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In fall 2009 The Opportunity Agenda launched an Immigration Arts and Culture Initiative with the goal 
of fostering arts, culture, and media activities that promote the inclusion, integration, and human rights of  
immigrants in the United States. The near-term focus of the initiative is to inform, engage, and inspire the 
creative community and advocates of immigrant inclusion on how they might effectively collaborate with 
one another to engage key audiences on the issue of national immigration reform. The longer-term goal is to 
highlight and develop best practices and effective models for the creative community and immigrant advocacy 
organizations to build public support for immigrant integration and human rights and a funding base for  
creative collaboration across immigrant integration and human rights issues.

As part of this initiative:

A Working Group composed of artists, arts organizations, advocates, and other activists concerned with 
immigration-related issues was convened in New York City and Los Angeles in September and October 
2009 and February, April, and May 2010. A future meeting is planned for fall 2010.

A public forum in New York City—“Immigration: Arts, Culture & Media 2010”—was held on April 
14, 2010 at the French Institute, featuring Mira Nair, director of The Namesake and Monsoon Wedding; 
Chung-Wha Hong, executive director of the New York Immigration Coalition; David Henry Hwang, 
playwright of M. Butterfly and Yellow Face; Alan Jenkins, executive director of The Opportunity Agenda; 
Martín Perna, founder of the musical groups Antibalas and Ocote Soul Sounds; Favianna Rodriguez, 
printmaker and new media artist; Frank Sharry, executive director of America’s Voice; and the art of Kip  
Fulbeck. The forum was produced by Liz Manne and moderated by Maria Hinojosa, Emmy Award–
winning PBS anchor and the host of NPR’s Latino USA.

A public forum in Los Angeles—“Immigrants in America: A Hollywood Perspective”—co-sponsored by 
the Paley Center for Media, was held on May 3, 2010 and featured conversations with Bruce Evans, senior 
vice president of Drama Programming, NBC; Jesse Garcia, actor, Quinceañera; Leon Ichasa, screenwriter 
and director; Alan Jenkins, executive director, The Opportunity Agenda; Nick Schenk, writer, Gran Torino; 
Angelica Salas, executive director, Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles; Bee Vang,  
actor, Gran Torino; and Ligiah Villalobos, screenwriter, Under the Same Moon. The forum was produced 
by Sarah Ingersoll and Anike Tourse and moderated by professor and film critic Emanuel Levy. 

The final element of this phase of the work is a research study to identify examples of arts, culture, and media 
projects that effectively move hearts and minds; break down prejudice; inspire community engagement; and, in 
the long term, encourage public support for the fair treatment and inclusion of immigrants in American society. 
A key outcome of the study is the identification of a pipeline of projects that could be brought to scale and/or 
considered for possible collaboration and support. This study, which was designed around a series of interviews 
and a survey to elevate best practices and compelling ideas, also includes a series of recommendations.

Additional information is available online at http://opportunityagenda.org/immigration_arts_culture_work-
ing_group.



5

Arts, culture, and media serve a vital role in promoting social justice because of their unique ability to tell  
stories and emotionally connect with audiences at a profound, human level. Creative expression can propel 
social change in ways that traditional organizing, advocacy, and communications strategies alone do not.

In contrast to some other social justice fields—health care reform, for example, or green jobs—immigration 
may be more inherently culturally based. By virtue of the immigrant’s path in life—moving from one culture to 
another, experiencing displacement—there is a compelling motivation to preserve, celebrate, and express one’s 
story and heritage. 

Thus, from films to novels to theater to online video, from campaign-driven activist art to work that is more 
personally expressive or culturally celebratory, we discovered in our research a rich and robust trove of  
creativity, diverse in form, content, audience, and intention. High art and pop culture; commercial media and 
community based; the sublime, the deeply emotional, and the decidedly irreverent; there is no shortage of 
immigration-themed artistic expression.

As a result, the end goal of our research became less a question of how to encourage the quantity, breadth, or 
even quality of immigration-themed creative projects, and more a question of how to promote and enhance 
work that makes the greatest impact in moving hearts and minds, breaking down prejudice, inspiring commu-
nity engagement, and encouraging public support for immigrants and positive immigration reform. 

In wide-ranging conversations, our interviewees identified what they felt were the best, most effective immigra-
tion arts projects and offered detailed analyses of their theories of change with respect to cultural strategies; 
strong, if sometimes contradictory, notions of best practices and ideal program models; and their thoughts on 
the challenges facing the field.

Stemming from those conversations, we came to some key recommendations for those working at the intersec-
tion of immigration advocacy and the arts, many of which are as applicable to the broader field of social change 
as they are to the immigrant rights movement.

There were several points made by our interview subjects that seem contradictory. One example, among many, 
is what we think is a false choice between art that is accompanied by express, activist calls to action (sign this 
petition, call your representative) and a softer, long-term “hearts and mind” approach. We believe that each can 
play a critical role in the ecosystem for social change. From our perspective, the answer is usually “both...and” 
rather than “either…or.”

Although partnerships between artists and organizations are important, artists should lead when it comes to the 
creative concepts, or the results may be just flat-out bad art or, at best, a “pretty” version of campaign talking 
points.

For effective collaborations to flourish, it is critical to develop a culture of genuine partnership and reciprocity 
between professional advocates and artists, as opposed to the reflexive impulse to “use” or “harness” artists for 
campaign purposes. We are much better off when artists—experts at “sideways thinking”—are involved with 
developing strategy from the ground up.
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As a result of their public profile, celebrities, including actors and musicians, have a unique ability to draw  
attention to, raise funds for, and shift public opinion on important issues. But there are risks. Partnerships with 
celebrities must be clearly defined, authentic to and customized for who they are as a person, and nurtured 
for the long term like any important stakeholder. The risks taken by immigrant actors and musicians when 
speaking out on controversial issues are enormous and can be career-defining. Immigrant Olympic and All-Star 
athletes, Nobel laureate scientists, and household name entrepreneurs and business leaders can also play vital 
roles as high-profile advocates for immigrant rights and in most cases are less professionally vulnerable than 
performing artists.

Connectors are an important piece of the social change puzzle. These are the people who are “bilingual” in art 
and advocacy and can connect the right artists with the right advocacy campaigns, creating collaborations that 
make an impact. Organizations should consider hosting a creative fellow, hiring a consultant, or creating a staff 
position to focus on integrating cultural strategies into the organization’s work. 

Our interview subjects identified the following as the most crucial elements of effective cultural strategies: reach 
the largest possible number of people; amplify creative work that is already being done; target communities 
that are intrinsically diverse (music, sports); open up the immigration movement to new, persuadable constitu-
encies; tie local events to national advocacy efforts; and build long-term engagement with audiences, old and 
new, by creating opportunities to stay involved, stay in touch, and take action.

Different types of arts maximize different types of impacts—such as comedy, which can allow the safe explo-
ration of taboo subjects, or film, which can humanize its subjects and create intense emotional connections. 
Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of different artistic expressions, and matching them appropriately 
to a specific strategic goal, is an important part of successful engagement.
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The goals of this study were to research examples of arts, culture, and media projects and programs that  
effectively move hearts and minds; break down prejudice; inspire community engagement; catalyze  
action; and, in the long term, encourage public support for the fair treatment and inclusion of immigrants in  
American society. 

