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of Independence illustrates why constitutional texts must be read with
modern, critical eyes. Current events, such as basing abortion rights
and gun control legislation on literal interpretations of the Constitution,
threaten to divide the nation and shatter the founders’ and Whitman’s
dream of e pluribus unum. Perhaps another aspect of Hamilton’s legacy,
therefore, is brought to light by the double entendre of “his shot”. In that
regard, Hamilton’s seemingly senseless death can be seen as a nod towards
the ongoing debate over the Second Amendment, granting all Americans
the right to bear arms (U.S. Const. amend. II). Alexander Hamilton
certainly “took his shot”, both figuratively and literally. But while the first
immortalized him on the 10-dollar bill, the latter got him gunned down
by an American with a grudge. Over two centuries later, many American
Adams (and Eves) like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Elon Musk, and of
course, Lin-Manuel Miranda, continue Hamilton’s legacy of fulfilling the
American Dream. At the same time, not only are guns the primary cause
of death among children and teens in the United States (2021), but more
Americans have died of gun-related injuries in 2021 than in any other year
on record (CDC, 2021). In other words: Just like Alexander Hamilton,
Americans ARE taking their shot — for better and for worse.
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closed doors with Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. “[Selling] New
York down the river”, Hamilton agrees to establish the new nation’s
capital city in Virginia in exchange for the Virginians’ political support
and wealth. This is the same wealth Hamilton scorns Jefferson for just
three songs earlier in “Cabinet Battle #1: “A civics lesson from a slaver.
Hey neighbor / Your debts are paid cuz you don’t pay for labor.” Hamilton
admits before Burr that he “wanted what [he] got” and that he is willing
to make sacrifices to achieve his goal, which is his legacy: “[...] to build
something that’s gonna outlive me.” Such ethically questionable sacrifices
not only undermine Hamilton’s legacy, but also cast doubt on whether this
“hero” really qualifies as an American Adam.

It is also difficult to determine whether the e pluribus unum concept is
truly reflected in Hamilton. On the one hand, the show is essentially a love
letter to America, and the American constitutional narratives are deeply
embedded in it, including “out of many, one” as discussed in the context
of language, landscapes, values, and heroes. On the other hand, it is worth
noting that the show’s events take place during the newfound nation’s
formative years, a time of great strife and division as America toiled to
define its core values and forge a united nation. As such, disagreements in
the national discourse are not only relevant to the show’s characters, but
also to its modern American viewers. One such question is which pluribus
can be part of the American unum, so to speak. In addition to slaves, and
by extension people of color, the show also relates to the exclusion of
women from the American ethos. Angelica Schuyler — Hamilton’s sister-
in-law — articulates it well in the song “The Schuyler Sisters”: ““We hold
these truths to be self-evident that all men are created equal’, and when I
meet Thomas Jefferson, I’m a’ compel him to include women in the sequel.
(Work!)”

Whitman’s criteria aside, these complexities and conflicting American
values constitute Hamilton as an important piece of modern American

literature. As such, I believe that Schuyler’s grievance with the Declaration
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Adam’ — a term coined by R.W.B. Lewis in reference to a recurring
archetypal hero in American literature (Lewis, 1959). The show’s first
song, “Alexander Hamilton”, presents him as a classical ‘rags to riches’
protagonist: He is “a bastard, orphan, son of a whore,” but does not let his
past determine his future. As a teenager, Hamilton writes his way out of
poverty by publishing a letter about a hurricane that ravages the Caribbean
island of St. Croix (Hamilton, 1772). The essay is so well-written that
it spurs the locals to pool money for his scholarship, setting him on the
path to success. Following a plan of upward social mobility, he also takes
charge of his destiny by marrying into wealth and ingratiating himself with
powerful patrons, becoming eventually the right-hand man of none other
than George Washington. The keys to his success are hard work (“working
a lot harder”), competence (“being a lot smarter”), and ingenuity (‘“being
a self-starter”). Applying these qualities, he successfully “grow[s] up to be
a hero and a scholar”, an American Adam fulfilling the American Dream.

