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1) ZOYLA JORGE  
HERNANDEZ AND 
RAUL CRUZ BAUTISTA 
(WITH DAUGHTERS 
SAHARA AND SOPHIE 
CRUZ), HOUSEWIFE 
AND LABORER 
FROM MEXICO (THEIR 
CHILDREN ARE U.S. 
CITIZENS)



Out from 
the Shadows 

like me. I realized I was in a unique position 
to educate people about the undocumented. I 
made a documentary on immigration for CNN 
that used my own story—my mama  sending 
me to live with my grandparents in California  
at age 12; discovering my immigration status 
at age 16, when I tried to get a driver’s license; 
going public as an undocumented person at age 
30—to shed light on the challenges that all un-
documented people face. I appeared on MSNBC 
and Fox News to reach people of all political 
persuasions. I founded Defi neAmerican.com, 
a nonprofi t that seeks to humanize what is too 
often a partisan, polarized issue, and set about 
collecting stories of undocumented immigrants. 

Yet in spite of all that, I found myself sitting 
on the cold fl oor of a jail cell, unsure of what 
would happen to me. During the eight hours I 
was locked inside that Texas detention center,  I 
found myself thinking, I don’t want to be mere-
ly a poster boy for the undocumented; I refuse 
to keep being labeled as “the face” of the im-
migrant rights movement. I am, after all, only 
one person—mine is simply one story. In an era 
where people can easily tell their own stories 
to the world via social media, there is no single 
immigrant narrative. I concluded that I was 
neither the advocate nor the activist  that im-
migration reformers  and members of the media 
expected me to be. I was, and am, at my core a 
journalist and a fi lmmaker whose personal saga 
is inevitably married to those of millions 
of undocumented people who call Amer-
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I
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G U E S T  E D I T E D  BY

Jose 
Antonio 
Vargas
J O U R N A L I S T 

A N D  F I L M M A K E R 
F R O M  T H E 

P H I L I P P I N E S 

»At the age of 30, 
after hiding his un-
documented status 

for years, Vargas 
made it public. Now 
he helps others do 

the same.

N THE 
summer of 2014, I was arrested and detained at 
the Texas border. My sin: I am a Philippine na-
tional living in the United States without proper 
legal documents. This was not a secret. In fact, I 
had made it widely known, against the advice of 
my lawyers and despite the deep reservations of 
my family. But sometimes you have to risk your 
freedom to set yourself free. So after graduating 
from high school and college, after more than 
a decade working as a journalist (I was part of 
a team that won a Pulitzer for The Washington 
Post), and after years of lying to employers and 
friends about exactly how I immigrated to the 
United States , I revealed my status as an un-
documented immigrant in an essay published 
in The New York Times Magazine in 2011. A year 
later Time  put my face on its cover to help il-
lustrate a follow-up story titled “Not Legal, Not 
Leaving.”

As a result of that very public coming out, 
I became the country’s most visible “illegal,” 
as Donald Trump and many others call people 

BY JOSE ANTONIO VARGAS

( V I I I )

S T R E N G T H 
I N  N U M B E R S



ica home. Shortly after being 
released from that detention 

center, I left the East Coast, where I’d 
been living for ten years, and moved 
back to the West Coast.

I settled in Los Angeles for two 
reasons: It’s the epicenter of storytell-
ing, and it’s the heart of our country’s 
immigrant population, documented 
and undocumented. This diverse  
metropolis was the perfect place, I 
thought, to form #EmergingUS, a 
journalism and multimedia start-up 
(hosted by the publishing platform 
Medium) that uses video and com-
mentary to explore three issues that 
are inextricably entwined—race, im-
migration, and identity. Our country 
is living through an unprecedented 
demographic shift; 55 percent of 
the total U.S. population growth in 
the past 50 years is due to a modern 
influx of immigrants, mostly Latinos 
and Asians, according to the Pew 
Research Center. In the next 50 years, 
Pew predicts, immigrants and their 
descendants will constitute 88 per-
cent of overall population growth.

