interpreted broadly and stretches far beyond the affluent, lucky 

few who are willing and able to spend triple- or quadruple-digit sums on tickets for the live 

performance on Broadway. The accessibility of Hamilton-related offshoots and spin-offs, such as the 

original Broadway cast album, The Hamilton Mixtape, and the PBS Great Performances-documentary 

Hamilton’s America, all aim at a wider audience. In the equation of a broader reception, the 

attendance at Richard Rodgers theatre represents but a minor portion. 

One way to diversify the narrative of early American history could be to introduce the stories 

of forgotten or marginalized figures and urge the audience to place equal value on their histories vis-

à-vis the traditionally recognized founding fathers. This process expands the narrative, enriches it, 

complicates it, and, perhaps, makes it more wholesome. Another avenue is to work with the 

familiarity and emotional appeal that an audience already has with the narrative and then subvert it. 

This I what Hamilton does; it uses the well-known conventions and narrative approach of the 

founders chic-genre and relies on its power to invoke an emotional identification or attachment on 

the part of the audience. Assuming the familiarity with the narrative establishes the emotional 

engagement, Hamilton subverts the narrative by casting every character in the play -with the notable 

exception of King George III- with non-white actors.253 “Precisely because the history Hamilton 

portrays is common and public, the casting stands out as powerfully transgressive,” thereby 

 

251 Goldfarb Styrt, "Toward a historicism of setting: Hamilton and American history," 3. 
252 Goldfarb Styrt, "Toward a historicism of setting: Hamilton and American history," 4. 
253 Goldfarb Styrt, "Toward a historicism of setting: Hamilton and American history," 13. 
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ultimately “reclaiming and reinventing [the] old stories” of the nation’s founding and asserting that 

they “belong to men and women of color as profoundly as anyone else.”254 

 

  

 

254 Goldfarb Styrt, "Toward a historicism of setting: Hamilton and American history," 13; Ellen Noonan, "Who tells your 
story?," National Council on Public History, February 24, 2016, https://ncph.org/history-at-work/who-tells-your-
story/; Alisa Solomon, "A Modern Major Musical," The Nation, 14/21 September 2015, 30. 
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LAURENS 
“But we’ll never be truly free 

Until those in bondage have the same rights 
as you and me, 

you and I. Do or die. Wait till I sally in 
On a stallion with the first black battalion.”255 

 

The elephant in the room. Unfortunately, no serious discussion of early American history can 

afford the comfort of evading the topic of race and slavery. The institution of slavery played a central 

role in many -if not all- aspects of early America. Susan-Mary Grant writes that: “At its inception, the 

American nation encapsulated the paradox of slaveholders preaching liberty, a fact that haunts the 

nation to this day.”256 Paraphrased in more general terms, Tara Helfman notes that: “If there is a 

single unifying theme in American history, it is this nation’s ongoing struggle to live up to its founding 

ideals -a struggle that has played out on the battlefield, in the courtroom, in the political process, and 

in the shaping of popular sensibilities.”257 This chapter will examine Hamilton in relation to racial 

issues. To do so, I will briefly address the history of Broadway musicals and ‘The Great White Way’ to 

gain a perspective on what preceded Hamilton. This is followed by discussing several scholarly 

perspectives on the diverse casting in Hamilton and how the show impacts race relations. How did 

Hamilton actually approach the question of slavery and race? And how did Lin-Manuel Miranda 

explain his contemplations regarding race and slavery in the creation of Hamilton? These two 

questions will form the basis of the subsequent section. For all the merits of historians' cognitive, 

rational approach, the last section focuses on the emotional appeal and transformative impact that 

Hamilton has engendered.  

The Broadway Musical is often presented as the paragon of American culture. It is an easily 

digestible, mainstream form of entertainment that typically appeals to an affluent, aging, 

predominantly white, New York-based audience (apart from the consistently large masses of tourists 

flocking the Broadway theaters). The disproportionately white audience on the one hand, and the 

 

255 Hammerstein II, Rodgers, and Miranda. "My Shot". 
256 Susan-Mary Grant, A Concise History of the United States of America (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 105. 
257 Helfman, "Why Hamilton Matters." 
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uncontroversial, confrontation-shy subject matter in most of the renowned Broadway productions 

on the other, earned Broadway the sardonic cognomen ‘The Great White Way.’258  

The Broadway musical developed into an archetypically American form of entertainment. 

Drawing on a variety of European cultural musical expressions, it has roots in light opera, minstrelsy, 

as well as British Music Hall.259 Also Vaudeville had a significant influence. Characterized as a 

burlesque style coming from France - it can be credited -among circus acts, acrobatics, poetry 

readings, and singing- for bringing comedy into the musical genre and Broadway.260 The style became 

popular among the masses and brought variations to the theatrical sphere, such as pantomimes, 

interactive comedies, and the infamous minstrel shows, which used racial stereotypes and blackface, 

painting faces with grease and exaggerating lips to look like black slaves, in addition to mocking 

accents. 

The initial outlines of contemporary Broadway begin in 1834 with the opening of a theater 

called Niblo's Garden, located on Broadway Avenue, with high-priced tickets and an affluent target 

audience. Its owner, William Niblo, was already using vaudeville-style presentations to attract 

spectators. At Niblo's Garden in 1866, the musical The Black Crook premiered; the first documented 

musical book.261 

As the city and its industries expanded, the fragmentation of the social classes soared - with 

Broadway as the pinnacle of high society. According to a 2017 report by the New York Times, the 

Bowery Theater, which had minstrel and revues shows,262 attracted large immigrant crowds, while 

upper-class bosses went to places such as Broadway, which had more ‘refined’ shows. In an 

interview, theater scholar John Kenrick says their proximity to Broadway measured someone's social 

status. Notwithstanding the ‘authentically American’ image of the Broadway Musical is, it is 

 

258 In its initial meaning, Broadway’s nickname ‘The Great White Way’ had nothing to do with the content of its shows, 
nor with the racially charged connotation it would later acquire. In 1880, the streets of Broadway were given an 
electrical installation - the fact is very important since later one of the nicknames for the area became The Great 
White Way, in reference to the lights of the theater marquises and the advertisements, something remarkable for 
the appearance of the city and for the formation of Times Square as it is known today.  

Keith Williams, "How Broadway Became Broadway," New York Times, October 26, 2017. 
259 Philip Kasinitz, "“Immigrants! We get the Job Done!”: newcomers remaking America on Broadway," Ethnic and Racial 

Studies 42, no. 6 (2019): 885. 
260 Warren Hoffman, The Great White Way: Race and the Broadway Musical (Rutgers University Press, 2020). For more 

on Broadway’s historical roots, see also: Michael Kantor and Laurence Maslon, Make'em laugh: The Funny Business 
of America (New York, NY: Twelve, 2008), https://www.pbs.org/wnet/makeemlaugh/comedys-evolution/history-
vaudeville-and-broadway/31/; Sarah E. Chinn, "Masculinity and National Identity on the Early American Stage," 
Literature Compass 9, no. 2 (2012); Elizabeth Titrington Craft, "Becoming American Onstage: Broadway Narratives 
of Immigrant Experiences in the United States" (2014). 

261 Raymond Knapp, "Contexts and Strategies," ed. Raymond Knapp, The American Musical and the Formation of 
National Identity (Princeton University Press, 2018). 8. 

262 Revues is a theatrical genre that unites singing, dance and comedy in an omnifarious show. 
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important to acknowledge that during Broadway’s formative –‘classic’- period, roughly the 1920s 

through the late 1950s,263 the creative process, and development of the Broadway musical evolved 

at the hands of children of immigrants. Most theater scholars agree on Show Boat (1927) as the 

starting point for modern Broadway history. However, in the context of racial emancipation, it is 

important to mention the all-black musical Shuffle Along (1921) by Blake and Sissle, which achieved 

both artistic and financial success. Shuffle Along propelled the artistic careers of numerous leading 

African-American actors such as Josephine Baker and Paul Robeson. While it did integrate subtle 

critiques of the racist minstrel show conventions of the time through satire and parody, ironically, it 

also relied on them in large part for its success (e.g., even black actors appeared in Blackface).264 

Despite their success, African American composers and actors were riding in the backseat of the 

flourishing theatre scene of the late 1920s and 1930s, finding it increasingly hard to obtain theatre 

space as well as financial resources to mount full-fledged shows.265  

Paradoxically, the immigrant influence (except black) would steadfastly pioneer cultural 

production and innovation on the Broadway scene for many decades to come. Many second or 1.5 

generation (i.e., of foreign descent but primarily raised in the U.S.) immigrants, often Jewish, 

emerged as consummate composers, playwrights, lyricists, or otherwise accomplished contributors 

to the arts, such as George and Ira Gershwin, Richard Rodgers, Leonard Bernstein, and Stephen 

Sondheim.266 For many immigrants (e.g., German-Americans, Irish-Americans, Jewish-Americans), 

Broadway would prove to be a vital stepping stone into American society. In a process that DiMaggio 

and Fernandez-Kelly have termed “qualified assimilation,” artists, actors, and audience alike 

embraced the venue of the musical by which to traverse the treacherous obstacle course of 

‘becoming American.’267 Assimilation never occurs as an isolated one-way street. Rather, it is a 

dynamic, reciprocal process that transforms both the newcomer, striving to assimilate into the 

 

263 Andrea Most, Making Americans: Jews and the Broadway Musical (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004); 
Jones, Our musicals, ourselves: a social history of the American musical theatre. 

