
(Music) You're listening to a podcast of APA Compass, the Pacific Northwest's only 
Asian Pacific American Public Affairs radio program. APA Compass airs at 
9 a.m. on the first Friday of every month at www.kboo.fm and our archives 
are downloadable at kboo.fm/apacompass. Join our Facebook page, 
APACompass Radio or follow us on Twitter. If you'd like to contact us, we 
can be reached at apacompass@gmail.com. Thanks again for listening. 
(Music)

Sarika: Thanks for tuning in to APA Compass. I'm Sarika Mehta. Jose Antonio 
Vargas is a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who publicly declared himself 
an undocumented immigrant last year in The New York Times. Since then, 
he has also written an account of his experiences in Time Magazine about 
calling Immigration Services and receiving no real response.

In light of some legislative action such as the passage of the Dream Act, 
Arizona's SB-1070 and Alabama's HB-56, he's spending this week in 
Birmingham, Alabama, encouraging a townhall meeting with supporters of 
HB-56 to "have a real discussion."

I spoke with him last week while he was in Portland visiting Lewis & Clark 
and Reed Colleges.

(Music)

Thank you for chatting with me and welcome to APA Compass.

Vargas: Thank you for having me.

Sarika: We're around the corner of a big election, and there have been a number 
of controversial, to say the least, immigration policies such as SB-1070 in 
Arizona, HB-56 in Alabama, and this has prompted your new series on 
Birmingham for discussion of such policies and immigration. Talk a little bit 
about this movement.

Vargas: Yeah, no, I mean who would have thought that 40, 50 years after the Civil 
Rights Movement, we're having another conversation about really race 
and class in Birmingham of all places, but that's what's happening.

Alabama, you know, out-Arizona-ed Arizona, last year when they passed 
HB-56, which is a really really strict immigration law, and I figured 
everybody hears about Arizona, but barely anybody really talks about 
Alabama, so I thought this would be a good opportunity for me to go out 
there are really have a conversation with people, and not just with people 
who already agree with me but with people who think people like me 
should self-deport, pack our bags and leave.



I've written a couple of pieces for the Birmingham News Online, which is 
the largest paper in Alabama. The reaction has been mostly negative. It 
should be very interesting for that next week for sure.

Sarika: You've started a couple of campaigns since publishing your infamous 
essay in The New York Times last year. You've begun a campaign called 
Define American.

Vargas: Yes. Define American is really about elevating how we talk about 
immigration in America. When people hear immigration, the first thing that 
comes to their mind is, this Mexican brown bordered ghetto in their heads, 
right? With the reel on FoxNews of people climbing the walls, coming to 
America, when the reality is that's not immigration, you know. That's not 
the fullness of the immigration issue in America.

We barely even hear about the fact that a full million out of the eleven 
million undocumented people are Asian and Pacific Islander, many of 
whom are Filipinos, Korean and Chinese. We never hear that. So, Define 
American is just broadening that conversation and also making room for 
our allies to speak out and stand alongside us. 

We are not going to fully solve this issue until white people and black 
people feel comfortable talking about immigration. This is not just about 
Latinos and about Asian people. I don't consider myself or Define 
American pushing any piece of legislation. I think we're kind of staying on 
our lane, which is a cultural lane.

Before we can actually effectively change legislation and policy, I think we 
all need to understand what it is we're even talking about. I think, I can 
confidently say that immigration is probably the most provocative yet the 
least understood issue in America. People just don't know what they're 
talking about when they talk about immigration. So, for us it's really 
connecting the dots and broadening the conversation and elevating it in 
such a way ...

Here in Oregon, for example, there's a new push right now to get the 
Governor to sign an executive order allowing undocumented people to get 
drivers' licenses. Why do people want to get drivers' licenses? They don't 
want to get a drivers' license so they can say, oh, you know, screw the law. 
Forget that. They want to get a drivers' license because they want to go to 
work. They want to drive their kids to school. They want to go pick up the 
groceries.

We have so lost the human part of this conversation and that's kind of 
what we're trying to do.