Rather than conduct a comprehensive survey of the field, our goals for the study were to: 

Identify projects and programs that are particularly effective at engaging audiences, galvanizing commu-
nity, and shifting hearts and minds

Explore theories of change, best practices in the field, and challenges in order to understand those elements 
essential to successful collaborations

Elevate promising projects and programs (either new projects or pre-existing projects that could be brought 
to scale) to consider as candidates for possible future collaboration and funding support

A survey was sent to more than 500 people—a mixture of artists, advocates, funders, and cultural program-
mers. We received more than 100 responses. 

Following the survey, we conducted 22 one-on-one interviews with a diverse group of high-profile artists,  
advocates, funders, cultural programmers, and thought leaders: 

Ismael Ahmed, director, Michigan Department of Human Services

Pablo Alvarado, executive director, National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON)

Caron Atlas, director, Arts & Democracy Project 

Teddy Cruz, professor and architect, University of California, San Diego

Andreia Davies, former coordinator, New York Foundation for the Arts Immigrant Artists program 

Mallika Dutt, president and chief executive officer, Breakthrough 

Michael John Garcés, artistic director, Cornerstone Theater Company 

Ian Inaba, co-founder and co-executive director, Citizen Engagement Lab 

Todd Lester, founder, freeDimensional 

Eduardo Machado, playwright and artistic director of INTAR Theatre, author of Tastes Like Cuba: An Exile’s 
Hunger for Home 

Josh Norek, deputy director, Voto Latino 

Richard Peña, program director, Film Society of Lincoln Center 

Rosie Pérez, actor, choreographer, director, and community activist 

Maria del Rosario Rodriguez, executive director, Florida Immigration Coalition 

Ellen Schneider, founder and executive director, Active Voice 

Rinku Sen, president and executive director, The Applied Research Center 
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Fatima Shama, commisioner of the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, City of New York 

Ben Skinner, journalist and author of A Crime So Monstrous 

Anike Tourse, former arts & media projects manager, Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles 
(CHIRLA) and independent consultant

Roberta Uno, program officer, Ford Foundation 

Eric Ward, national field director, Center for New Community 

Michele Wucker, executive director, World Policy Institute 
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The one-on-one interviews and survey resulted in hundreds of recommendations of immigration arts, culture, 
and media projects and programs, a comprehensive master list of which is available in Appendix A. From that 
broad inventory, we curated a selection of projects and programs identified by advocates, artists, and cultural 
programmers as being particularly effective at moving hearts and minds, breaking down prejudice, inspiring 
community engagement, and/or encouraging public support for immigrants and positive immigration reform. 
This curated list, which is available in section V, shows projects and programs clustered into the following types:

 serve as hubs for political and cultural engagement and enable communities to 
build on their own strengths and capacities to promote immigrant rights in a holistic way.

 humanizes its subjects and creates an intense emotional connection with its audience; it also has the  
potential to reach very large audiences.

 with its vast reach, narrative structure, and in-home intimacy, has an unparalleled ability to shift hearts 
and minds over the long term.

 can use their star power to bring attention to issues, amplifying the message and the 
audience impact.

 allows taboo subjects to be explored in a safe context and opens the door to new audiences.

 are in many ways the ideal advocacy media because a call for action can be  
directly connected with the creative content. 

 bring new people into the conversation, from techies to gaming aficionados to youth.

 can reach a large, diverse, crossover audience with messages ranging from the politically activist to the 
personally expressive to the culturally celebratory; music also has the advantage of being able to communicate 
across language barriers.

 are private, immersive experiences, allowing readers and listeners to become envel-
oped in another world. 

 are important, if underutilized, tools because the demographic that reads 
them includes kids and teens. 

 is an immediate, powerful, in-person form of engagement, in which the audience and the actors or 
storytellers share a physical space together. 
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 can run the gamut from in-your-face political posters to photography 
that forces viewers to formulate questions about the world around them. 

 are permanent, are authoritative, and convey institutional legitimacy. 

 is the single easiest way for people to learn about each other and bridge cultural divides because it invites 
people to literally sit at the same table. 

 cut across gender, age, class, and political lines; teach teamwork; and provide opportunities for both 
formalized and informal community building and organizing.

In making our selections, we took a “big tent” approach to what constitutes arts, culture, and media and chose 
to include all points along the spectrum, from the more culturally celebratory or personally expressive on one 
end to work that is more didactic “edutainment” or clearly activist on the other. We included professional and 
nonprofessional, community-based and Hollywood driven, serious and irreverent. Some of those surveyed 
think one kind of work is “better” or more “effective” than another; we included highlights across the spectrum 
in the belief that each has a role to play.

If there is a unifying theme to the recommendations, it is that generating an emotional connection with the 
audience is the single most critical component for a project to be considered effective. High-quality work; good 
storytelling; and connecting the arts, culture, or media project with action were also frequently mentioned as 
significant to engaging and inspiring an audience.

In addition to identifying compelling immigration-themed projects and programs, the artists, advocates, and 
thought leaders we interviewed also spoke extensively about (a) their theories of change with respect to cultural 
strategies; (b) best practices—what elements are necessary to create effective collaborations between artists and 
advocates; and (c) the challenges facing the field and how to overcome them. 

Following is a summary of our subjects’ collective thoughts as to how and why cultural strategies work and 
don’t work, and where the field needs to focus to maximize impact.

Almost everyone we interviewed said something about how arts, media, and culture create an emotional  
connection with the audience in a way that traditional forms of advocacy frequently cannot. We concluded 
that emotional quality was the core value of cultural strategies as differentiated from traditional advocacy,  
communications, and organizing strategies.

Both audiences that are new to the field and the already converted must be made to feel an emotional connec-
tion to the issue. Everyone with whom we spoke had a slightly different approach to making that connection. 
Some believe vehemently that community-based work is the answer to gain momentum at the grassroots level. 
Others think that using pop culture to bring in ever-larger audiences can bring about change faster and reach 
out to those who may not pay attention otherwise. A number of our interviews brought up the idea that a 
project or program should be connected to an action. Others felt that art in and of itself was enough to change 
hearts and minds through helping to build bridges between communities. 
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Whereas both policy and culture are necessary for effective social change, a particularly valuable role of arts, 
culture, and media—in regard to immigration issues and immigration reform—is to promote dialogue and 
cross barriers. Art can communicate to constituencies in a broader and deeper way than the technical language 
of policy can. Numerous interviewees and members of the Immigration, Arts, and Culture Working Group 
mentioned art as a form of testimony to this larger point that they moved people in ways that legislation or 
political leadership could not. 

If an advocacy organization wants something to go viral—whether 
through word-of-mouth, with soaring Nielsen ratings, or by a million 
hits on the Internet—there needs to be a story that makes a human 
connection.

Storytelling, whatever its genre, can come in a variety of cultural forms. 
What makes a good story is an effective, character-driven narrative. A 
protagonist who is trying to overcome an obstacle must be present. 
There needs to be plot and characters, setting and themes. From time 
immemorial, this kind of classic storytelling—not technical facts—is 
what engages an audience. 

Several people we interviewed said that the legislative-based approach 
of DC-focused national organizations versus those that concentrated on community-based perspectives are 
what separated the organizations whose stories went viral from those that didn’t. For example, Ian Inaba of 
Citizen Engagement Lab pointed out that with the Basta Dobbs and Trail of Dreams campaigns, these efforts 
were able to go viral because of the partnerships formed with ally organizations in combination with the  
personal stories they utilized to illustrate their perspectives.

“If most of what we rely on is research reports in the immigration reform and rights movement, then it 
seems to me that most of what we rely on is un-narrated bits of facts. I think narratives are easier to get 
across. We need to put the ideas into a form that is gripping, that people want to engage with.” 

