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Why artists shouldn’t stay in their lane featuring
Lin-Manuel Miranda, Luis Miranda Jr. and Elaine Welteroth

Composer, lyricist, and actor Lin-Manuel Miranda and his father Luis Miranda of the MirRam
Group discuss how artists can use their work and voice for justice. Moderated by Elaine
Welteroth.

This video is part of a collection of conversations with leaders, thinkers, and activists from
philanthropy, business, the arts, tech, and beyond outlining bold visions for the future of
philanthropy.

Transcript begins.

[Why artists shouldn’t stay in their lane. Lin-Manuel Miranda, composer, lyricist, and
actor. Creator, “Hamilton”, and “In the Heights”. A Puerto Rican man with short black
hair, a goatee, and wearing a blue-gray sweater with a collar and the sleeves rolled up.
Luis Miranda Jr., founding partner, The Mirram Group. A Puerto Rican man with salt and
pepper hair and goatee, wearing a gray suit with a light diamond pattern and a white
open collared shirt. Elaine Welteroth, Author, “More Than Enough”. A woman with her
hair pulled back, wearing a white blazer and pants over a tan shirt.]

ANNOUNCER: Please welcome Lin-Manuel Miranda, Luis Miranda Jr., and Elaine Welteroth.
[applause]

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Hi, you guys. I'm so excited to be here with you, and | know that we are
here to talk about, uh, you know, why artists should not stay in their lane.

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Oh, | would love to stay in my lane.
ELAINE WELTEROTH: Actually, | want to applaud you for not staying in your lane.
LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Right.

[applause]

ELAINE WELTEROTH: | want to get your perspective as an artist on how you define activism
for yourself, and do you consider yourself an activist?

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Well, | think that all art is political, and if it's—and if you think it's not,
you’re lying to yourself, because our art exists in the world, and the world is inherently political.



ELAINE WELTEROTH: Absolutely. And, it's very clear from just studying your history, your
personal history, that your sense of duty in terms of activism is really—it goes right down to your
core, to your DNA. And it starts with this man here—your father.

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yes.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: | want you to confirm or deny that, actually, um, you and your wife met
at a protest.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: Actually, our first date.
ELAINE WELTEROTH: Oh, your first date was a—
[laughter]
LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: So romantic.
ELAINE WELTEROTH: So romantic.
[laughter]
ELAINE WELTEROTH: So romantic.

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: | was never going to stay in my lane with a first date like that. It's
written in the stars.

[laughter]

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Yeah. And so, Luis, | mean, talk about how, um, the success of
“‘Hamilton” has really changed the scope of the work that you're now able to do. | mean, you’re
new to five- and six-, seven-figure, you know, deals and being able to really increase your
philanthropic efforts.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: In fact, you know, put aside the financial, uh, reward. We always gave as
much as our financial situation allowed us to give. And we sort of grew up with the belief that
you must give until it hurts.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mmm.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: If it doesn’t hurt, if you're not, not doing something else, then you're not
giving enough.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mmm.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: And that was always our philosophy, that you give as much as you
possibly can, and deprive yourself of clothes and stuff that you really don’t necessarily need. But
add to that now, uh, that because Lin-Manuel has such a huge stage and such a big



megaphone, it sort of allow us, uh, to speak out on things that, before, our neighbors and our
bodega owner heard about—now many, many more people are hearing about.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: | think that’s an important point to make, which is that, you know, Lin,
your work in itself is a form of activism—the way that you prioritize representation and inclusion,
um, the way that you use the funds, the places that you show up. And so | want to talk about
you showing up in Puerto Rico—

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yeah.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: following the hurricane. Um, talk about what your highest goal was for
being there—and then, ultimately, what was the impact of bringing the show there.