A LARGE SEGMENT 
of the “emerging 
us” that is Los An-
geles is made up 
of undocumented 

newcomers. Of the estimated 2.67 
million undocumented immigrants 
who reside in California, an esti-
mated 815,000—or more than 30 
percent—live in Los Angeles County, 
according to the Public Policy Insti-
tute of California. Over the next four 
pages you will meet a few of us and 
learn a little bit about our lives: the 
jobs we do, the bills (and taxes) we 
pay, the questions we get asked every 
day. We are housekeepers and con-
struction workers, teachers and city 
commissioners, entrepreneurs and, 
in my case, a CEO. We are Mexican 
and South Korean and Romanian 
and African and Filipino. We are 
proud to be your neighbors. Like you, 
we call Los Angeles home.
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Say It Loud:  
We’re Here and 
We’re Proud 

2) LIANA GHICA, EVENT PLANNER 
FROM ROMANIA 

3) GEOVANNI RODRIGUEZ LEYVA, STUDENT  
AT CAL STATE LONG BEACH FROM MEXICO 

1) Hernandez and Bautista  
(page 134) came from Oaxaca  
in 2006 and had two daughters 
here. Last year 6-year-old  
Sophie hand-delivered a letter 
to Pope Francis in Washington, 
D.C., urging immigration reform. 
2) Ghica emigrated from Bu-
charest, Romania, with her chil-
dren in 2001 to avoid the social 
stigma single mothers face back 
home. 3) Leyva, who emigrated 
as a 2-year-old from Guanajuato, 
Mexico, in 1989, is studying to  
be a teacher. 4) Medina moved 
from Mexico City in 2000 at 16. 
“I’m part of this community,”  
he says. “I care as much about 
it as any U.S. citizen.” 5) Hong 
relocated to the United States 
from Seoul, South Korea, in 2001 
at 11. He works to educate peo-
ple about the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
program, which delays deporta-
tion for at least two years.  
6) Moreno came from Tlaxcala, 
Mexico, in 2003 after experienc-
ing harassment as a transgender 
woman. 7) Reyes left Guerrero, 
Mexico, at 3 and walked across 
the desert with his grandmoth-
er to reunite with his mother 
in L.A. 8) Mora moved here in 
2000, when he was 11, to escape 
“extreme poverty” in his small 
town near Mexico City; Ceja was 
9 months old when his family 
came from Michoacán in 1992. 
9) Joseph, a double major in  
African American studies and 
public affairs, emigrated from 
Roaring Creek, Belize, in 2000 
when she was 7.  
—YOSIMAR REYES 

THE NONPROFIT GROUP DEFINE AMERICAN SEEKS TO CHANGE  
HOW THE PUBLIC PERCEIVES IMMIGRANTS BY ENCOURAGING  
UNDOCUMENTED PEOPLE TO “COME OUT” AND SHARE THEIR STORIES
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9) DENEA JOSEPH, STUDENT AT UCLA  
FROM BELIZE 

6) GRETTA MORENO, AUTHOR 
FROM MEXICO 

7) YOSIMAR REYES, DEFINE AMERICAN ARTS  
FELLOW FROM MEXICO

5) JU HONG, OUTREACH COORDINATOR AT THE ASIAN  
AMERICAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER DACA COLLABORATIVE  
FROM SOUTH KOREA

4) FRANCISCO MEDINA, MEMBER OF THE  
HUNTINGTON PARK HEALTH AND EDUCATION 
COMMISSION FROM MEXICO 

8) JUSTINO MORA AND IVAN CEJA, COFOUNDERS 
OF UNDOCUMEDIA, AN IMMIGRANT RIGHTS  
ORGANIZATION FROM MEXICO 
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A MONTH IN THE LIFE OF A MIXED-STATUS FAMILY, IN WHICH CITIZENS AND NONCITIZENS  
PITCH IN TOGETHER, ONE DAY AT A TIME BY YOSIMAR REYES AND SHAUNA SIGGELKOW

Making Ends Meet

V I I I .  S T R E N G T H  I N  N U M B E R S

W H O  T H E Y  A R E

W H AT  
T H E Y  E A R N

 Esteban earns mini-
mum wage ($10.15 an 
hour) at a laser print-
ing company. He plays 
keyboards in a band that 
sometimes has paid gigs. 