—Rinku Sen

When advocacy organizations and policymakers embrace the power of storytelling, they create stronger narra-
tives that engage their audience. The best stories are those that are specific enough to be universal—that tell the 
story of a specific person in a community, while engaging other communities around the issue. 

But equally important, and this is a part that is often missed, is that the audience needs to understand how they 
can take an action. In our interview with Eric Ward, he explained how the Center for New Community put 
together Stop the Circus, Stop Arpaio in February 2009, a free hip hop show in Phoenix that brought together 
Latino, African-American, and Jewish hip hop artists to perform for around 3,000 young kids who weren’t  
already familiar with the issues. From the show the center was able to build a list of 1,100 young people between 
the ages of 15 and 25, who it successfully mobilized around different actions, including signing petitions. 

 —Teddy Cruz
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It is also critical to balance the fight—and the heartbreak—
with the joys of celebration. 

“I have been doing this work for many years and the 
only way I’ve been kept sane is by doing this kind of 
[creative] expression. The struggle for justice is that 
you don’t just fight it, you celebrate it.” 

—Pablo Alvarado

The Civil Rights Movement is a prime example of how arts, 
music, and culture are critical for social change—imagine 
the Selma to Montgomery voting rights marches without 
“We Shall Overcome”—yet there is a feeling that many 
of today’s campaigns around immigration are legislatively  
focused. By creating art together, we realize that we have 
more in common than we thought. It brings us beyond the 
labels of legal, undocumented, white, and black and helps us 
to see our humanity.

Film and television are among the most powerful storytell-
ing tools. Over and over again in our interviews we were 
told that film, TV, and video were the most powerful art-as-
advocacy tools, both because of their reach and because of 
their enveloping, narrative nature. Advocacy organizations 
can use this to their advantage by using film and video to 
tell the stories that will connect with their constituencies  
and beyond. 

For example, Not In Our Town, a national movement to 
encourage communities to respond to hate crimes, includes 
both national and local components such as a PBS broad-
cast, grassroots events, educational outreach, and online  
activities. This campaign was created by The Working 
Group, which makes television shows designed to get people 
to talk to each other. Not In Our Town sparked an ongo-
ing national dialogue about how communities are grappling 
with hate violence and intolerance. The Working Group is 
currently completing a film about the murder of an Ecua-
dorian immigrant on Long Island. 

There are also examples of films and television programs 
that do not have formal outreach programs associated with 
them but nonetheless are successful at shifting hearts and minds with respect to immigrant rights—for example, 
Mira Nair’s films Mississippi Masala and The Namesake, Clint Eastwood’s Gran Torino, and the TV series  
Ugly Betty.

 

 —Maria del Rosario Rodriquez

 —Ben Skinner
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Film and TV bridge those divides between people. They bring those unlike us into our living rooms. They show 
us our differences, but also our similarities. 

“I think the more you know about a people or person, the more you are willing to accept their broad dif-
ferences. And I think that affects your view on immigration policy. If you like Cuban music you’ll be more 
open to ending the boycott of Cuba and you’ll want to know more about that culture.”

—Ismael Ahmed

Stances on immigration are increasingly polarized, and this presents both a challenge and an opportunity for 
cultural strategies. Many of those we interviewed were against the idea of using art as propaganda to push a 
particular agenda. Active Voice is an example of an organization 
that doesn’t use propaganda in its work. Instead, it strives to 
work with powerful stories that don’t push a particular agenda, 
but rather capture the nuance and complexity of various social 
issues. With an issue like immigration, Active Voice seeks to fill 
the gap between the pro- and anti- voices by enabling those “on 
the fence” to enter into the dialogue, process their feelings, and 
make more informed decisions. Working in this middle space is 
not always easy, nor does it bring about immediate results, but 
Active Voice believes that it can soften the ground for more har-
monious and collaborative communities in the long run. 

“My interest is in how the arts can reconstruct communi-
ties in a general sense. One way is by bringing attention to 
a problem. Another way is by strengthening or upholding 
traditions and less about the art itself.”

—Ismael Ahmed

The immigration reform movement benefits by taking a three-
pronged approach to immigration issues, working nationally, 
locally, and virtually. The same is true when it engages arts and 
culture strategies for change. By working locally to connect arts 
organizations with social justice organizations, cultural tides can 
change. This means engaging with community-based organiza-
tions, which are hubs for political and cultural change. 

Using nontraditional spaces as forums for art and civic engage-
ment creates lively work and innovative engagement. Teatro Jor-
nalero performs live at worker sites and on street corners during 
peak work hours, leading to a transformation of spaces of im-
personal commerce and exploitation into forums for community  
dialogue and art-making. In the process, job centers become mu-
sic halls and parking lots become theaters. Igniting imaginations 

 —Richard Peña

 —Rinku Sen
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in these environments is especially crucial to a community that is, by law, not welcome to be here, not rec-
ognized, and often denied what most consider to be basic rights. This reappropriation of place is particularly 
powerful because it transforms these spaces of oppression into spaces of empowerment.

The power of Hollywood celebrity is best leveraged when it works symbiotically with grassroots efforts.  
Although the on-the-ground work resonates with communities, celebrities are influence makers, have the star 
power to turn heads and change minds, and are particularly effective when they are involved early on as active 
partners in strategy and decision making. 

Celebrities, like all artists, are influencers and can be some of the best advocates on particular issues. For  
example, the recent activity in Arizona around immigration has illustrated that when musicians such as Shakira 
and Rage Against the Machine talk about an issue, they have the ability to galvanize their fans to pay attention 
to something they might otherwise not have been aware of.

We also should not forget to bring the business community into the arts—as media partners, distribution  
outlets, and partners in community renewal. Businesses often can be connectors that bring funding and support 
to collaborations. Businesses want to be involved with arts and change organizations because they are good  
for the bottom line. And artists need businesses for the funding to fuel their ideas and livelihoods. It’s a  
symbiotic relationship. 

Taking an example from outside immigration, the TV show Will and Grace was not only a Nielson-ratings 
powerhouse for NBC, but it also could be argued that in bringing gays into America’s living room, the show 
played a critical role in laying the groundwork for today’s marriage equality movement.

In a related way, actor Rosie Perez made the point about the enormous purchasing power that Latinos in 
America possess. If they unified their voices, businesses would more likely take notice. Perez also pointed out 
that celebrities like to partner with certain businesses as a branding tool, which organizations can use to their 
advantage when planning events or looking to amplify their messages.

 “There’s a great business case in terms of art and dollars.”

—Ismael Ahmed

Large-scale national online and social media projects have the potential to reach hundreds of thousands of 
people, and that kind of reach is critical to social change. Online campaigns are also essential because the tech-
nology allows organizations to track how many people are being reached. Another positive aspect of online 
platforms is that organizations can present art or creative content and tie it directly to an action. For example, 
a video about immigration issues can be connected with an online petition to get individuals to sign to push for 
comprehensive immigration reform.

Reform Immigration for America’s successful use of cell phone text messaging is one recent example of how 
technology can be used to drive high-impact, on-the-ground, and viral organizing.

The children of immigrants have the power to make change—starting within their own families. Usually first-
generation immigrants try to hold onto their ethnic pride, which leaves them wary of integrating into the 
community at large. It is often the children of Chinese immigrants, for example, who will take their parents 
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to a play about the Middle East or a film about Spain. 
We need to learn how to harness the cross-cultural  
curiosity of the children of immigrants. Trail of Dreams 
is an example of a campaign that told the stories of the 
children of immigrants as a way to connect with larger 
immigration themes through the personal stories of a few  
young people.