264 David Krasner, Resistance, Parody, and Double Consciousness in African-American Theatre, 1895-1910 (New York: 
Palgrave, 1997). 

265 Kasinitz, "“Immigrants! We get the Job Done!”: newcomers remaking America on Broadway," 886. 
266 Other notable additions to the four examples listed above, should include: Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, Lorenz Hart, 

Jule Styne, Jerry Bock, Stephen Schwartz, Sheldon Harnick, Frank Loesser, E.L. Harburg, Betty Comden (born Basya 
Cohen), Adolph Green, and Oscar Hammerstein (though Hammerstein he was a third generation Jewish 
immigrant). Kasinitz, "“Immigrants! We get the Job Done!”: newcomers remaking America on Broadway," 887. 

267 Paul DiMaggio and Patricia Fernández-Kelly, Art in the Lives of Immigrant Communities in the United States (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2010), 1240; Paul DiMaggio and Patricia Fernández-Kelly, "Immigration and 
the Arts: A Theoretical Inquiry," Racial and Ethnic Studies 38, no. 8 (2015). 
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American mainstream and the American mainstream -or even ‘America,’ if you will.268 In other words, 

by ‘acting American,’ they also reimagined America in the process.269  

Broadway remained a cultural center dominated by whites, who produced shows for an 

overwhelmingly white audience. Surely, there were a few notable exceptions -most of which would 

suffer a short-lived run on Broadway as they were met with considerable opposition. Here is what 

renowned composer and New York Times critic Virgil Thompson wrote about Gershwin’s Porgy and 

Bess in 1935: 

“[the] material is straight from the melting pot. At best it is a piquant but highly 
unsavory stirring-up together of Israel, Africa and the Gaelic Isles. … I do not like 
fake folklore nor bittersweet harmony, nor six-part choruses, nor fidgety 
accompaniments, nor gefilte-fish orchestration.”270 

Although Gershwin should be credited for casting several Black characters, it still remained a 

show that was written and produced entirely by white people to entertain white people. Even as 

people of color started to appear sporadically in mainstream productions, the aggregate of Broadway 

shows continued to be created by white people. They continued to mirror the concerns and lifestyles 

of older, wealthier, and whiter middle- and upper-class Americans.271 In this context, the epithet 

‘White’ is meant to imply “a tacit, privileged lack of concern with racial identity or difference.”272 

While these plays depicted the lives of white Americans fairly accurately, they failed to do so for the 

lives of people of color in America.273 Hoffman’s assertion that the American musical facilitates the 

erasure of ethnic difference echoes this concern. Despite the abundant intersections of the American 

musical with cultural influences with foreign ethnic roots (e.g., ragtime, jazz, rock ‘n roll), the dearth 

of blacks, Jews, or other minorities of any stripe onstage is indicative of the “white outlook on 

American life” that continues to define Broadway. She sees Broadway as an act of “racial 
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propaganda” obscured by the genre’s perfidious “happy-go-lucky, toe-tapping, belt-to-the-rafters 

frivolity.”274 

Black cultural expressions sprouted and flourished in the post-war decades. Courtney Bliss 

traces the history of hip-hop and rap back to the urban grassroots movement where it originated 

from, to the force of self-empowerment,  and eventually commercial success for people of color and 

residents of the inner city. Self-representation in music that people of color created allowed for a 

measure of activism as self-identification.275 The hip-hop scene thrived as early as the 1970s, but its 

success was largely confined to communities of color, while The Great White Way remained just 

that.276  

Initial encounters of hip-hop with the Broadway scene amounted to a swing-and-a-miss at best. 

By the early 1990s and 2000s, several ethnically diverse Broadway plays had begun to erode the solid 

foundation of traditional white narratives. Rather than playing into the stereotypical character 

iterations of Black minstrelsy, imaginative plays such as Tony Award-winning Bring in ‘Da Noise, Bring 

in ‘Da Funk (1996) “dare[d] to challenge the mythology and re-educate the masses of America” from 

a historical vantage point of the Black experience.277 Shows such as Todd Kreitler’s Holler If Ya Hear 

Me (2014), featuring the music of murdered hip-hop icon Tupac Shakur, and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 

first Broadway musical In The Heights (2007), contributed to the further acquaintance of Broadway 

with rap and hip-hop. Until Hamiton, hip-hop and rap made it into shows when it pertained to 

relevant subject matter. In other words, hip-hop to describe hip-hop. The innovation brought about 

by Hamilton is that hip-hop is used as a medium through which a story is presented; a story that is in 

content unrelated to hip-hop.

Todd Decker describes a shift in casting practices that started in the 1970s with Michael 

Bennett’s formative Broadway hit A Chorus Line (1975).278 It set off a trend of casting practices that 

increasingly staged racially and ethnically diverse actors on the Broadway stage. This trend 

accelerated during the 1990s and has continued to this day. Though at first glance, this appears to 

mark progress on Broadway in terms of achieving racial representation more in line with diversity in 

the United States population, Decker notes that the overwhelming majority of multiracial musicals 
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evaded meaningful exploration of racial identity or difference in text and content.279 In doing so, the 

myth of a post-racial era is perpetuated while yielding little musical theater that truly addresses race 

and diversity issues that continue to linger in contemporary American society. Nor does the visibly 

diverse casting practice yield any genuine celebration of racial or ethnic diversity in a spirit of 

authentic multiculturalism. 

“…the multiracial musical is best understood as offering an experience with racial 
and ethnic otherness that works to assure …that commercial theater has, in some 
measure, embraced diversity and is open to persons of talent from any racial or 
ethnic background. This comforting subtext serves as a default interpretive position 
that preserves the musical stage as a nonconfrontational political and social arena 
of pure enjoyment, a utopian commercial space with a high price of admission, 
where racial and ethnic histories have been overcome, or can be set aside for the 
span of a story told in song and dance.”280 

Some notable exceptions exist. Social critique is voiced and emanated by shows that involve 

people of color's experiences -as opposed to merely casting several colored ensemble members. Such 

shows include: Shuffle Along (1921), Show Boat (1927; revived 1994), Porgy and Bess (1935), Ain’t 

Misbehavin’ (1978), The Color Purple (2005; revived 2015), Hairspray (2002), Avenue Q (2003), The 

Book of Mormon (2011), and Miranda’s own In The Heights (2008).281 

In the 1980s, the Non-Traditional Casting Project was set up in America to create more theater 

roles for actors of color, women, and actors with physical disabilities.282 The organizers launched the 

term non-traditional casting, a term used by Angela Pao in her book No Safe Spaces: Re-casting Race, 

Ethnicity, and Nationality in American Theater to discuss current casting practices related to actors 

of color in American theater. By the term no safe spaces, she refers to several aspects of non-

traditional casting. For example, she writes that opponents of casting practices' adaptation see non-

traditional casting as an insult to the theater tradition and historical 'authenticity.' Moreover, she 

writes that reluctant spectators are distracted by casts of a different ethnicity and even find the result 

of such casting implausible.283 For these people, a theater in which non-traditional casting occurs is 

 

279 Decker, "The Multiracial Musical Metropolis. Casting and Race after A Chorus Line," 185-86. 
280 Decker, "The Multiracial Musical Metropolis. Casting and Race after A Chorus Line," 186. 
281 Amanda K. LeBlanc, ""Who tells your story?" The Power of Hamilton’s Fantastic ‐Re-Telling of American History," in 

Resist and Persist. Essays on Social Revolution in 21st Century Narratives, ed. Amanda Firestone and Leisa A. Clark 
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2020), 103. 

282 Angela C. Pao, No Safe Spaces: Re-casting Race, Ethnicity, and Nationality in American Theater (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 2010), 1. 