Sarika: Talking about this human component of the issue with immigration, a 
couple of weeks ago I spoke with Jonathan Rosa at the University of 



Massachusetts at Amherst on his Drop the "I" Word campaign. I want to 
hear your perspective as a journalist, especially linked to The New York 
Times, since that is where you published your infamous essay.

Vargas: About a month ago I publicly challenged The New York Times and the 
Associated Press to stop using the word "illegal," because it's inaccurate, 
it's dehumanizing, it's completely imprecise. For us the biggest argument 
is it's dehumanizing. It's a slur. 

What I find really encouraging, frankly, is how the young people are 
reacting to it. So far, editorials from the Daily Californian to the Michigan 
Daily, the Yale Daily News, The Cornell Sun, all these college newspapers 
have decided that they're going to stop using that word, because it 
demeans people and they understand that this is an issue that greatly 
impacts their generation. We're talking about a multicultural America in 
which, when you call somebody an illegal, you're actually talking about 
somebody's mom. You're talking about somebody's sister.

I think bringing that home is really important, and it's been encouraging to 
see how young people are reacting to it.

Sarika: Talking a little bit about this and looking back, after you published your 
essay, or I guess, maybe after you wrote it and hit "send," how did you feel 
right at that moment?

Vargas: I spent an entire ... I'd spent most of my adult life being afraid of it. I was 
very anxious. I was very, I don't know if scared is the right word. I just 
didn't know what was going to happen, but I think that once I decided in 
my head that there was no going back. I just had to do it, and I don't regret 
doing it. It's just that for me now, how can I be as effective as I possibly 
can be? That's the biggest challenge, really.

Sarika: You also mentioned in the article that it was harder to come out as an 
undocumented immigrant than it was to come out as a gay man. Talk 
about that dichotomy.

Vargas: It's like we all juggle and we all kind of balance these identities. In some 
ways I think coming out as being gay has made it easier for me to come 
out the second time about something else. It's not even about coming out. 
It's about letting people in, and I think more and more people will come out 
about being undocumented, about being gay, because first of all, we have 
the technology to do it.

It's fascinating for me coming out on Facebook about being 
undocumented and the kind of support and the kind of community that 
gets built around it. I certainly think I have nothing more to come out 
about. I'm totally done. (Laughs) No more.



Sarika: How do other immigrants in your similar position react to your bold 
statement? I imagine there were all kinds of reactions.

Vargas: Oh yes. There were a lot of different reactions. It surprises me still every 
day hearing from people via email or Facebook about them hearing about 
the story. I'm sure there are also some advocates and activists who have 
been doing this for years. All of a sudden this guy just shows up 
unannounced, so I'm sure I ruffled some feathers in that regard, but I'm 
just here trying to do my best. I think all of us have a different ... we all play 
different roles and we all have different strengths and different 
weaknesses. 

I guess I'm just trying to stay in my lane, which is about pushing the 
media, creating content. I'm working on a documentary. I'm just trying to 
be as creative as I can be.

Sarika: This past year and a half, with everything that has happened, with your 
publishing the essay, Time Magazine and then the passage of the Dream 
Act, with everything that has happened, what has been most surprising for 
you?

 Vargas: I'm just surprised at how much people don't know. I've always thought that 
immigration is such a misunderstood issue, but I guess I underestimated 
it. I mean, it really is misunderstood. The level of ignorance and the level 
of indifference about it has been somewhat shocking to me, especially as I 
traveled in places like Alabama and Arizona and Arkansas and Georgia 
and Kentucky. That's what surprised me the most, which is why we have 
so much work to do.

Sarika: Thank you so much Jose Antonio Vargas for chatting with me on APA 
Compass.

Vargas: Thank you so much for the time. I really appreciate it.

Sarika: You've just been listening to an interview with Pulitzer Prize-winning 
journalist Jose Antonio Vargas. You can learn more about his work and 
keep up with his movement at DefineAmerican.com. I'm Sarika Mehta and 
you're listening to APA Compass on KBOO 90.7 FM in Portland.

(Music)