Recently groups such as Breakthrough and Voto Latino 
have been experimenting with new forms of technology 
such as video games and music videos, which are success-
ful at connecting with the younger demographic they are 
trying to reach.

Part of our mission was to explore best practices in the field. In conducting interviews with practitioners and 
policy experts, we heard over and over again that what makes art work is good storytelling. So, although  
storytelling itself is important, the quality of that storytelling is key. 

The most effective program models are those in which there is quality, authenticity, and artist-driven collabora-
tion between arts organizations and social change and social service organizations in telling the larger story.

Best practices, especially around immigration, can really benefit when they are instituted or authorized from 
the top, including from our political leadership. For example, in New York City the current administration 
celebrates immigrants, as seen in the frequent public remarks on the subject by Mayor Mike Bloomberg and by 
the events during the city’s annual Immigrant Heritage Week. This type of organized celebration of ethnic pride 
moves communities to share and harness their diversity. 

The challenge is how to create a physical space to bring together social service and social change organiza-
tions, artists, advocates, and policymakers. Libraries and art spaces are strong entry points because they can 
be engaged as civic spaces to bring community members together around an issue. Todd Lester’s organization, 
freeDimensional, connects artists and art spaces around the world and bridges the gap between public policy 
and art.

“With 35 art spaces in the U.S. alone, we hear from art spaces that they try not to just have a seat at the 
table, but host the table.” 

—Todd Lester

It is critical for artists and advocates to come together as equals. By starting campaigns with artists involved, 
and not asking for artists’ involvement after the fact, artists feel as if they are part of the process, not an  
afterthought. This factor is crucial for authentic partnerships and effective collaborations to take place.  

  —Fatima Shama
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One example is printmaker and digital artist Favianna Rodriguez, who is part of the founding team for  
Presente.org. Her perspectives as an artist and as an activist are major factors in the organization’s success.

It is important to remember that advocates, activists, artists, and policymakers are all critical for reform.  
If everyone has a role—locally, nationally, and virtually—and collaboration takes place on every level, change 
can be far reaching.

“Every organization has its place in the larger struggle—
not every organization needs to be lobbying in Washington. 
Everyone has their unique voice.” 

—Ian Inaba

Effective organizing frequently connects a direct local action that 
people take with a broader national campaign. That is why Not 
In Our Town, a national movement to encourage communities 
to respond to hate crimes, includes both national and local com-
ponents such as a PBS broadcast, grassroots events, educational 
outreach, and online activities. Another example is Teatro Jor-
nalero, a collaboration of the National Day Laborer Organizing 
Network and Cornerstone Theatre, because it ties local commu-
nities with a national effort. 

The most effective program models we saw had several things in common: they partnered with ally organiza-
tions, they created a public dialogue and promoted dialogue, they allowed people to connect to the issue in a 
deep way, and they provided a way for communities to take action. 

Another frequent element of success is creating mentoring relationships that help communities move beyond 
their silos and come together around an issue or an event. The New York Foundation for the Arts’ Immigrant 
Artist Program, for example, pairs immigrant artists with NYFA fellows who show them the ropes.

Finally, for some funders, there is an instinct to focus on supporting work that would exist—in some form—
with or without the funding (i.e., work that has vitality and an audience on its own). The role of funding, then, 
is to bring that idea to another level of effectiveness, to expand its reach and impact.

“The most effective use of your money is by funding the type of artwork that will actually land on the 
ground and not only in immigrant communities, but in other communities as well. You want to fund 
work that will be there with you or without you. With you the art can create greater impact and intersec-
tions. But if you weren’t in the picture that passion and rigor would [still] be there.” 

—Roberta Uno

Advocates and artists interested in collaborating on cultural strategies face a number of challenges. Besides the 
perennial distress arising from lack of funds and time pressures, one of the most oft-repeated challenges is that 
there is not a sustained network of organizations that work together and share ideas around cultural strategies. 

 —Caron Atlas
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Some organizations are still struggling with what the word “immigrant” means and what “art” is. With respect 
to art itself, as mentioned earlier, there is clearly a spectrum of art, culture, and media, from the more cultur-
ally celebratory or personally expressive on one end, to work that is more didactic or “edutainment” or clearly 
activist on the other. Advertising (or PSAs) or agitprop can be considered creative, certainly, but not everyone 
considers them “art.” There is also tension around aesthetics (i.e., the meaning or validity of a particular work), 
access, identity, process, the relative value of high art vs. community art vs. commercial art, what’s “political” 
and what isn’t, and what are the roles of comedy and social media. These discussions around what constitutes 
art or what differentiates “good” art from “bad” or “effective” vs. “ineffective” advocacy can be Talmudic (and 
therefore, by definition, never-ending). For the purposes of this research study, we took a “big tent” approach 
to what constitutes arts, culture, and media and accepted any and all points along the spectrum. Those points 
of tensions present an ongoing challenge to this work, however, and are an ongoing challenge to the funding 
community in determining where its resources should be dedicated.

Some people spoke about how to scale projects that work locally. One common refrain was that the heart and 
soul of community-based work is, by definition, their community, so inherently these projects are hard to scale. 
As soon as these projects go national, they lose their local focus and thus their essence. What works in one com-
munity doesn’t necessarily work in another. 

Still others felt that arts and culture initiatives alone do 
not have a direct enough effect on immigration rights 
and reform. These respondents felt there is a need 
for collaborations with advocacy organizations and  
action campaigns that connect an action along with an 
arts and culture project that may be more expressive or 
celebratory in nature. For example, New York City’s  
Immigrant Heritage Week is a weeklong series of events, 
including film screenings, art exhibits, and walking tours, 
that promote, reflect, and celebrate the diversity of the  
immigrant communities in New York City. Although  
Immigrant Heritage Week is a critical part of New York’s 
cultural landscape, the question remains: What is the  
action or change that comes out of the celebration? Yes, a 
cultural exchange between communities takes place, but 
it doesn’t directly lead to large-scale political reform. 

An opposing perspective, however, is that these kinds 
of “softer” cultural celebrations are effective at break-
ing down prejudices and the addition of an activist or  
political component would alienate some audiences, 
doing the immigration movement ultimately more 
harm than good.

“We did our first Iranian film series in 1992 and there was a sense of pride in the folks who came to 
see the films. After the hostage crisis nothing positive was said about Iranians in the media. We brought 
people together at the film series that never would have spoken to each other. They thought Lincoln  
Center was celebrating Iranian culture. People started talking to each other because as Iranians they were 
connected. That is the type of cinema that in the early days I would say easily 80% of the audience was 
probably Iranian and 20% was not and within a few years that reversed.”

—Richard Peña

Often, instead of being seen as equals, artists are invited to help policymakers relay a message that those at  
the top have already decided on—in the worst case to “prettify” or “decorate” a predetermined political talk-
ing point. This sets up a tension between the decision makers at advocacy organizations and artists, who may  
feel exploited.

 —Ian Inaba
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“You have to constantly be cognizant and aware of and understand what one is doing in terms of paying 
attention to artists whose voices are being exploited. Exploitation of voices within communities is a real 
issue in all social change work. It’s not exclusive to the arts and culture space.” 

—Mallika Dutt

A related challenge is that compelling artistic expres-
sion is often a highly individualistic endeavor, whereas 
advocacy is almost always collaborative and frequently 
involves compromise. That dichotomy often creates a 
mismatch of styles and expectations. Or, as mentioned 
earlier, there is the danger that advocacy organizations 
risk turning art into propaganda.