283 Pao, No Safe Spaces: Re-casting Race, Ethnicity, and Nationality in American Theater, 2. 

javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.library.uu.nl:80/F/VHRKDJD7IA3V4SXCJYP6I1FSXCSMTD3D6GBV4QFU1I23SCNDJU-03522?func=service&doc_number=002896034&line_number=0043&service_type=TAG%22);
javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.library.uu.nl:80/F/VHRKDJD7IA3V4SXCJYP6I1FSXCSMTD3D6GBV4QFU1I23SCNDJU-03522?func=service&doc_number=002896034&line_number=0043&service_type=TAG%22);


‘Hamilton: an American Musical’ – MA thesis     M.H.R. Verhoeff | 3030148 
 

55 

no longer a safe space because they are forced to reflect on their thoughts and prejudices regarding 

ethnicity. 

Another example where non-traditional casting challenges the existence of a safe space is 

how leading institutions respond when controversy around non-traditional casting arises. Pao 

describes how the Actor's Equity Association passively encourages theater makers to engage in non-

traditional casting by adding non-discrimination clauses to contracts. Nevertheless, the institution 

was eventually forced to intervene in 1990 when a white actor was cast in Miss Saigon's Asian role. 

At that time, the Actor's Equity Association ventured onto thin ice because it had to protect the 

professional interests of ethnic minorities on the one hand. However, on the other hand, it had to be 

cautious not to interfere in artistic decisions.284 This forced the institution to reflect on its role and 

function concerning diversity in the theater. 

The emergence of projects such as the Non-Traditional Casting Project seems to refer to the 

sentiment that traditional casting practices, which created a sense of security, should make way for 

more diversity. As a result of these new casting practices, the theater is no longer a place where one 

can revel in affirmation. Spectators, theater-makers, and cultural institutions are, as it were, 

awakened by non-traditional casting from the safety of their white bubble and forced to reflect on 

their existing prejudices regarding ethnicity. Pao thus uses non-traditional casting primarily to refer 

to a form of casting in which actors of color are cast in roles that they could not have played according 

to the traditional casting conventions.  

Hamilton can definitively be described as a musical that intends to challenge the safe space 

in the theater. Hamilton also uses non-traditional casting by casting actors of color in the roles of 

historically white people. This form of deliberate race-reversed casting is also described as 

racebending, which means that actors of color are cast in traditionally white roles to create more 

roles for actors of color.285 Journalist Aja Romano used the term in her review of Hamilton to indicate 

that Hamilton should be seen as fanfiction. Fanfiction involves adapting an existing story, whereby 

the author or creator assumes a certain degree of creative freedom or dramatic license for the sake 

of storytelling. Critics who disapprove of Hamilton's casting choices because they are not historically 

accurate do not understand the musical's point. According to her, Hamilton is not meant as a 

historically accurate piece, but as a creative adaptation of Alexander Hamilton's history.  
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Playwright Lin-Manuel Miranda has indicated that he wrote the musical with actors of color 

in mind for several reasons. In part, he believes that there are too few theatre roles for actors of 

color. In part, the vernacular of hip-hop resonates with people of color: "Ultimately, rap is the voice 

of urban African American youth, and this voice is a form of resistance to and survival within the 

dominant social order."286  Consequently, all companies of the musical adhere to a color-reversed 

casting.  

Representations of race and ethnicity 

In earlier musicals, stereotypes were often used to portray the ethnic identity of actors. Todd 

Decker writes in his chapter Race, Ethnicity, Performance: "Throughout its history, the musical has 

relied on the dramaturgical shorthand stereotypes provide, chiefly as a means to enhance the 

entertainment value of a product being sold to particular audiences."287 So the musical has a long 

history of using stereotypes, analogous to other expressions in popular culture, such as film. As early 

as 1948, Oscar Hammerstein II made a statement denouncing stereotypical representation: 

"We deplore the evil of stereotypes in fiction, on the stage and on the screen—the 
crap-shooting, razor-wielding Negro, the crafty and penurious Jew, the pugnacious, 
whiskey-drinking Irishman. All these are on their way out as stock characters. When 
races are invariably symbolized by these types, the result is not only harmful but it 
is likely to make dull entertainment."288 

 Although audiences are becoming more consciously aware and dismissive of overtly 

stigmatizing and outdated stereotypes, they still occur in musicals, albeit in less blatant, unconcealed 

forms. Stereotypes that signify race or ethnicity are used subtly and cautiously (perhaps, partly to 

avoid social justice backlash). For example, the composition of melody may implicate a particular 

racial or ethnic trope, as in Leonard Bernstein's song 'America' (from West Side Story), where the use 

of complex cross-rhythms signify a Latin origin, or the 'Oriental' invocation through the pentatonic 

scale in Richard Rodgers's 'March of the Siamese Children' (from The King and I).289 

Hamilton has the potential to exert a positive influence on the musical landscape through the 

way ethnic identity is represented. However, the musical has also sparked criticism among scholars, 

particularly regarding its treatment of race and slavery. McAllister says: "Hamilton’s greatest 
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transgressive potential rests with how slavery is handled and mishandled.”290 The resulting misguided 

representation of history can be problematic because the media often treat Hamilton as a historically 

accurate piece. Historian Nancy Isenberg refers to an article in Times Magazine in which the musical 

is called a “rigorously factual period drama.”291 

Isenberg joins McAllister and says that the musical is less progressive than it seems at first 

glance due to how slavery is treated. She says: “[...] the spirit of Hamilton allows Americans to 

overcome their disillusionment with the founders over the embarrassment of slavery. Though it is 

clear that Hamilton purchased slaves,[...], his northernness, his Carribbeanness, is somehow 

conflated with abolitionism.”292 Isenberg mentions the nature of the medium as the cause of the 

flawed representation of history. According to her, musicals are “more manipulative than fact-based 

historical prose, because its goal is not to be objective, but to make the audience repress rationality 

and indulge in the seductive power of playfulness.”293  

Marvin McAllister, a theater scholar, dealing with post-colonial criticism, writes about the 

underrepresentation of slavery in Hamilton. He first discusses the dualism created by letting black 

actors play slave owners and argues that this dualism should be expressed more explicitly, rather 

than merely through the characters. As evidence, he cites a scene with “a brief yet transgressive 

representation of explicit slavers and implicit enslaved.”294 In this scene, we see Thomas Jefferson, 

one of Hamilton’s political opponents, returning from France. He comes down a flight of stairs while 

the ensemble -which is supposed to represent a group of slaves- dances around him and arranges 

everything. In this scene, we see both the founding father and the slaves he owned -including his 

mistress Sally Hemmings. According to McAllister, a further representation of slavery in this way 

could solve the underrepresentation of slavery in Hamilton. In this way, the heroic deeds of the 

people who contributed to America's creation and the history of slavery they were apart of would 

provide a more complete picture of history. Christopher Jackson, the actor who impersonates George 

Washington, argues that “the Broadway audience doesn’t like to be preached to” and that the show 

offers unequivocal -albeit implicit- commentary scorning the institution of slavery by “having a 
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multiracial cast. It gives us [actors of color] the chance to provide an additional context just by our 

presence onstage, filling these characters up.”295 

The problem of the representation of the history of slavery is difficult. Although McAllister’s 

proposal appears to be a viable solution at first glance, it too is problematic. The use of racebending, 

compounded by the explicit representation of the history of slavery, can also have a stigmatizing 

effect because actors of color are again ‘chained’ to the slavery history of their ancestors. 

Furthermore, suppose Miranda would have added one or two slave characters, such as Hercules 

Mulligan’s slave Cato or Sally Hemmings, in a more substantial role, would it have made much of a 

difference? Or if Miranda had a slave come out and rap a monody lamenting his or her misery, or if 

he inserted a scene depicting the Schuyler family’s servants preparing Angelica for the Winter’s ball, 

let us be honest, it would only solicit more contestation. The depiction would fail to show slaves as 

full human beings, or they would not look sufficiently miserable, or their parts would be too marginal 

to the play, and so on.296 The point here is not to negate the reasonable objection to the dearth of 

black characters vis-à-vis black actors, but rather that resolving it runs the risk of spurring new 

allegations of tokenism.297 

The upheaval amongst historians about Hamilton’s position on the issue of slavery merits a 

closer look. What did Alexander Hamilton actually think and believe with regard to slavery? What 

actions did he take about slavery, and what were the motivations behind his (in)actions? Many 

historians dispute Ron Chernow’s assertion that Hamilton was an “unwavering abolitionist.” Indeed, 

Hamilton never predicated himself as an abolitionist; in fact, abolitionism is a bit of an anachronism 

in relation to the 18th century since the term appeared very sporadically in the late 18th century.298 

That said, given the widespread use of the term in literature and biographies on the subject, there is 

hardly any escaping the term.  