Yet, some do not perceive Alexander Hamilton as an American Adam.
The historical discourse suggests that not only did he overlook slavery
whenever it suited him (Scherr, 2021), but he also distrusted democracy
and the masses’ self-governance ability. In the Constitutional Convention
of 1787, he called for an elective-yet-lifelong American monarchy, as well
as a non-titled aristocracy (Madison, 2014). Another such indication can
be found in his final letter, written only hours before his fatal duel with
Aaron Burr - fellow founding father and Hamilton’s killer — in which he
writes: “[...] our real Disease; which is Democracy, the poison of which
by a subdivision will only be the more concentered in each part, and
consequently the more virulent” (Adams, 1905). Clearly, these are not the
musings of a typical American Adam.

The show also casts doubt on Hamilton’s role as an American Adam.
For instance, it is implied that Hamilton receives approval for his financial
system in a very ‘un-American’ way: In the song “The Room Where It
Happens”, Aaron Burr accuses Hamilton of making shady deals behind
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In terms of language, Hamilton is unequivocally American. In fact,
perhaps the main reason for the show’s meteoric success lies in its use of
a musical style indigenous to America: hip-hop. Like Hamilton, hip-hop
links America’s past and present. Pairing complex rhyme schemes with
contemporary English, hip-hop reinvents the British poem as an American
art form on its own merit. African Americans and Latino Americans
developed it in New York City, which is also the show’s principal setting.
One could even draw parallels between Alexander Hamilton’s life story
and the narratives of New York’s hip-hop titans, whose rhymes are woven
throughout the show. One such example is Christopher George Latore,
better known by his stage names Biggie Smalls, the Notorious B.1.G.,
or simply Biggie. Like Hamilton, he came from humble beginnings,
grew up without a father, demonstrated exceptional academic prowess —
especially in English, and ascended to the pinnacle of his field through his
words. Tragically, the comparison doesn’t stop there, as both Hamilton
and Biggie’s profound impact and influential words ultimately led to their
untimely demise by gunshot.

Like its language, Hamilton's setting and ideals are American through
and through. Other than Alexander Hamilton himself, his eponymous
musical features some of America’s greatest historical figures, including
George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison, to name but a
few. Much of the show takes place in New York City, epitomized as ‘a city
upon a hill’ in the song “The Schuyler Sisters”: “History is happening in
Manbhattan, and we just happen to be in the greatest city in the world!” It is
a meritocracy where hard-working Americans (the word ‘work’ is repeated
31 times) exchange ideas and bring forth the winds of change, revolution,
and freedom. The narrative of America as an immigrant haven is further
reinforced by a cast (and creator) comprised of the sons and daughters of
immigrants.

Ample evidence suggests that the show portrays the character of
Alexander Hamilton as a quintessentially American hero, or an ‘American
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Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton: An American Musical is a cultural
phenomenon that has captivated audiences since its debut in 2015. It
is a modern retelling of the story of Alexander Hamilton — a founding
father, prolific statesman, and chief architect of the American financial
system. The show revolves around the events leading to and following
the American Declaration of Independence and, as such, includes many
defining American narratives. The celebrated American poet Walt Whitman
believed that American literature should serve as a unifying device by
reflecting the essence of America and its various narratives, landscapes,
values, and heroes. In my essay, [ will explore whether Hamilton: An
American Musical meets Whitman’s criteria of American literature by
reviewing each of his criteria: American language, landscapes, values,
a quintessentially American protagonist, and the concept of “e pluribus
unum” (“out of many, one”). I will conclude with a personal opinion on

constitutional texts.

1 The essay was written as part of Dr. Stephanie Ginensky's Contemporary American
Literature course, English Department, Kibbutzim College