One of the points of difference between advocates and 
artists stems from the fact that advocates have specific 
ideas of what they want to say, which can be limiting 
to an artist. This can be the difference between hiring 
an advertising agency to bring to life a chosen, often 
research-tested campaign message rather than working 
in a more exploratory, open, artistically driven process 
with artists.

“If an artist conceives of something and there’s no 
interference in the conceptual process then there’s a 
lot less trouble. There’s a really crucial relationship 
between the artist and the audience. If an artist 
feels their work is being manipulated for political 
ends there’s a certain breach of trust, and it can 
cause problems for the artists.”

—Michelle Wucker

On the one hand, we heard that advocates limit artists 
by telling them what to portray in their work. On the 
other hand, artists don’t always understand the politics 
and nitty gritty of the movement. One way to overcome 
this obstacle is to provide educational tools to inspire 
artists to make great art about the movement. 

A related concern is about basic knowledge around 
501(c)(3) vs. 501(c)(4) activity and what is permissible. 
Most arts organizations are C3s, and for those that are 
new to social change work, there are misunderstandings 
about what they are able to engage in. Educational tools 
also can help address that question.

Another suggestion we heard was to create artist  
residencies within advocacy organizations, which would 
allow artists to really understand the issues at hand and 
help create effective campaigns. (Anna Deveare Smith, 

 —Rinku Sen

 —Todd Lester
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for example, is artist-in-residence at the Center for American Progress, although she is not working expressly 
on immigration.) However, we did not discover any arts residencies at immigration-related organizations.

Another idea we heard was to put artists on the board or staff of organizations to help foster authentic part-
nerships and engage artists in strategy development from the ground up. However, we found few examples of 
this in the immigration world, although three stood out: in addition to Favianna Rodriguez’s involvement with 
Presente.org, Anike Tourse served in a staff position as arts & media projects manager within an advocacy  
organization (Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles) and Delia de la Vara, National Council 
of La Raza, is vice president, California region, and coordinates the annual ALMA celebrity awards.

“The art world and artists suggest an amazing array of innovations. They are innovators and problem 
solvers, but a lot of time they are not given the agency to direct that energy and innovation to societal  
issues such as immigration.” 

—Todd Lester

Another point of tension involves not pushing audiences so far, or depressing them so much, that they feel they 
cannot get up and fight. By overwhelming the audience with facts—X number of immigrants are deported from 
the United States each year at a cost to U.S. taxpayers of Y billions of dollars with Z number of mixed status 
families torn apart—with no solutions to the problems, you leave them with a “why bother?” feeling. One solu-
tion is to weave humor into the work, balance tragedy with hope, and develop success stories in which people’s 
lives are rebuilt and they become advocates themselves. For example, Margaret Cho has made her career as 
a comedian and has used her own experience as the child of immigrant parents as fodder for her work. The 
Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA) has also initiated a Laughs for Legaliza-
tion campaign, a comedy show fundraiser featuring professional comedians Alex Reymundo and Joey Medina 
of the Original Latin Kings of Comedy, members of activist/actor troupe Culture Clash, Filipino comedian 
Edwin San Juan, and Latina comedian Aida Rodriguez, presented at the legendary Ice House Comedy Club in  
Pasadena, California. 

With respect to the large museums and monuments, although 
they have the capacity to communicate with and influence 
huge numbers of people and they convey legitimacy and 
authority, there are some real challenges having to do with 
access and inclusion. Many immigrants feel that museums 
and monuments don’t belong to them and they don’t belong 
there. A lot must be done to break down the barriers and 
engage communities of all stripes in thinking of museums 
and monuments as theirs.

Another issue is the tendency in the advocacy community to conflate the concept of “artist” with that of “celeb-
rity.” In fact, most artists are a constituency of the movement and potential advocates for the movement. Not 
only do artists think, process, and create in uniquely individualistic and expressive ways—in different modali-
ties from policy experts and movement organizers—but they also are often an economically challenged group 
that needs greater access to opportunity themselves. 

There are also specific issues with respect to immigrant artist work visas for visiting performers and collabora-
tors. Finding ways to serve and support artists, as opposed to having an automatic instinct to “use” artists to 
spread a message, is a critical reframing for advocates.

 —Teddy Cruz
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We heard in different terms from many respondents that Hollywood is racist. At the very least, it is clear that it 
can do much better in terms of telling immigrant stories; hiring immigrant executives, board members, writers, 
directors, and actors; and hiring executives, board members, writers, directors, and actors who are people of 
color.

“Over 100,000 people came out to march on Washington, DC for immigration reform. Those same people 
need to go to the studios and demand that there are more actors and actresses of color and story lines that 
represent them. The Latino communities in the U.S. are the number one ticket-buying audiences. And the 
studios know it, so why don’t they support more Latin projects?”

—Rosie Perez

Celebrity involvement also faces challenges. Although celebrities can shine a strong spotlight on the issues, 
and the movement needs more to participate, there are some risks involved. Some celebrities might have a 
“mismatched” brand (e.g., someone who is known as a comic or a lightweight personality speaking about 
a serious issue) or they might not have adequate knowledge about the issue. Either of these dynamics can  
undermine a campaign or create a backlash against both the campaign and the artist. The general recom-
mendation with celebrities is that they should have a personal passion about the issue and be well informed.  
At the same time, the advocacy community should help prepare that celebrity spokesperson and develop strat-
egies to proactively 
and reactively support  
the artist against the 
kind of blowback that  
often attacks highly 
visible members of 
our society. 

 —Rosie Perez
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In sum, arts, culture, and media are promising social justice practices because they allow for human connec-
tions and help to move hearts and minds. From films to books to theater to online video, a wide range of 
arts and culture happenings occurs throughout society—high art and low, pop culture and community-based 
work, the sublime and the decidedly ridiculous. The range is huge, from campaign-driven activist art to art 
for art’s sake. 

Each zone of the arts landscape offers wonderful examples, and we believe all of it has a place in the immigra-
tion rights movement.

But certain forms serve some purposes better than others. For example, community-based arts are better for 
driving community engagement; pop culture (especially TV) is probably best for shifting hearts and minds and 
breaking down prejudice over a long period; comedy has an important role in holding a mirror up to power and 
addressing taboo subjects; online and social media projects are probably best for campaign action and organiz-
ing; and music is likely the best way to engage young people and crossover communities. 

What’s most important is that the art is of high quality and that it has a human, specific narrative that allows 
for an emotional engagement.

The arts provide a gateway for emotional connection through which the message of immigrant rights and of 
immigration reform can pass. The key is for artists and advocates to work together to bring about the change 
they want to see in the world. Only through collaboration can audiences be built, policies be changed, and 
reforms be implemented. 
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From the one-on-one interviews and the survey, which together resulted in hundreds of recommendations, 
what follows is a curated selection of arts, culture, and media projects and programs that advocates, artists, 
and cultural programmers identified as being particularly effective at moving hearts and minds, breaking down 
prejudice, inspiring community engagement, and/or encouraging public support for immigrants and positive 
immigration reform.

For a comprehensive listing of all the artists, projects, and programs named—nearly 400 in total—please see 
the Master List of Projects and Programs in Appendix A.

We loosely grouped each example by type, although many are interdisciplinary. The list includes community-
based arts; film; TV; celebrity advocates; comedy; digital and social media; games; music; literature and poetry; 
graphic novels and comics; theater; visual art, design, architecture, and iconography; museums and monu-
ments; food; sports; and special cases of refugees, exiles, modern-day slaves, and trafficked persons. Within each 
group the projects and programs are listed in alphabetical order. 