 Carmelita works as 
a teacher’s assistant at 
Jumpstart, the national 
early education organi-
zation that recruits and 
trains college students to 
serve preschool children 
in low-income neighbor-
hoods. She earns $1,000 
a semester.

 Luz and Maria’s busi-
ness usually brings in 
$1,400 a month, which 
also covers the use of 
Luz’s 1999 Dodge Cara-
van. For extra cash Luz 
sometimes charges $100 
to plan parties. Their 
undocumented status 
makes it difficult to find 
other, more secure jobs; 
when business is slow, 
money is even tighter.

IVE MEMBERS OF the Valen-
zuela family live in a two-bed-
room apartment in Montebello. 
Luz, the head of the household, 

and her elderly mother, Maria, are undocumented. 
Two of Luz’s children, Carmelita and Victoria, were 
born here and are U.S. citizens. Another child, Este-
ban, is a beneficiary of Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals, a program that delays deportation for at 
least two years for undocumented immigrants who 
entered the U.S. before age 16. Here’s how they get by:

Luz, 44 
Head of  
Household
Studied en-
gineering in 
Mexico before 
entering the 
U.S. on a tour-
ist visa. Runs a 
small business 
with her mother 
selling supplies 
for Latino  
cultural  
celebrations. 

Victoria, 15 
Daughter
Is a sophomore 
in high school. 
To buy clothes, 
she receives 
$100 a month 
from her fa-
ther—his only 
contribution 
to the family 
budget.

Maria, 70 
Grandmother
Immigrated 
in 1994 and 
worked at a 
booth at a swap 
meet; a year 
later she rented 
a storefront in 
East Los Ange-
les, where she 
and Luz still 
work.

Carmelita, 20 
Daughter
Studies political 
science at Cal 
State L.A. She 
shares one bed-
room with her 
sister and her 
grandmother. 
Esteban has 
the other. Luz 
sleeps in the 
living room.

Esteban, 23 
Son
Studies psychol-
ogy at Cal State 
L.A. He and his 
brother, Francis-
co, entered the 
United States 
with their mom. 
Francisco lives 
in Arizona.

F
 1ST 

Rent due
Four years ago, when the family moved 
from East L.A. to Montebello to escape 
gang violence, their rent went up $200, 
to $1,150. Luz says it’s worth it to keep her 
family safe. Each month Luz pays $950 in 
cash, and Esteban contributes $200. 

5TH  

Utility bills due
Carmelita and Esteban are the only ones 
in the family who have checking accounts 
that they can access with debit cards. (Luz 
has a prepaid debit card for emergencies 
but pays for almost everything in cash.) 
Carmelita uses her bank’s autopay service 
to cover the family’s Internet, cable, gas, 
and electricity costs. That averages $200 
each month, which she pays out of her 
wages.

13TH
Phone bill due 
A family plan from Metro PCS, which cov-
ers two phones, costs $88 a month and has 
unlimited data and free calling to Mexico. 
(Many undocumented people use Metro 
PCS because they can get a plan without 
having to provide a social security number 
or sign agreements.)

20TH
Credit card bill due  
Esteban is the only family member with a 
credit card, which he got two years ago. 
When running low on funds, he uses it for 
small purchases, but he is trying to build 
his credit score, so he tries to always pay 
his bill on time.

W H AT  
T H E Y  S P E N D

“SAVING MONEY 
AFTER ALL MY 

EXPENSES IS DIFFICULT 
BECAUSE I LIVE PAYCHECK 

TO PAYCHECK. SOMETIMES I 
DON’T EVEN KNOW HOW I 

MAKE IT.”
– L U Z  A R A C E L I  

V A L E N Z U E L A

OF THE  
MONTH 

OF THE  
MONTH 

OF THE  
MONTH 

OF THE  
MONTH 

I c o n s  b y  M AT T H E W  H O L L I ST E R



1) Why are you  
stealing our jobs? 
Many experts agree 
that low-skilled im-
migrant workers, who 
comprise a lot of un-
documented people, 
do not take jobs from 
low-skilled native-born 
workers because the 
two groups tend to 
seek different employ-
ment. That said, it’s 
possible that the data 
used to draw these 
conclusions is flawed 
because some native 
low-wage workers may 
leave the job market 
entirely (by signing up 
for disability, say). Add 
to this complex equa-
tion the fact that many 
undocumented immi-
grants start their own 
businesses and hire 
others, which makes 
them job creators. 