Alexander Hamilton, the ‘unwavering abolitionist’ 
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It is fair to say that numerous biographers support Lin-Manuel Miranda’s depiction of Hamilton 

and co. as a “bunch of revolutionary manumission abolitionists.” Historian John C. Miller insists that 

Hamilton “advocated one of the most daring invasions of property rights that was ever made—the 

abolition of Negro slavery.”299 Another biographer, Forest McDonald, argues that “Hamilton was an 

abolitionist, and on that subject he never wavered.”300 His anti-slavery credentials are attributed to 

his younger years spent on the West Indian islands of Nevis and St. Croix, immersed in a system that 

benefitted handsomely from and relied heavily on slave labor. For instance, James Oliver Horton 

writes that the system of slavery “would shape Alexander’s attitudes about race and slavery for the 

rest of his life” and that his “outcast”-status instilled in him a deep-seated sympathy with slaves.301 

Also Ron Chernow, Hamilton’s historical conscience, seems to take for fact that “The memories of his 

[Hamilton] West Indian childhood left Hamilton with a settled antipathy to slavery.”302 A recently 

published essay by Jessie Serfilippi, historian and tour guide at the Schuyler Mansion State Historic 

Site, titled “As Odious and Immoral a Thing”: Alexander Hamilton's Hidden History as an Enslaver, 

argues to the contrary that “it is more likely that Hamilton’s exposure to slavery as a child caused him 

to internalize the lesson that enslavement was the symbol of success for a white man like himself 

and could lead to the higher station he sought.”303 However, either assertion is supported only by 

circumstantial evidence as there are no primary sources to support a causality between Hamilton’s 

younger years in St. Croix, his involvement with the Caribbean slave trade, and his stance on 

slavery.304 What is known is that one or both of Hamilton’s parents owned several slaves during their 

lives. When his father left the family for financial reasons of his own, he left Alexander and his brother 

James with their mother, Rachael. Rachael succumbed to fever shortly after. She owned nine 

 

299 John Chester Miller, Alexander Hamilton: Portrait in Paradox (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1957), 122. 
300 Forrest McDonald, Alexander Hamilton: a biography (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1979), 34. 
301 James Oliver Horton, "Alexander Hamilton: Slavery and Race in a Revolutionary Generation," The New York Journal 

of American History 65, no. 3 (2004): 16-17, http://www.alexanderhamiltonexhibition.org/about/Horton%20-
%20Hamiltsvery_Race.pdf.. Other examples of Hamilton-biographies that assert Hamilton’s abolitionist traits 
include: Henry Cabot Lodge, Alexander Hamilton (Edinburgh: David Douglas, 1886); Broadus Mitchell, Alexander 
Hamilton: Youth to Maturity, 1755-1788 (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1957); Broadus Mitchell, Alexander 
Hamilton: The National Adventure, 1788-1804 (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1962); Richard Brookhiser, 
Alexander Hamilton: American (New York: The Free Press, 1999); Chernow, Alexander Hamilton; Horton, 
"Alexander Hamilton: Slavery and Race in a Revolutionary Generation."; Richard Brookhiser, "Alexander Hamilton, 
The Man Who Made America Prosperous," ed. Carol Berkin, vol. Winter, History Now: Alexander Hamilton in the 
American Imagination (New York, NY: Gilder Lehrman Institute, 2016), Issue 44. 

302 Chernow, Alexander Hamilton, 210. 
303 Jessie Serfilippi, "As Odious and Immoral a Thing: Alexander Hamilton's Hidden History as an Enslaver," November 11 

2020: 6. https://parks.ny.gov/documents/historic-
sites/SchuylerMansionAlexanderHamiltonsHiddenHistoryasanEnslaver.pdf. 

304 Van Hees, ""America, You Great Unfinished Symphony". Hamilton: An American Musical and its Role in Questioning 
the Cultural Hegemony of the Foundation Myth of the United States of America," 22; Michelle DuRoss, 
"Somewhere in Between: Alexander Hamilton and Slavery," Early America Review 15, no. 1 (2011), 
https://www.varsitytutors.com/earlyamerica/early-america-review/volume-15/hamilton-and-slavery. 



‘Hamilton: an American Musical’ – MA thesis     M.H.R. Verhoeff | 3030148 
 

60 

enslaved persons and the family lot at the time of her death (February 19th, 1768), but since 

Alexander and James were born out of wedlock, a probate court ruled that they were entitled to 

neither.305  

James and Alexander moved to the island of St. Croix and were taken in by their cousin Peter 

Lytton. Alexander landed a job as a clerk at Beekman & Cruger, a local trader importing from and 

exporting to New York and New England. The two boys soon were left to their own devices once 

again after their cousin committed suicide in 1769. Nicholas Cruger mentored the young Alexander, 

exposing him to the intricacies of international trade, handling foreign currencies, and economics. 

This experience would prove invaluable to his future career in American politics.306 When Nicholas 

Cruger fell ill for several months, he left the fourteen-year-old Alexander in charge of the company. 

In this capacity, Alexander oversaw the handling of at least one known shipment of 300 African slaves 

destined for the sugar plantations on St. Croix.307 Alexander wrote to a friend in 1769 that he “would 

willingly risk my life tho’ not my Character to exalt my Station [sic]” and his plan to do so is expressed 

in one of his most famous sentences: “I wish there was a War,” suggesting that he chose the path of 

the military to pursue fame and a higher social status.308 Hamilton grew up in a Caribbean 

environment where slavery was abundant and an integral part of life. As a child, he took little if any 

active part in perpetuating slavery. He had little choice but to sporadically engage in the slave trade 

in his capacity as an executive of Beekman & Cruger. In fact, “no white in the sugar islands was entirely 

exempt from the pervasive taint of slavery.”309  

A significant event in which Hamilton’s attitude on slavery began to crystallize publicly is the 

publication of his first major essay in December 1774, titled: A Full Vindication of the Measures of the 

Congress. Amongst arguments supporting the emerging revolutionary stirrings and castigating the 

oppressive policies of the crown, A Full Vindication drew  direct comparisons between the plight of 

revolutionary Americans, downtrodden by British colonial rule, and black slavery. Hamilton did not 

share the unapologetically flagrant racist views of many of his contemporaries, most notably Thomas 

Jefferson. Hamilton dismissed the idea of black inferiority, commenting that “their [blacks] natural 
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faculties are as good as ours,” a fairly progressive frame of mind for his era.310 Instead, A full 

Vindication posits that: “all men have one common original: they participate in one common nature, 

and consequently have one common right. No reason can be assigned why one man should exercise 

any power, or pre-eminence over his fellow creatures more than another; unless they have 

voluntarily vested him with it.”311 

An early attempt toward black emancipation was spearheaded by one of Hamilton’s close 

friends, John Laurens. Until Laurens’ unfortunate demise in 1782 in a skirmish with some remaining 

British troops, he was one of the most vocal critics of slavery. He envisioned recruiting an all-black 

battalion. They would fight alongside the Americans in the Revolutionary War and earn their freedom 

as U.S. soldiers once the war was over. Hamilton sought congressional approval for Laurens’ plan in 

1779 through John Jay while Jay presided over the Continental Congress. The plan was met with 

considerable opposition, which Hamilton believed to originate from “the contempt we have been 

taught to entertain for blacks” and “makes us fancy many things that are founded neither in reason 

nor experience.” Hamilton did not write off the abilities of blacks to be of value on the battlefield as 

Jefferson and others did. In fact, he believed military service could prove to contribute to the possible 

inclusion or emancipation of former slaves. Giving Negroes “their freedom with their muskets” will 

“secure their fidelity, animate their courage, and I believe will  have a good influence on those that 

remain, by opening a door to their emancipation.” Hamilton also confided to Jay that he hoped that 

this measure would also facilitate the gradual emancipation of those enlisted: “This circumstance, I 

confess, has no small weight in inducing me to wish the success of the project; for the dictates of 

humanity and true policy equally interest me in favor of this unfortunate class of men.”312 The 

correspondence above eclipses Hamilton’s main objection against the institution of slavery: it is 

inefficient. Grounded in a sincere belief in meritocracy, Hamilton found that slavery curtailed human 

resources and squandered talent. Men who could potentially make various valuable contributions to 

society were prevented from doing so, and thus it fails to let talented people put their talents to 

work.313 In more abstract terms, Hamilton considered slavery to inhibit the full exploitation of labor 

as an economic factor of production. 

 
310 Ball, "Ambition and Bondage. An Inquiry on Alexander Hamilton and Slavery." 
311 Alexander Hamilton, "A Full Vindication of the Measures of Congress," The Papers of Alexander Hamilton  (1774). 
312 Alexander Hamilton, ""To John Jay", March 14, 1779," ed. Harold C. Syrett, vol. 2, The Papers of Alexander Hamilton 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1961-present), https://founders.archives.gov/?q=Volume%3AHamilton-01-
02%20Recipient%3A%22Jay%2C%20John%22&s=1511311112&r=7. 17-19. 