Community-based programs enable communities to build on their own strengths and capacities to promote 
immigrant rights. They serve as hubs for political and cultural change and believe in changing communities in 
holistic ways. 

 helps immigrants become more active in democracy in the 
Central Valley in California. It created a mini-grant program in which people could apply for funding for 
different ways to support immigrants to help them integrate. To their surprise more than 50 percent of the 
mini-grants were for cultural programs. 

 works to preserve and present the performing arts tradi-
tions of New York’s immigrant communities through research-based educational programming, public 
performance, and community partnerships. 

 is a community-based organization in Brooklyn, NY, that advocates around environmental, 
health, and community development issues with an eye toward arts and culture as a political tool. El 
Puente has a public school that is an academy for peace and justice, where all the work is arts-based. Their 
definition of a healthy community is one where the sense of identity and culture is strong. 

, in Newmarket, TN, is a hub of grassroots organizing and movement building in 
Appalachia and the South. Through popular education, participatory research, and cultural work, High-
lander helps create spaces where people gain knowledge, hope, and courage and expand their ideas. 

 is not precisely community-
based, but rather a national umbrella organization. NALAC is the nation’s leading nonprofit organization 
exclusively dedicated to the promotion, advancement, development, and cultivation of the Latino arts 
field. Headquartered in San Antonio, TX, NALAC plays a vital role in fostering understanding, providing 
advocacy, conducting original research, creating networking opportunities and delivering administrative 
instruction that ensures the health and sustainability of the national Latino arts field. 

 promotes and reflects the diversity of immigrant com-
munities in New York City during a week-long series of events, including film screenings, art exhibits, and 
walking tours. 
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 Immigrant Artist Project builds a community of artists 
with diverse backgrounds who share the experience of immigration and connects them with the resources 
to foster creative careers and gain support and exposure for their work. This is done through a bi-weekly 
newsletter, one-on-one mentoring, an online resource database, and workshops on themes responsive to 
the expressed needs of immigrant artists. 

 cultivates, supports, and promotes the works of 
artists and arts organizations in northern Manhattan. It was launched in 2007 under the incubation of 
the Hispanic Federation and with the financial support of the Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone. 
NoMAA nurtures the works of artists in these communities and develops partnerships with businesses and 
other organizations to increase the visibility of this area of Manhattan. 

 is a vibrant community cultural center in Berkeley, CA, with a national reputation and a global 
vision that promotes peace, social justice, and cultural understanding through the arts, education, and 
social action.

Film—whether narrative, documentary, short, industrial, Hollywood, or independent—is an effective medium 
for promoting immigrant rights and reform because it humanizes its subjects and uses storytelling as a way to 
connect with the audience. And, as with other forms of media, film has the potential to reach very large audi-
ences. Some films have advocacy-related outreach programs (like The Visitor or Welcome to Shelbyville), and 
some do not (e.g., Gran Torino or The Namesake). Here are the most frequently named films. (Many more films 
are listed in Appendix A.) 

 (1983) is Gregory Nava’s seminal film, which portrays the Latin American immigrant experience 
in the United States. 

 (2010) is written and directed by Gloria La Morte and Paola Mendoza and is inspired by 
the true story of Mendoza’s mother. The filmmakers of Entre Nos have collaborated with America’s Voice 
Education Fund, Center for American Progress, and Reform Immigration for America on a joint campaign 
called “Moms for Family Unity” to engage mothers for immigration reform. (Disclosure: This campaign is 
a project of report co-author Liz Manne.)

 (2008), directed by Clint Eastwood, tells the story of a widowed Korean war veteran with 
deep prejudices who strikes up an unexpected relationship with the Hmong family next door. 

 (documentary, 2010) is 12 separate films 
about several dozen people, each connected by a commitment to change the way that the United States 
handles the immigration issue. 

 is a DVD produced by CHIRLA for immigrant communities designed to empower 
them to respond strategically to interactions with Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents in  
response to newly aggressive immigration control tactics. The cast and crew of the production were a 
combination of professionals and immigrant members of CHIRLA. Know Your Rights has been shown 
to millions of people throughout the country on television networks like Univision and Telemundo and to 
tens of thousands more online and via DVD distribution.

 (2004) depicts the story of 17-year-old Maria’s journey from a small Colombian 
town to the streets of New York. Catalina Sandina Moreno was nominated for an Academy Award for 
Best Actress.

 (1995) is a film directed by Gregory Nava that traces three generations of a 
Mexican-American family that emigrated from Mexico and settled in East Los Angeles. 

 include several immigrant-themed films such as Mississippi Masala, Monsoon Wedding, 
and The Namesake (from Jhumpa Lahiri’s best-selling novel). She is an award-winning Hollywood director 
born in India.
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 (2002) tells the story of 30-year-old Toula Portokalos, who lives with her 
strict parents in a Chicago Greek community. Her father allows her to go to the university, where she meets 
a non-Greek man and decides to get married. 

 (documentary, 2009) began as a film about undocumented youth and 
the challenges they face as they turn age 18 without legal status. The project, which involved youth in every 
aspect of production, includes a feature-length documentary, book, and curriculum. Intensive mentoring 
and youth leadership development were integral to the project, with more than 500 young people around 
the country now involved in El Grupo Juvenil, the Papers youth crew. 

 (2009) tells the story of Honduran teenager Sayra, who reunites with her father and has an 
opportunity to potentially realize her dream of a life in the United States. Moving to Mexico is the first step 
in a fateful journey of unexpected events.

 (2007), written and directed by Thomas McCarthy, is the story of a lonely college professor 
who unexpectedly befriends a pair of undocumented immigrants and aids them in their struggle to stay 
in America. Participant Media, the film’s producers, collaborated with Active Voice to create an outreach 
campaign that included special screenings and community discussions to shine a light on local detention 
centers and help audiences connect to on-the-ground advocates. Partners included Detention Watch Net-
work, National Immigrant Justice Center, and National Legal Sanctuary for Community Advancement.

 (documentary, 2010), produced and directed by Kim Snyder of the BeCause 
Foundation in partnership with Active Voice, is set in America’s Bible Belt and follows members of a small 
Southern town as they grapple with rapid demographic change and issues of immigrant integration. This 
film, and its accompanying multimedia project, will be part of a coordinated effort to foster dialogue 
about immigrant integration and replicate the Welcoming America model in communities across the United 
States. Campaign elements will include screenings, webisodes, a microsite, and tailored modules to address 
the needs of specific communities and stakeholders in the field.

Television’s intimacy and power comes from the fact that viewers invite those on TV into their living rooms. 
Shows with major immigrant characters or themes such as I Love Lucy and Ugly Betty, kids’ programming 
such as Dora the Explorer, and comedy such as South Park and The Daily Show reach millions of viewers and 
can help to change hearts and minds. 

, a late night, satirical television “news” program hosted by Jon 
Stewart, delves into all manner of contemporary political and social commentary, including immigration 
issues. Aasif Mandvi, one of the show’s news correspondents, was born in India and raised in the United 
Kingdom and is frequently featured in segments poking fun at racial profiling of Muslims and South Asians 
in post-9/11 America.

 is an animated children’s series that airs on Nickelodeon cable television network 
featuring a young Latina girl—Dora—who, along with her adventures with her animated friends, teaches 
viewers Spanish.

, on a regular basis from the 1990s, had many episodes about undocumented immigrants.

