
Define American
Humanizing the conversation around immigration and 

citizenship in a changing America



Define American is the nation’s 
leading nonprofit media and 
culture organization that uses 
storytelling to humanize and 
shift the conversation about 
immigration, citizenship and 
identity in a changing America. 
We believe that immigration is a 
racial justice issue, and in order to 
change the politics of immigration, 
we must change the culture in 
which people see immigrants, both 
documented and undocumented.

Changing culture means telling 
personal immigrant stories 
through news media and 
entertainment media (such as 
television and movies), thereby 
impacting the way immigrants 
are perceived in popular culture. 
Ubiquitous phrases like “illegals” 
and “anchor babies” are hate 
speech that not only demean and 
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misrepresent undocumented 
immigrants, but also prevent 
others from seeing them as people 
deserving of equality and reflective 
of our nation’s immigrant roots.

We are the stories we tell. When 
it comes to immigrants and their 
descendents — who, according 
to Pew Research Center, will 
comprise 88 percent of total U.S. 
population growth in the next 
50 years — the stories told by 
news media and often ignored by 
entertainment media are largely 
inaccurate, dehumanizing, and 
lacking in necessary context. 
Since 2011, Define American has 
played two equally important 
roles: challenging and influencing 
the media’s portrayal of 
immigrants, and creating original 
news content and entertainment 
content that leads by example. 

We find ways for Americans with 
legal documents to see those 
without as the friends, neighbors, 
classmates, colleagues, and 
community members they already 
are. Ultimately, our cultural work 
leads to effective political change 
for immigrants and their families 
at the local, state, and national 
level. But just as importantly, 
we create and promote an 
environment in which immigrants 
are seen as human beings. After 
all, passing legislation does not 
automatically mean immigrants 
are accepted and welcomed. Our 
cultural investment — humanizing 
immigrants, changing hearts 
and minds through targeted and 
strategic campaigns — transcends 
the politics of the moment.



At Define American, we believe in 
the power of story as the catalyst 
for reshaping our country’s 
immigration narrative and 
generating cultural change. 

To that end, we established an 
Entertainment Media Department 
that works with Hollywood’s creative 
class to leverage the power of 
movies, television shows, and digital 
media to combat misinformation 
on immigrants and immigration. 
Our new department spearheads 
consultations with entertainment 
industry executives, showrunners, 
directors, and writers to help them 
develop more realistic immigrant 
characters and navigate complex 
immigration-related storylines 
with the goal of creating positive 
and long-lasting cultural change. 
Our story platform, the largest 
collection of immigration-

Our latest campaigns

The writers of NBC’s Superstore meet 
with undocumented consultants.

related stories online, serves as 
an invaluable resource for media 
professionals looking to incorporate 
immigrant characters into their 
storylines. So far, our department 
has consulted on shows on NBC, 
MTV, and Hulu. The department will 

soon announce a comprehensive 
study with the USC Norman Lear 
Center examining on-screen 
portrayals of immigrants, and 
audience perceptions of immigrants 
and immigration in the United 
States.

The Define American Awards honor and 
acknowledge contributions made by artists, 
journalists, activists, communities, and allies who 
are committed to improving the lives of immigrants 
living in America. 2016 winners included: child activist 
Sophie Cruz, award-winning journalist Joy-Ann Reid, 
and actress/advocate Diane Guerrero. 

http://defineamerican.com/ent
https://defineamerican.com/stories/view/
https://defineamerican.com/stories/view/
https://defineamerican.com/stories/view/
http://defineamerican.com/awards


recognized chapter

developing chapter

Define American’s College 
Chapters program, the 
fastest-growing college 
chapters program of its 
kind in the nation, supports 
students in changing the 
culture around immigration 
at the local and regional 
levels. Currently, there are 
16 officially recognized 
chapters across the 
country, with over 30 
more chapters active and 
in development. Through 
cross-racial events and 
media-related campaigns, 
these chapters are the 
equivalent of the Gay-
Straight Alliance movement 
that initiated increasing 
LGBTQ acceptance in 
America.