2) What’s the deal with 
not paying taxes?
In fact, the estimated 11 
million undocumented 
immigrants in this 
country contribute 
nearly $12 billion each 
year in state and local 
taxes. 

3) Why didn’t you just 
come here legally? 
It’s complicated, but 
it often boils down to 
this: You could grow 
old hoping for entry. 
No more than 7 percent 
of the total number  
of people admitted to 

the United States can 
come from any one 
place, so if you’re enter-
ing from Mexico or In-
dia or another country 
with lots of emigrants, 
you can wait and wait 
and wait for a visa. And 
when you’re trying to 
escape violence or ex-
treme poverty at home, 
waiting doesn’t feel like 
an option. (To learn 
more, see Getting  
Here, page 18.)

4) OK, but now that 
you’re here, why don’t 
you become legal?  
Get in line. Do it the 
right way!
For many undocument-
ed immigrants already 
here, there is no line. 
This is why the immi-
grant rights movement 
is trying to push law-
makers to figure out 
what that “line” should 
look like and to make 
it law.

5) Are all undocument-
ed people Mexican?
Nope. The largest 
population of undocu-
mented immigrants is 
from Mexico, but they 
come from all over the 
world. If an Australian 
student graduates from 
a U.S. college and stays 
in the country without 
a visa, he or she be-
comes undocumented. 
If an Italian citizen 
falls in love with an 
American and moves to 

the States without the 
proper visa (which is 
difficult to obtain), he 
or she is undocument-
ed. The fastest-growing 
population of undocu-
mented immigrants is 
from Asia. 

6) Why do you say 
“undocumented”? 
Illegal is illegal. 
Society now acknowl-
edges that certain 
racial terms used to 
describe others can 
be harmful. The term 
“illegal” is beginning 
to be seen as similarly 
dehumanizing. Media 
organizations like 
the Associated Press 
and USA Today have 
pledged to stop calling 
human beings “illegal.” 

7!) What happens when 
you get deported? 
Typically, a person is 
arrested and taken 
to a detention center 
(essentially a jail for 
those who have broken 
immigration laws). 
At that point many 
deportees hire a lawyer 
to help them fight to 
stay in the country, 
often with dismal hope 
of success. People can 
stay in detention cen-
ters for as long as three 
years, waiting for a 
resolution, or some can 
pay a bond of $1,500 
to $20,000 and be 
released with an ankle 
monitor.  

L A M A G . C O M

7 QUESTIONS THAT UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRANTS HEAR  
EVERY DAY BY LARA DRASIN

Answer Me This 

 The family receives medical care through My 
Health LA, which provides primary health care  
at no cost to eligible residents of Los Angeles 
County—whether they’re uninsured or uninsur-
able. Services are provided by 193 nonprofit 
Community Partners clinics. 

 Carmelita filled out the Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which resulted  
in her Cal State tui tion being covered. Esteban 
has benefited from the California Dream Act, 
which allows undocumented and nonresident 
documented students who meet certain criteria 
to apply for and receive private scholarships 
funded through public universities, state-admin-
istered financial aid, university grants, Cal Grants, 
and—in Esteban’s case—community college  
fee waivers. Books and other expenses come  
out of his wages.

 The family spends $400 a month on food. 
That’s less than $3 per person per day. That 
means every penny—and every bite—must 
count. “I usually buy food in bulk and try to make 
dishes that aren’t expensive,” says Luz. “We do 
not eat red meat, since it’s expensive, and I make 
a lot of rice and beans with chicken or fish.”

F O O D

H E A LT H  C A R E

T U I T I O N

“FINDING STABILITY 
AS AN UNDOCUMENTED 

PERSON IS HARD. THERE IS 
NEVER ENOUGH MONEY TO MAKE 

OUR PROBLEMS GO AWAY.  
BUT I’M NOT PESSIMISTIC. I  

DON’T LET BEING 
UNDOCUMENTED STOP ME.” 

– E S T E B A N  V A L E N Z U E L A
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