 (ABC sitcom, 2002–2007) and Lopez Tonight (TBS late-night talk show) 
examines race and ethnic relations, including his own Mexican-American culture.

 was a seminal sitcom series from the 1950s featuring Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, TV’s first 
Latino lead, who played Lucy’s on-screen husband, Ricky Ricardo. Ricky was not afraid to let people know 
he was a foreigner, yet he was portrayed as a regular guy. Ricky and Lucy had a mixed marriage (as did 
Desi and Lucy in real life), and it was depicted as normal at a time when society did not deem it so. 
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, “Anchor” (2009), featured a killer targeting “anchor babies,” the 
children of undocumented immigrants. SVU detectives visit an immigrant rights center to investigate. 

, “Pee” (2009), was about the local water park becoming “overrun” with “minorities” and 
the situation could soon turn deadly. 

 features Betty Suarez (America Ferrera), who is smart, sweet, and hard working. The only 
problem is that she’s not thin and beautiful like all her co-workers at Mode, the high-fashion magazine 
where she works. Ugly Betty is a cultural phenomenon, drawing more than 14 million viewers and earning 
Emmy and Golden Globe awards for its stars. As one critic points out, the protagonists’ Mexican-Ameri-
can identity is not just incidental to the show. Betty brings “a tireless work ethic and a different perspective 
to revitalize a tired institution [here, the fashion industry] as part of a generation of immigrants, yet Betty’s 
character is still able to appeal to a wide audience” (James Poniewozik, “Ugly, the American,” Time, Nov. 
20, 2006).

When celebrities use their star power to bring attention to certain issues, such as immigration, the message  
and the audience are amplified. (Please see Appendix B for a Master List of Notable Immigrants—high-profile 
immigrants in the arts, sports, business, and science who could be approached to engage with immigration 
reform and immigrant rights issues.)

 is a PSA to encourage voter participation by the Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los 
Angeles (CHIRLA) featuring Salma Hayek.

 is a campaign involving Major League ball players to pressure Major League Baseball 
to move the 2011 All-Star Game from Arizona in protest of Arizona’s new immigration law. 

 helped the National Immigration Forum recruit celebrities for 
marches, DJ publicizing, and paid advertisements, including Kate Castillo, Emilio Estevez, Gloria Estefan, 
and Martin Sheen, among others. 

, the Colombian singer, has long been known for her pro-migrant stance; she and band dancers  
famously opened a concert wearing an anti-4437 (the 2006 Sensenbrenner bill that would have criminalized 
undocumented immigrants and those who assisted them) on their chests. Shakira recently visited Phoenix, 
AZ, to express concern about the impact of the state’s new immigration law. She met with Phoenix’s police 
chief and mayor to learn more about how the law will be implemented if it goes into effect this summer. 

 star Rosario Dawson, Wilmer 
Valderrama, Demi Lovato, Luis Guzman, Ana Ortiz, Jorge Garcia, Malverde, Graciela Beltran, and Uncle 
Gustavo and feature music by Pitbull and Maleco Collective. The PSAs are part of Voto Latino’s vision to 
increase American Latino youth civic participation by increasing voter turnout and political involvement 
among this group. 

Comedy allows taboo subjects to be explored in a safe context; by pushing buttons on issues such as immigra-
tion, comedy can change cultural tides in ways that other forms of arts and media cannot. 

 is a Mexican-Native American writer, actress, and comedian who plays a range of 
characters including a Latina American who meets an Asian immigrant. 

 is a comedy video website founded by Will Ferrell and Adam McKay’s production com-
pany, Gary Sanchez Productions, and includes original and user-generated content. Similar to The Daily 
Show, Funny or Die explores all manner of contemporary political and social commentary, including im-
migration issues.
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 is a comedy show fundraiser for Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of 
Los Angeles (CHIRLA) featuring Alex Reymundo and Joey Medina of the Original Latin Kings of Comedy, 
members of activist/actor troupe Culture Clash, Filipino comedian Edwin San Juan, and Latina comedian 
Aida Rodriguez, produced by Anike Tourse and presented at the legendary Ice House Comedy Club in 
Pasadena, California. 

 critiques social and political problems, especially those pertaining to race, sexuality, and 
gender. Routines featuring Cho’s Korean immigrant mother are a favorite with her fans. 

 comics are three stand-up comedians with roots in the Middle East: Egyptian-Ameri-
can Ahmed Ahmed, Iranian-American Maz Jobrani, and Palestinian-American Aron Kader use satire and  
humor to challenge the status quo. 

 is a news satire organization, including both a website and newspaper, that features satirical 
articles reporting on international, national, and local news, including immigration issues. 

The Internet is in many ways the ideal advocacy environment because one can deliver creative content while 
directly connecting the content with action. It is also a great place for collaboration between the creative com-
munity, who can create content that grabs people’s attention, and advocacy organizations, who can leverage the 
content to bolster online organizing strategies. 

 is an online-driven organizing effort launched by NDLON to mount political, legal, and 
economic pressure to restore Arizona constitutional protections and to change the federal policy that 
allowed for the formation of SB 1070. Alto Arizona has called artists to create an image that shows  
opposition to SB 1070 as part of an online viral campaign. Selected images will later be published as prints 
to generate revenue for this campaign with artist consent. Alto Arizona has also incorporated video docu-
mentation and music in all demonstrations and organizing efforts. 

 is a statewide network of existing and emerging college campus organiza-
tions that actively address undocumented student issues and work to create broader social change around 
immigration reform and access to higher education. In addition to college campus organizing, summits, 
and conferences, the Network uses extensive online organizing and electronic media campaigns including 
social networking to advance its mission and carry out the work.

 uses digital media and technology to organize issue 
and identity-based communities, with a focus on amplifying the voices of ethnic and racial minorities and 
young people. (Presente is a project of CEL.)

 recent major, and successful, project was to pressure Lou Dobbs to resign from CNN. 
More than 50 organizations partnered with Presente to draw the more than 100,000 people who joined the 
BastaDobbs campaign, signed petitions, uploaded photos, and attended local actions. Not only did CNN 
broadcast Dobbs’ resignation, but it also broadcast the Trail of Dreams story of four students walking 
from Miami to Washington, DC to protest the U.S. immigration system. 

 is a national text-messaging 
initiative engaging people to become a part of the national Reform Immigration for America campaign’s 
Cell Phone Action Network. As a part of the network, hundreds of thousands of participants receive  
periodic text messages on the latest news and action opportunities around immigration reform, specific to 
their state or local community.

 campaign site 
provides tools for action to build support for fair immigration policies. The site includes a powerful 9-min-
ute documentary produced by Breakthrough in association with 26 key partners featuring leading voices 
on the issue and compelling personal testimonies, a video channel with additional immigration stories, a 
screening guide that aims to foster dialogue, an action hub, a blog, tools for contributing and sharing con-
tent such as delicious and Twitter links, and other online resources. 
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 follows four students from Florida—Felipe Matos, Gaby Pacheco, Carlos Roa, and 
Juan Rodriguez—who left Miami on January 1, 2010 to walk 1,500 miles to Washington, DC, in support 
of the DREAM Act. Trail of Dreams is a project of Presente.

 is a national network of citizen journalists, independent filmmakers, and media profes-
sionals working together to document voter suppression and disenfranchisement, including among Latino 
and immigrant voters. 

 launched a multiplatform census  
initiative to rally the undercounted Latino population to participate in the census. “Be Counted, Repre-
sent!” and the corresponding BeCountedRepresent.com URL comprises multiplatform web, mobile, direct, 
and traditional media initiatives that will elevate the census in the minds of Latinos, who were among the 
undercounted, by an estimated 700,000 in just Los Angeles County alone in the 2000 Census. 

 is a music video competition celebrating pluralism and diversity in the United States. John 
Jackson, the head of MTV music videos, Malcolm Campbell, owner of Spin, and Mira Nair are collaborat-
ing with Breakthrough on this project, which is in the works. 