313 Historian Carol Berkin, featured in: Dir. Meyers, "Alexander Hamilton: American Experience", 2007. 
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Perhaps, Alexander Hamilton made his most significant contribution to the abolitionist cause 

as a founding member of the New York Manumission Society, an organization devoted to the 

manumission of slaves. After serving as the first United States Secretary of the Treasury in the 

Washington Administration, he returned to New York and resumed his legal practice. He also revived 

his active membership of the Society and became its second president. In this capacity, Hamilton 

pushed for a petition to end the slave trade, which he lamented was “a commerce so repugnant to 

humanity, and so inconsistent with the liberality and justice which should distinguish a free and 

enlightened people.”314 Hamilton offered legal advice to former slaves who had escaped to the North 

and defended them against their Southern owners who brandished bills of sale in an effort to reclaim 

their runaway slaves. The New York Manumission Society also opened the first schools for black 

children. Paradoxically, many of the Society’s members owned -or had owned- slaves themselves and 

a proposal by one of the committees chaired by Hamilton to demand members to undertake a 

gradual emancipation of their slaves ultimately did not pass.315  

Morality versus Ambition 

Without detracting from the arguments mentioned above that purport Alexander Hamilton’s 

abolitionist ideals, there are several important sidenotes and nuances. Hamilton firmly believed that 

the American Revolution would ultimately have to live up to and honor its own foundational 

principles. In doing so, it would have to come to terms with the ever-simmering question of slavery 

at some point.316 That said, whenever Hamilton’s central political tenet of property rights, his sincere 

dedication to preserving the Union, promoting American interests, or pursuing his personal 

ambitions came into conflict with his aversion to slavery, the latter always rode in the backseat.  

From an early age, Hamilton brimmed with ambition (and at times consumed by it) and spared 

no effort to “exalt his station” and climb the social ladder to a position of fame and notoriety in 

society. That meant befriending the influential and the wealthy, which often implied befriending 

slave-owning whites in the eighteenth century. Hamilton married into the prominent Schuyler family 

of New York, which kept roughly a dozen slaves in their mansion and a dozen more at their upstate 

farmlands. His warm friendship with George Washington was also instrumental for rising in the social 

ranks. Both his marriage into the Schuyler family and his warm friendship with George Washington 

 

314 Alexander Hamilton, "Memorial to Abolish the Slave Trade, 13 March 1786," in Founders Online (National Archives, 
1786/2020). https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-03-02-0503. 

315 Julie Silverbrook, "George Washington, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison on 
slavery.," Constituting America,  April 12, 2013: 10-11. https://constitutingamerica.org/friday-april-12-2013-essay-
40-guest-essayist-julie-silverbrook/#top; Hamilton and Newton, ""Opening a Door to Their Emancipation." 
Alexander Hamilton and slavery." 

316 Michael D. Chan, "Alexander Hamilton on Slavery," The Review of Politics 66, no. 2 (2004). 
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demanded that Hamilton conceded some of his anti-slavery ideals, at least temporarily. Hamilton 

cultivated his friendship with George Washington by avoiding discussing slavery with him 

(Washington held several hundred slaves at Mount Vernon, Virginia). Hamilton did urge the General 

to enlist slaves in the Continental Army. Here too, Hamilton’s intentions were ambivalent. As 

mentioned earlier, Hamilton did believe in the virtue and expedience of Black soldiers. However, he 

only started pushing Washington to accept their enlistment when it became clear that the British 

were also considering recruiting slaves at the promise of freedom after the war. Ever the pragmatist, 

Hamilton realized that the Continental Army would be in dire peril had the 5,000 slaves joined the 

British Army instead. 317 

 During the Constitutional Convention, Hamilton prioritized the creation of a union of the North 

and South and accepted, be it grudgingly, that protecting slavery was a necessary evil toward this 

higher goal. The financial prosperity and stability that Hamilton envisioned for the nation required 

the South's participation, for it held vast amounts of natural resources.318 The three-fifths clause, he 

reasoned, was a necessary evil and its inclusion in the Constitution a sine qua non for the formation 

of the United States.319 Hamilton’s position on the Constitution’s slavery clauses was diplomatically 

verbalized in Remarks in the New York Ratifying Convention, 20 June 1788, in which he held that the 

slavery clauses were the “result of the spirit of accommodation, which governed the Convention; and 

without its indulgence, no union could possibly have been formed.”320 From the day Hamilton arrived 

in what would become the United States, he worked wholeheartedly and tirelessly for everything the 

United States and its flag stands for. On his deathbed, he said: “If they break this Union, they will 

break my heart.”321 

As Secretary of the Treasury, Hamilton laid out his financial vision for the United States. He 

projected a transition from an agricultural society to a more industrialized society in Report on the 

Subject of Manufactures and his First and Second Reports on Public Credit. It laid out a blueprint for 

an economy in which slavery would gradually be phased out. Hamilton cautiously paved the way for 

his ideas, for instance, by not mentioning slavery one single time in his Report, but speaking of labor 

as human capital as a variable input (wage labor) rather than a fixed function of capital (slave 

 

317 Ball, "Ambition and Bondage. An Inquiry on Alexander Hamilton and Slavery." 
318 DuRoss, "Somewhere in Between: Alexander Hamilton and Slavery." 
319 Silverbrook, "George Washington, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison on 

slavery.." 
320 Alexander Hamilton, "New York Ratifying Convention. Remarks.," ed. Harold C. Syrett, vol. 5, The Papers of Alexander 

Hamilton (New York: Columbia University Press, 1962, 1788), 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-05-02-0012-0005. 

321 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 208. 
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labor).322 Hamilton firmly believed that commerce, and more specifically industrialization, would 

phase out slavery due to the nature of the more skilled jobs needed in an industrial economy. Equally 

important to any successful attempt to eradicate slavery was the provision of a viable economic 

alternative, and, according to Hamilton, commerce provided just that.323 

Ultimately, one must judge Hamilton, or any of the Founding Fathers for that matter, in the 

context and standards effective in his time, rather than pointing to his deficiencies measured against 

a sensibility unique to the twenty-first century.324 Hamilton and his contemporaries were born into a 

world where slavery was an established institution and part of daily life. So it seems unfair to blame 

them for a world they did not create. On the other hand, we cannot pretend that their world was 

utterly oblivious to egalitarian ideals since various movements and societies were actively protesting 

the institution of slavery and were calling for freedom and equality for all people (including people 

of color). Furthermore, it would deny the founding fathers' complex and flawed personalities if we 

completely condemn or absolve any of them. To evaluate them purely on their track record on slavery 

would be overly simplistic. One crucial step forward is to distinguish judging people’s actions from 

judging people by acknowledging that individuals are more than a single (or series of) action(s), 

rendering them neither completely good nor bad.325 As for Alexander Hamilton, he had “resplendent 

visions for himself and the United States, yet ultimately remained a pragmatist who understood and 

only participated in battles he could win – unfortunately for his time, slavery, so ingrained in the 

American South, was an impossible battle for Hamilton to win.”326 

America has a collective responsibility to tell national history in the most accurate and complete 

fashion while preventing the demonization or whitewashing of its historical deficiencies, most 

notably its original sin; the sin of slavery. Through cultural artifacts such as Hamilton: An American 

Musical, avenues are created for public discussion and reconciliation with the good and the bad in 

historical heroes for some and villains to others.327 

 

322 Ball, "Ambition and Bondage. An Inquiry on Alexander Hamilton and Slavery."; Alexander Hamilton, "The Report on 
the Subject of Manufactures, December 5, 1791," in The Papers of Alexander Hamilton, ed. Harold C. Syrett (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1966). 
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Aaron Rabinowitz and Robert Arp (Chicago, IL: Open Court Publishing, 2017), 164. 
325 Vink, "Founding Fathers, Founding Slavers." 
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327 Vink, "Founding Fathers, Founding Slavers." 
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Sometimes there is more to a story than just what meets 

the eye. Initially, Hamilton was supposed to feature three 

Cabinet Battles. The first two made it into the final version of 

the show and deal with Hamilton’s financial plan, and whether 

to get involved in international affairs or maintain neutrality. 