http://defineamerican.com/chapters
http://defineamerican.com/chapters


What We’ve 
Accomplished

A year after disclosing his 
undocumented immigration status 
in groundbreaking New York Times 
Magazine essay, Define American 
founder Jose Antonio Vargas 
gathered 35 other undocumented 
Americans to “come out” with 
him in a historic cover photograph 
for TIME magazine. Jose’s 
accompanying article, “We Are 
Americans* (*Just not legally),” 
championed Define American’s 
messaging that undocumented 
immigrants are indeed Americans. 
The morning it hit newsstands, 
President Obama announced 
Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals (DACA), a dramatic shift in 
immigration policy and a precursor 
to his broader executive orders on 
immigration.

Photos by Gian Paul Lozza for TIME. 
Clockwise, from top left: Jong-Min 
You, Julieta Garibay, Manuel Bartsch 
and Tolu Olubunmi.



Our #WordsMatter campaign monitors the news, 
challenging the media’s lexicon and providing resources 
to journalists on accurately reporting on immigrants and 
immigration. Define American’s influence led to big wins, 
including the Associated Press, NBC, ABC, and over a 
dozen other national media organizations adjusting their 
editorial guidelines to prohibit the use of “illegal” when 
referring to undocumented immigrants.

Documented,  the first film to be produced and directed 
by an undocumented American, aired in primetime on 
CNN in June 2014. That night, “#Documented” trended 
nationally on Twitter, and over 200 watch parties were 
held in 44 states. Documented was nominated for an 
NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Documentary, and 
streamed on Netflix. In collaboration with the Southern 
Poverty Law Center and the National Council for the 
Social Studies, we developed a common-core aligned 
high school curriculum centered on the film to provide a 
structure for discussions.

No human being is illegal. Phrases such as “illegal immigrant” 
and “illegal alien” replace complex legal circumstances with an 
assumption of guilt. They effectively criminalize the personhood of 
migrants, instead of describing the legality of their actions.

http://defineamerican.com/wordsmatter
http://documentedthefilm.com/
https://defineamerican.com/factsmatter/


The inaugural Define American Film Festival (DAFF) which 
travels to states that have undergone significant immigrant 
growth, highlights films about immigration, race, and the changing 
American identity. Intersectionality is a signature theme of DAFF. 
Last year’s inaugural DAFF was held in Des Moines, Iowa, and 
this year will be held in Charlotte, North Carolina at the Harvey B. 
Gantt Center for African-American Arts + Culture. Through film 
screenings followed by panels, we strive to create empathy for 
people of diverse cultural backgrounds, histories, and worldviews. 
The impact of these storytelling perspectives becomes tightly 
woven in the fabric of these communities. Unlike other film 
festivals, our incorporation of immigrant narratives through the 
lens of Hollywood plants seeds for a more welcoming America. 

In July 2015, White People premiered on MTV. A documentary 
special directed by Vargas and co-produced by Define 
American, White People explored white privilege and 
discrimination and, unlike no other TV special before it, sparked 
a dialogue about the intersection of race and immigration. The 
documentary features people like John Chimento (pictured), 
who lives in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, a historically Italian 
American neighborhood that is now more Chinese American. 
Within 24 hours of its premiere, White People trended #1 
nationally and #4 globally on Twitter, and was the #1 trend on 
Facebook. Combined with Facebook and YouTube streams, 
more than five million people have seen the Emmy-nominated 
film.

Actor Demián Bichir 
embraces a fan.

#whitepeople

It is a violation of federal immigration law to remain in the country 
without legal authorization, but this violation is punishable by civil 

penalties, not criminal. 
Source: U.S.C. § 1325 : US Code - Section 1325: Improper entry by alien.

http://defineamerican.com/filmfest
https://defineamerican.com/resources/films/white-people/
https://defineamerican.com/factsmatter/