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Sure. It was several stages, and Hurricane Maria upended the life of
every Puerto Rican on the island, in the diaspora, everywhere—because we’re all connected to
that island. And the first—I would say the first few months were just critical relief efforts. We
worked with Hispanic Federation. We raised as much as we could for making sure that we had
boots on the ground in every town. We didn’t work with central government. We worked with
mayors. We called the mayors and said, “What do your people in your community need?”
Because we wanted to bypass the bureaucracy we were already seeing on the news. So, that
was the first stage, and | wrote a song called “Almost Like Praying,” where | maxed out the Latin
Rolodex and got everyone to record to raise money for that critical effort. And then “Hamilton”
was sort of the second phase of that, which was, we brought, um, we inaugurated a new
national tour of “Hamilton” in Puerto Rico with all the funds going to arts, artists, and arts
organizations on the island. And if anyone saw any of the images from this summer, artists led
the charge on that. Artists led those protests. And so our goal with “Hamilton” was, I’'m not going
to be the one who tells the story of Maria. | was here on the outside. It is the artists who
survived that and survived the subsequent months without electricity and living on generators
and living in deprivation that are going to eventually tell that story, uh, in a way that
really—again, that magic bullet of empathy that makes us understand. And so we, we—give me
the numbers on what we—we raised $15 million—

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: For the arts.
LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yeah, through that production of “Hamilton.” | relearned—
LUIS MIRANDA JR.: And around 45 million with the Hispanic Federation, for the overall effort.

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yeah, and then that’s in multiyear grants to museums, arts
organizations, in every discipline—in fine arts, in film, in theater—um, and so that we ... you
know, because philanthropy doesn’t often prioritize arts, especially when such critical needs are
still not being met. But we wanted to sort of fulfill that lane.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: The other thing that we did was the civic engagement of nonprofit
organizations.



ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mm-hmm.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: It's a fragile infrastructure of nonprofits in Puerto Rico. And right after the
initial relief effort, we went to identify where are those organizations, how can we give multiyear
grants so that they can plan for the long term in terms of building a new, resilient Puerto Rico.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mm-hmm.
LUIS MIRANDA JR.: And we have now been doing that since September 20, two years ago.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: It’s incredible. It’s incredible, the impact that you’ve had, and in a short
amount of time. When | think about activists, um, you know, | think it's important that we
humanize activists, because ultimately activists are people who are brave enough to ask the
question, how can | help—

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yes.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: and courageous enough to attempt to try to find a solution with the best,
uh, resources that they have at their disposal. And, um, so—

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yeah, and I'd add another caveat, which is that | believe the impulses
for activism and philanthropy, and your artistic impulses, come from the same place—

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Absolutely ... absolutely.

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: in that it's the thing that keeps you up at night, the thing you are
thinking about in the shower, that thing you read or that nugget you heard about, and you're like,
| can’t leave that be. That, to me, is what it feels like when | need to write a song, or | need to
write a piece of music, or there’s a story that won’t leave me alone. You can't sleep it off, and
you can’t eat ice cream till it goes away. Listen to that impulse, because you—it will—it’s just like
honoring an artistic impulse. You will feel better.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Absolutely. Yeah, and you’'ve heeded the call—
LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yeah.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: artistically and in terms of your activism. But | think a lot of people, um,
are so afraid of getting it wrong that they miss the opportunity to even begin.

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yeah.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: And so I'm curious, from the time that you’ve spent in Puerto Rico, um,
and beyond, what have you—what mistakes have you made that you’ve learned from, that were
critical mistakes you needed to make in order to learn critical lessons?

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: Uh, | think ... the first one is just, jump into a situation without having the
road map.



ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mmm.
LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yeah.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: And that’s what keeps me up at night as we are funding 140 groups in
Puerto Rico within a year. You should not do that.

[laughter]

It's insane to do that! But there were so many groups that were doing such great work that then
you say, | chance it.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mmm.

LUIS MIRANDA JR.: | don’t have the road map. I'm going to make some of it as | go along and
we’'ll figure it out. | always remember, uh, David Axelrod who ran Obama’s campaign, and we
did campaigns together in New York. | saw him when he was in the beginning of the Obama
campaign, and he said, “It feels like I'm building a plane as we're flying.” And that sort of stays in
my head, and every time we’re going to stop ourselves from doing something that you ought not
to do, David Axelrod comes into my head, saying, “Just build the plane as you're flying.”

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mmm.
LUIS MIRANDA JR.: So, it's always—you’re always gambling that part.
ELAINE WELTEROTH: Mmm.
LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Yep.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: I'm inspired. How about you? Thank you all so much for joining us, and
thank you.

[applause]

LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA: Thank you.

ELAINE WELTEROTH: Thank you for all of the work that you do—so incredible.
[applause]

[New gospel of wealth. What does #GenerosityToJustice look like to you? Ford
Foundation dot org forward slash new gospel.]
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