There was supposed to be a third Battle dedicated to the issue 

of slavery, but it was deleted from the show’s final cut. The 

public learned of its existence through the libretto Hamilton: 

The Revolution, in which Miranda and McCarter published the 

integral lyrics of the deleted third Cabinet Battle. As mentioned, 

one of Hamilton’s main criticisms is its relative silence on 

slavery. However, a closer look reveals compelling reasons that 

led Miranda to delete this direct confrontation with slavery. To 

the right is an excerpt from Cabinet Battle #3.328 

Van Hees writes that in order to understand the “current 

cultural hegemony of the foundational myth,” it is crucial to 

consider the role of founders chic because works of art (such as 

Hamilton) reinforce a mythology and historical perspective of 

the founding that “underscores greatness in a few men.” What 

is more, this perspective marginalizes and diminishes the “roles 

of women, blacks (freed or enslaved) and other minorities.”329 

She ascribes to Waldstreicher and Pasley’s assertion that 

Miranda has merely created historical fiction by grounding 

Hamilton in a historical paradigm that maintains a more 

”attractive version of Hamilton by editing them to suit modern 

liberal sensibilities.” Rather than being genuinely revolutionary, 

they argue that Hamilton conforms to the unapologetic, 

whitewashed, and polished version of history epitomized in 

 

328 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 212-13. 
329 Van Hees, ""America, You Great Unfinished Symphony". Hamilton: An American Musical and its Role in Questioning 

the Cultural Hegemony of the Foundation Myth of the United States of America," 19-20. 

Cabinet Battle #3 
 

[JEFFERSON] Sir, 
The constitution clearly states 

That the states have to wait 
Until eighteen-oh-eight to debate 

 
[HAMILTON] Sir— 

 
[JEFFERSON] Wait! 

That's the price we paid 
For the southern states to participate 
In our little independence escapade. 
We made concessions to the south 

to make them less afraid. 
You take away our property? 
Secession talk will escalate. 

But for a second, 
let us say that we can legislate 

Unanimous emancipation. 
Freedom reigns, and yes, it's great. 

We cannot cure prejudice or 
righteous, desperate hate. 

So back to Africa or do 
they get a separate state? 

It's a sin. It's growing like a cancer, 
But we can't address the question 

if we do not have an answer. 
Hey, and if you don't know, 

Now you know, Mr. President. 
 

[WASHINGTON] I already kinda knew, 
but- 

 
[HAMILTON] Is it my turn? Good. 

Plantation states are 
packed with promise makers. 

Do you realize the precious 
time these legislators wasted? 

Institutionalizing slavery 
only multiplied our troubles. 

Wait till the 1800s, and 
their population doubles. 

You all know: 
This is the stain on 

our soul and democracy. 
A land of the free? 

No, it's not. It's hypocrisy! 
To subjugate, dehumanize a race, 

call 'em property 
And say that we are powerless to stop it 

Can you not foresee? 
Sir, even you, 

you have hundreds of slaves 
Whose descendants will curse our names 

when we're safe in our graves. 
How will the south find 
labor for its businesses? 

How will Thomas Jefferson 
find his next mistresses? 
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founders chic. Rather than to challenge, Miranda actually upholds and confirms the culturally 

hegemonic white founding narrative.330 

Waldstreicher and Pasley offer a rather cold, unflattering evaluation of Hamilton, a harsh 

verdict I believe to be unwarranted, and a misrepresentation of the show in no small degree. 

Hamilton’s unorthodox coalescence of the traditionally white narrative of the Founding Fathers, told 

by an all-but-white cast in the urban vernacular of rap and hip-hop, cannot be rightly charged with 

complicity in maintaining a whitewashed version of history. Nor is the allegation merited that the 

show only idolizes the founders and obfuscates their shortcomings. Choices pertaining to such 

considerations have been preoccupying Miranda throughout the show’s creative process and have 

never been made lightly or without proper justification. Miranda has always denied the premise that 

Hamilton lionizes the Founding Fathers. In an extensive interview with Rolling Stone, he rebuts: 

“I think our goal is to present them as human and not just the five facts you know 
about them from your history books. So it’s about how Washington fucked up a lot 
before he became the father of our country. It’s about how Hamilton kept his eye on 
his work and really fucked up at home. It’s about how Jefferson wrote really 
eloquently about freedom and owned over 600 people. None of them gets off scot-
free in our show.”331 

Sometimes what is excluded from the show can be equally revealing as what is included. A 

third cabinet battle focused on a petition to abolish the slave trade brought to the House floor by a 

delegation of Philadelphia Quakers.332 Hamilton would side with the Quakers against the pro-slavery 

camp of Jefferson/Madison. The petition did not get anywhere. After two days of listening to the 

Quaker’s plight, James Madison set a gag-rule: “We’re not talking about slavery until 1808” (as agreed 

upon in compromise during the Constitutional Convention). Miranda paraphrases Madison’s 

response as a technical escape route to avert the painful truth that they simply did not know how to 

solve it. So they “all kicked it down the field.”333 Miranda contemplated how to approach the issue 

of slavery in Hamilton. Speaking to Entertainment Weekly, he says: 

“I totally wrestled with this rap battle and spent months writing it. We did it in one 
workshop, but you just get to a point where you look at all these flawed, human 

 

330 Waldstreicher and Pasley, "Hamilton as Founders Chic. A Neo-Federalist, Antislavery Usable Past?," 155. 
331 Binelli, "'Hamilton' Creator Lin-Manuel Miranda: The Rolling Stone Interview." 
332 Ellis, Founding brothers: The Revolutionary Generation, 81-118. 
333 Chris Hayes, "‘Hamilton’Creator Lin-Manuel Miranda, Questlove and Black Thought on the Runaway Broadway Hit, 

Its Political Relevance and Super-Fan Barack Obama," Billboard, August 30 2015. 
https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/magazine-feature/6648455/hamilton-lin-manuel-miranda-questlove-
black-thought-the-roots-chris-hayes-interview. 
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characters, and they didn’t do anything. Nothing really happened on slavery until 
the Civil War a hundred years later.”334 

In another interview with NPR’s podcast Fresh Air, Miranda confided that: 

“Hamilton -although he voiced anti-slavery beliefs- remained complicit in the 
system. And other than calling out Jefferson on his hypocrisy with regards to slavery 
in Act 2, doesn’t really say much else over the course of Act 2. And I think that’s 
actually pretty honest. … He didn’t really do much about it after that. None of them 
did. None of them did enough.”335 

There is a sense of historical truthfulness that Miranda has weighed against confronting 

slavery more directly in Hamilton. As much as we would like to believe that Hamilton could somehow 

resolve or reconcile the slavery problem, the “truth is that at that time and in that place and with 

those men, slavery wasn’t going anywhere.”336 They acknowledged the ‘moral depravity’ of the 

practice (Jefferson) and testified to its ‘incompatibility with the values of the Revolution’ (Madison), 

but they also benefited from it.  

After much deliberation, the third cabinet battle was cut from the final version of the show. 

The decision to delete Cabinet Battle #3 actually expresses substantial criticism of Hamilton’s conduct 

with regard to slavery. It is an omission charged with content rather than an omission out of neglect. 

Yet, without the perspective added by Lin’s deliberations and doubts, this omission also triggers stiff 

criticism, such as: “Hamilton’s greatest transgressive potential rests with how slavery is handled and 

mishandled.”337 Or one of Hamilton’s first critics, Lyra Monteiro, who argues that “the musical falls 

short … on some of the most important issues of this [Founding era] period - race and slavery.”338 But 

it does not. The mere racial cast reversal provides a  bold if implicit commentary on slavery and its 

repercussions. 

Critics sometimes fall into the trap of judging Hamilton according to their personal take on 

the founding era’s most important issues and reproach the show for failing to meet these self-

imposed standards. Perhaps to the disappointment of critics such as Lyra Monteiro, Hamilton is not 

necessarily a musical about slavery; it advances the cause of diversity and the plight of minorities and 

 

334 Isabella Biedenharn, "Making The Hamilton Mixtape: Lin-Manuel Miranda explains the stories behind the songs," 
Entertainment,  November 30, 2016. https://ew.com/music/2016/11/30/hamilton-mixtape-lin-manuel-miranda-
songs/. 

335 Terry Gross, 'The Past Isn't Done With Us,' Says 'Hamilton' Creator Lin-Manuel Miranda, podcast audio, Fresh Air. 
June 29, 2020, https://www.npr.org/2020/06/29/884592985/the-past-isn-t-done-with-us-says-hamilton-creator-
lin-manuel-miranda. 

336 Annie Reneau, "Hamilton's missing 'Cabinet Battle #3' addresses the slavery issue the show glossed over," Upworthy,  
July 8, 2020. https://www.upworthy.com/hamiltons-missing-cabinet-battle-3-addresses-some-of-the-shows-
slavery-criticisms. 
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immigrants without directly addressing these issues. In an illuminating dissertation, Jason McCool 

writes: 

“The musical’s treatment of racial inequality is reflected through a metanarrative 
predicated upon the representative power of its casting practices, rather than 
through its actual narrative.”339  

If the point of detractors is to prove Hamilton's fallibility, granted; no story is perfect. Neither 

is any single story universally applicable, nor will any single cultural artifact resolve the existential 

struggle with slavery that has tainted the United States from its inception to this day. Hamilton does 

not aspire to be as historically accurate as it should have been as a documentary or a history book, 

but it is not. Nor does Miranda claim that it is. So Hamilton should be lauded for the transformative 

work that it does do as an artistic work: it works as a vessel to facilitate a reclaimed spotlight for 

those who have been excluded from the conventional white-washed narrative. As such, it works to 

ensure that people of color, minorities, immigrants, and in fact, everyone has a chance to thrive in 

an American nation and -narrative to which they feel they too belong.  

Anyone curious to hear what the Cabinet Battle #3 sounds like does not have to linger in 

limbo; the track is included on Hamilton The Mixtape.340 

Hamilton is venerated for its unorthodox coalescence of the traditionally white tale of the 

Founding Fathers, told by a non-white cast in the urban vernacular of rap and hip-hop. Hamilton 

bridges the gap between the mainstream narrative of the founding era and those it excludes by both 

rejecting and ‘updating’ it. In this paragraph, I argue that, notwithstanding allegations made by 

historians and others, Hamilton's emotional appeal has engendered change in ways that take 

precedence over correcting historical errors or omissions. 

Many members of the cast have reflected on this aspect of Hamilton’s impact, both on a 

personal level and in a broader perspective. Essentially, it “gives us the opportunity to reclaim the 

history that some of us don’t necessarily think is our own,” concludes Renée Elise Goldsberry, who 

impersonates Angelica Schuyler.341 Both Okieriete Onaodowan, aka ‘Oak,’ (in the roles of Hercules 

Mulligan/ James Madison) and Daveed Diggs (in the roles of Marquis de Lafayette/ Thomas Jefferson) 
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https://www.wsj.com/articles/hamilton-roles-are-this-rappers-delight-1436303922. 



‘Hamilton: an American Musical’ – MA thesis     M.H.R. Verhoeff | 3030148 
 

69 

saw a special opportunity in impersonating a Founding Father. Oak, whose parents were poor 

Nigerian immigrants, grew up in relative hardship and says he has become “hyperconscious” about 

playing roles in yet “another show about a messed-up black-kid.” He considers playing Madison to 

be a godsend: “I’m a black man playing a wise, smart, distinguished future president.”342 Daveed 

Diggs agrees and reminisces about the impact it might have had on his life had he seen a black man 

play Jefferson, Madison, or Washington: “A whole lot of things I just never thought were for me would 

have seemed possible.” And the show continues to inspire him as it enhances his feeling of belonging 

as an American: “I always felt at odds with this country. You can only get pulled over by the police for 

no reason so many times before you say, ‘F*ck this.’”343 In another TIME interview, Daveed said that: 

“Watching Chris Jackson play George Washington for a week, I left thinking that the 
dollar bill looked wrong. I walked out of the show with a sense of ownership over 
American history. Part of it is seeing brown bodies play these people.”344  

Philip Gentry, in his review of Hamilton, comments on the representative power of an African-

American-derived musical language enacted by a white Founding Father: 

“When Daveed Diggs, a child of Jewish and African-American parents, opens the first 
cabinet battle singing lines of the Declaration of Independence, the actor’s identity 
is placed into dialectical tension with the real Thomas Jefferson, notorious slave 
owner. His dexterous, clever rapping jars with the real Jefferson’s opinion that Black 
people never spoke “above the level of plain narration.””345 

Leslie Odom, Jr., the actor who plays Aaron Burr in an extraordinary performance, says that playing 

a Founding Father has rejuvenated his experience of having a stake in the country’s origins, 

something that has been all but inaccessible for a black man in America: 

“The empathy that requires, the connections you make, the lines you draw between 
the things you want and the things they wanted, that you love and they love, I never 
found all that connective tissue before this show.”346 

In another interview, he is considerably less polished but equally telling as he states: 

“he’s [Miranda] made a bunch of dead white guys make sense to a bunch of black 
and brown people. He’s made them make sense in the context of our time, with our 
music.”347 

 

342 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 149. 
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Diggs concurs with the power of telling this story in rap and hip-hop: 

“Rap is the voice of the people of our generation, and or people of color, and just the 
fact that it exists in this piece, and is not commented upon, gives us a sense of 
ownership. … It feels important, because it allows us to see ourselves as part of 
history that we always thought we were excluded from.”348  

For Miranda, telling the story of Alexander Hamilton through the music of hip-hop appeared 

to be a perfect match, as he explains in the documentary Hamilton: One Shot to Broadway (2017):  

“Hamilton is a singularly hip-hop character. You can’t tell his story in any other 
musical genre; he uses more words than any of the other Founders; he leaves behind 
more writing than any of the other Founders. If you did an opera, it would be a day 
long. You need hip-hop because hip-hop has more words per measure than any other 
genre in music. And also it has that energy, that energy of making something out of 
nothing, of writing so well about your circumstances that you transcend them”

Hamilton’s soft power extends far beyond the realms of Broadway in many different ways. One 

of the most significant ways, though, has been the creation of the Hamilton Education Program, made 

Twitter-compatible and abbreviated to #EduHam. The program was created in 2015 with the initial 

objective to provide 20,000 Title-I public school students with an opportunity to see Hamilton on 

Broadway and integrate the founding era into classroom studies. The program was received with 

great enthusiasm, and it was expanded nationwide, now reaching over 250,000 students.350  The 

robust program was created in partnership with the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History and 

funded by a large grant from The Rockefeller Foundation. The program consists of a ready-made 

curriculum for teaching Hamilton that pairs formal learning with live performances. Participants are 

offered tickets to the show at a discount rate of $70 (essentially the breakeven price point), of which 

another $60 is subsidized by The Rockefeller Foundation. Students pay $10; a ‘Hamilton.’351  

 The program has yielded extraordinary results. An empirical indication is provided by Leslie J. 

Rowley’s 2018 dissertation Musical Theater Exposure and National Identity, in which she measures 

various indicators of National Identity among students who have participated in EduHam. She finds 

evidence that student participation in EduHam as well as attendance of the live performance 

increases scores on American identity and ethnic identity, regardless of race.352 These are several 

comments by students participating in Rowley’s study: 

 

348 Mead, "All about the Hamiltons: A New Musical Brings the Founding Fathers Back to Life--with a Lot of Hip-Hop." 
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 “These experiences change[d] my sense of being American because it made me feel 
much more grateful for being where I am and for all the opportunities this country 
can offer to me.” (16-year-old, first-generation Black female) 
 
 “This experience gave me a totally different look on life. It made me realize that I 
haven’t really understood and tried to figure out my history as an American and it 
was really cool how they delivered it in a way that made me understand and stay 
interested.” (16-year-old, third-generation Black female) 
 
“Now [for me] the word American is synonymous with overcoming difficulties in 
life, never giving up in the face of adversity.” (16-year-old, first-generation Black 
male) 
 
“I see myself as more of an American because I see other sides of the story and 
performing on the stage instilled the feeling of opportunity America provides.” (16- 
year-old, third-generation White female) 
 
“They [experiences with Hamilton and EduHam] have made me proud to be 
American.” (16-year-old, first-generation multiracial male identifying as White 
and Middle Eastern)353 
 

Many other teachers have shared similar experiences: they had “students who we in tears 

because they felt like they were Americans for the first time,”354 another child commented that “it 

just made me really proud, and feel good about being American. Like I belong here.”355 Hamilton has 

reinvigorated a sense of pride in the hearts of the current generation and the generation that is right 

now coming of age. The insistence that America and its history belong to each and every one, the 

inspiration it offers to take ownership in the nation, and its ability to captivate folks across racial, 

political, and class boundaries, makes it truly revolutionary.  

 
353 Rowley, "Let Me Be a Part of the Narrative: Effects of Exposure to Musical Theater Production Hamilton on 

Adolescent National Identity," resp. 62; 61; 62; 63; 64. 
354 Michael Paulson, "Students Will Get Tickets to Hamilton, with Its Hip-Hop-Infused History," New York Times, October 

27, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/27/theater/students-will-get-tickets-to-hamilton-with-its-hip-hop-
infused-history.html. 

355 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 159. 
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“Legacy. What is a legacy? 
It’s planting seeds in a garden you never get to see. 

I wrote some notes at the beginning of a song 
someone will sing for me. 

America, you great unfinished symphony”356 
 

From: ‘The world Was Wide Enough” – Hamilton: An American Musical 

 

The impact of Hamilton on the current American society can, perhaps, be illustrated by the case 

of the $10 bill. In 2016, then U.S. Treasury Secretary Jacob J. Lew reversed his decision to remove the 

first U.S. Treasury Secretary, Alexander Hamilton, from the $10 bill. Lew had already promised to 

exchange the note in July 2015, when he announced that Hamilton's face would be removed from 

the $10 to be replaced by a woman for the first time since 1886. However, Hamilton's sudden 

popularity triggered a wave of popular protest and many people denounced Hamilton’s removal.357 

A Fortune magazine report publishes the solution provided by Secretary Lew: not Alexander 

Hamilton, but bloody, bloody Andrew Jackson would have to cede his emblematic position on U.S. 

currency. In his place, Harriet Tubman, a black woman who fought alongside the Union and 

advocated for the end of slavery, would feature prominently on every $20.358 

In this thesis, I set out to inquire how American identity is being mediated through Hamilton: 

an American Musical. I examined two main aspects of Hamilton, American identity in relation to its 

founding era, and race relations in America.  

Before delving into Hamilton and American identity, I have presented a myriad of ways in which 

the production -and Lin-Manuel Miranda in particular- has tried to make the content of the show as 

readily available as the commercial constraints of Broadway would allow. For Noonan, all offshoots, 

but particularly the wildly successful cast album, are reason for optimism. Lin-Manuel Miranda set 

out to tell a story about the life of Alexander Hamilton, his journey from an impoverished childhood, 

his political and social rise to his death at the hands of one of his many political rivals. The narrative 

is not only about the Founding Fathers, but also about immigrants. And so the great success and 

impact of Miranda's work may open the door to other productions, which may have the opportunity 

 
356 Miranda. "The World Was Wide Enough". 
357Jackie Calmes, "Success of ‘Hamilton’ May Have Saved Hamilton on the $10 Bill," The New York Times (New York), 
April 15, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/16/us/politics/success-of-hamilton-may-have-saved-hamilton-on-
the-10-bill.html. 
358 Scott L. Montgomery, "What Really Kept Alexander Hamilton on the $10 Bill," Fortune Magazine, April 24, 2016, 

https://fortune.com/2016/04/24/alexander-hamilton-harriet-tubman/. 
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to tell stories about people of color in other, non-traditional ways.359 Hamilton-related phrases have 

been repeated by politicians, BlackLivesMatter-protest signs, Trump rallies, children’s birthday 

parties, not to mention a sheer endless cornucopia of digital reiterations on social media. The 

pervasiveness of Hamilton-quotes in American society suggests that it has succeeded in reaching a 

broader audience, and that it has been exerting a significant influence on the American people.  

As its influence grew, historians started to take notice and pushed the question to the fore 

whether great art can also be great history. Perhaps driven by genuine concern, perhaps driven by a 

form of professional deformation, historians voiced the concern that Hamilton omitted several 

critical parts of Hamilton’s character, particularly his elitist traits, and that schools seeking to make 

use of the musical as a learning tool in the classroom, would be misinformed.360  

For starters, I do not believe that contemporary history curricula suffer from malignant tunnel 

vision, or that certain narratives are obscured in favor or one heroic narrative of American greatness, 

so the risk of misinformation in this case is not has high as it has been in past. But most importantly, 

the foregrounding of black and brown people is evidence of Miranda’s intention to assert the stake 

minority communities have in the nation’s founding. Miranda has worked tirelessly to create a 

language, criteria, and means of emancipation, even if reality sometimes falls short.361 As McCarter 

and Miranda note in Hamilton: The Revolution: strategies such as these are “another way of saying 

that American history can be told, claimed and reclaimed, by people who don’t look like George 

Washington and Betsy Ross.”362 

Hamilton mediates national identity in a skillfully ambiguous way that enthralls Americans 

across the boundaries of race, political affiliation, gender, and class. For some, Hamilton has become 

a metonym for a post-racial, liberal America of the Obama-Age with its Federalist, immigrant-friendly 

message and multiracial casting of the Founding Fathers. The other more conservative vantage point 

values the same Founding Father’s cultural rejuvenation with its bootstraps narrative.363 

The genius of Hamilton lies in its power to transcend the seemingly irreconcilable deadlock of 

a deeply divided society. Hamilton presents a “hopeful and inclusive origin story for the nation -a 

civic myth- that not only stands in direct opposition to claims put forth by Trump and his white 

nationalist supporters, but also resonates with many people on both the left and the right.”364 

 

359 Noonan Who tells your story? 
360 Brigid Martin, "No John Trumbull: How Hamilton Functions as a Historical Text," November 29, 2018, 

https://brigidmartin.journoportfolio.com/articles/no-john-trumbull-how-hamilton-functions-as-a-historical-text/. 
361 Cullen, "Mind the Gap: Teaching Hamilton," 255. 
362 Miranda and McCarter, Hamilton: The Revolution, 95. 
363 Craft, "Headfirst into an Abyss: the Politics and Political reception of Hamilton," 438. 
364 Romano, "Hamilton: A New American Civic Myth," 299-300. 
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Hamilton is “deeply traditional in its praise of an American founder, yet radical in its reinvention of 

that founder as an immigrant in a multicultural, inclusive world whose lingua franca is rap, Hamilton 

embraces both poles in polarized times.”365Hamilton offers blacks and Latinos “access to the cultural 

power of the Founding without having to deny their own histories or to affirm the celebratory 

narrative that ignores America’s sins.”366 

But what about slavery? Weren’t the hands of all the founding fathers tainted with the sin of 

slavery? Yes, unfortunately they were, yes. At the same time, one must acknowledge the context and 

standards effective in their time, rather than pointing to their deficiencies measured against a 

sensibility unique to the twenty-first century.367 Hamilton and his contemporaries were born into a 

world where slavery was an established institution and part of daily life. So it seems unfair to blame 

them for a world they did not create. On the other hand, we cannot pretend that their world was 

utterly oblivious to egalitarian ideals since various movements and societies were actively protesting 

the institution of slavery and were calling for freedom and equality for all people (including people 

of color).

America has a collective responsibility to tell national history in the most accurate and complete 

fashion while preventing the demonization or whitewashing of its historical deficiencies, most 

notably its original sin; the sin of slavery. Through cultural artifacts such as Hamilton: An American 

Musical, avenues are created for public discussion and reconciliation with the good and the bad in 

historical heroes for some and villains to others. 

I argue that, notwithstanding allegations made by historians and others, Hamilton's emotional 

appeal has engendered change in ways that take precedence over correcting historical errors or 

omissions. Hamilton has reinvigorated a sense of pride in the hearts of the current generation and 

the generation that is right now coming of age. The insistence that America and its history belong to 

each and every one, the inspiration it offers to take ownership in the nation, and its ability to 

captivate folks across racial, political, and class boundaries, makes it truly revolutionary. 

 

 

 

 

 

365 Freeman, "How Hamilton Uses History." 
366 Primus, "Will Lin-Manuel Miranda Transform the Supreme Court?." 
367 Vink, "Founding Fathers, Founding Slavers," 164. 
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2Pac, Bruce Washington, Joseph Paquette, Katari Cox, Lin-Manuel Miranda, Rufus Cooper III, 
Tyrone Wrice, and Yafeu Fule. "Cabinet Battle 3 - Demo", The Hamilton Mixtape. Audio 
streaming, Spotify mp3, 2016. 02:49, Atlantic Records, 
https://open.spotify.com/track/4igquDw3JmJN6EXFgW3kUA?si=73438d9d47014644. 

Brown, Jason Robert, and Lin-Manuel Miranda. "Say No to This".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

Hammerstein II, Oscar, Richard Rodgers, and Lin-Manuel Miranda. "My Shot".  Atlantic Records, 
2015. 

Miranda, Lin-Manuel. "Aaron Burr, Sir".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The Adams Administration".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Best of Wives and Best of Women".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Blow Us All Away".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Cabinet Battle #1".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Cabinet Battle #2".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Dear Theodosia".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The Election of 1800".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Guns and Ships".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Helpless".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "History Has Its Eyes on You".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Hurricane".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "I Know Him".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "It's Quiet Uptown".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Meet Me Inside".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Non-Stop".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "One Last Time".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The Reynolds Pamphlet".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Right Hand Man".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The Room Where It Happens".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Satisfied".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Schuyler Defeated".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The Schuyler Sisters".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Stay Alive".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Stay Alive (Reprise)".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The Story of Tonight".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The Story of Tonight (Reprise)".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 
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———. "Take a Break".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Ten Duel Commandments".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "That Would Be Enough".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Wait for It".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Washington on Your Side".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "We Know".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "What'd I Miss".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "What Comes Next?".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Who Lives, Who Dies, Who Tells Your Story".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "A Winter's Ball".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "The World Was Wide Enough".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Yorktown (the World Turned Upside Down)".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "You'll Be Back".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 

———. "Your Obedient Servant".  Atlantic Records, 2015. 
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