By using video games to talk about critical issues, such as immigration, the dialogue becomes more mainstream 
and the audience is widened. Instead of just preaching to the choir, new people are brought into the conversa-
tion, from techies to gaming aficionados to youth.

 is creating a Facebook game in partnership with the Sites of Conscience about identifying 
cultural/historical artifacts. It’s a game that can be used as a bridge-building tool. 

, from Breakthrough, is a free, 3D, downloadable game designed to 
spark dialogue and create awareness of unfair U.S. immigration policies and to teach players about cur-
rent immigration laws on detention and deportation that affect legal permanent residents, asylum seekers, 
students, and undocumented people by violating human rights and denying due process. 

 

Music can reach a large number of people and a more diverse, crossover audience. It can include a community 
performance with 50 people or a nationally released album that reaches millions. With pop musicians the 
chances of reaching across multiple layers of identity are much greater. The audience is attracted by the music, 
but the message is ever present. In some cases, the concert context or the artist is more explicitly political or 
activist; in others, it’s as simple as exposure to new cultures through the universal language of music that helps 
shift hearts and minds over time.

 is a weekly public radio program that, since 1988, has introduced American lis-
teners to the musical cultures of Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean. 

 was established by New Detroit and ACCESS in 1993 as a 1-day festival to bring 
together world music and folk musicians. 

, otherwise known as the Jornaleros del Norte, has produced three musical albums. 
The Band plays at schools, union halls, universities, churches, and day laborer corners and centers and has 
become one of the greatest educational tools within day laborer organizing. The songs are based on the 
daily living experiences of immigrant day laborers and lately they have become the soundtrack of major 
immigrant rights marches in Los Angeles and Arizona. 

 recruits classical and nonclassical immigrant musicians to diversify their audience 
and break down barriers.
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, a project from Citizen Engagement Lab, is a cultural campaign that 
seeks to reframe how Americans look at immigration by highlighting how our culture would be deeply 
affected if immigrants were removed from their favorite bands. The campaign is being piloted with Thiev-
ery Corporation, a popular electronic music act made up of numerous immigrant contributors. The pilot 
features an interactive video through which viewers can “remove” members of the band. If the pilot is suc-
cessful, Citizen Engagement Lab will expand to include additional bands and other cultural areas including 
sports and movies.

 spotlights Joseph Arpaio, sheriff of Maricopa County, Arizona, who 
promotes himself as “America’s Toughest Sheriff” and spent the past six years creating an environment 
of terror for immigrants and refugees in Arizona through raids, abuse of immigrants, and the creation 
of tent-city detention centers. Stop the Circus, Stop Arpaio (February 2009) worked with hip hop artists 
around the country to put together a free hip hop show in Phoenix, which brought together Latino, Afri-
can-American, and Jewish hip hop artists to perform for around 3,000 young people who weren’t already 
familiar with the issues. From the show, the Center was able to build a list of 1,100 young people between 
the ages of 15 and 25, who it successfully mobilized around different actions, including signing petitions 
against racial profiling.

 is a hugely popular norteño band of Mexican-Americans who immigrated to 
the United States as teenagers. Los Tigres have won five Latin Grammy Awards and have sold more than 
30 million records, and many of their songs tell the stories of immigrants. Los Tigres were among several 
high-profile recording artists to join the boycott of Arizona in response to SB 1070.

Literature is a private experience that immerses readers and allows them to become enveloped in another 
world. Authors who write about the immigrant experience, whether in fiction or nonfiction, open the door to a 
foreign landscape that connects the reader to the alienation, isolation, and confusion that immigrants can feel 
living in a strange land. 

 memoir Brother, I’m Dying is about Danticat’s parents’ immigration from Haiti 
to the United States and her uncle’s death in the custody of U.S. Immigration. Her other books include 
Krik? Krak!, Breath, Eyes, Memory, The Farming of Bones, Behind the Mountains, After the Dance: A 
Walk Through Carnival in Jacmel, Haiti, The Dew Breaker, and Anacaona: Golden Flower, Haiti, 1490. 
(Danticat also testified in front of Congress on the issue of the detention of immigrants.)

 best known books are the novel The Namesake and the short-story collection Inter-
preter of Maladies. Lahiri writes about Bengali characters coming to America and England in her stories 
and in her novel. 

 is a Palestinian-American poet, songwriter, and novelist whose work focuses on the 
similarities and differences among cultures. Her work includes the poetry collections Different Ways to 
Pray, 19 Varieties of Gazelle: Poems of the Middle East, A Maze Me, Red Suitcase, Field Trip, and Fuel; a 
collection of essays entitled Never in a Hurry; a young-adult novel called Habibi (the semi-autobiograph-
ical story of an Arab-American teenager who moves to Jerusalem in the 1990s), and picture book Lullaby 
Raft, which is also the title of one of her two albums of music. 

 is a prolific Irish novelist whose award-winning book, Brooklyn, is about an Irish woman 
who comes to New York from Ireland in the 1950s. 
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Comics and graphic novels are important if underutilized tools because the demographic that reads them  
includes kids and teens, an ideal age to decide one’s stance on issues. 

 Echoes of the Lost Boys of Sudan is a graphic novel about the stories of Sudanese 
refugees in the United States.

 

Theater’s power stems from it being an immediate, in-person form of engagement, where the audience and the 
actors or storytellers are in a space together. Community-based theater can be even more intitmate because 
there is such a close relationship between actor and audience. When talking about theater, many interviewees 
mentioned Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues as an example of the way that theater can attract broad  
audiences and create conversations around taboo topics. Several spinoffs of The Vagina Monologues are in the 
works, including The Mojado Monologues and The Hajibi Monologues, as are other plays that touch on the 
theme of immigrants and immigration. A similar model to The Vagina Monologues is The Laramie Project—an 
example of a play that helped catalyze a movement and ultimately influenced policy with the passage of the 
Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act. 

 is a community arts performance project gathering stories and  
exploring ways that people of different classes, races, and ages negotiate economics in their daily lives. The 
heart of Abundance is nationwide interviews with billionaires and minimum wage workers coupled with a 
year-long New York–based civic dialogue group that includes undocumented workers and millionaires. 

 documentary theater plays include Fires in the Mirror, which dealt with the 
1991 Crown Heights Riot, and Twilight: Los Angeles, which dealt with the 1992 Los Angeles riots and the 
conflicts between the Korean and African-American communities. Smith is currently artist-in-residence at 
the Center for American Progress.

 an outgrowth of Waking the American Dream, originated as a 
commission for the National Immigration Forum to raise awareness about immigrant rights issues. It’s a 
humane, compelling play that tells diverse stories of many kinds of immigrants, from old to new. 

 is a documentary theater piece by the Houses on the Moon Theater Company about undocu-
mented youth in immigration custody. The piece uses real immigration court transcripts as source text, 
revealing the inner workings of the immigration system in a way that humanizes the many thousands in 
its hands. 

, perhaps the most critically acclaimed Broadway show of 2010 with 11 Tony nominations, is 
the true story of legendary Nigerian Afrobeat musician Fela Kuti, whose music and activism rocked his  
nation with reverberations around the world. The show features the transnational following and influence 
of Fela’s music, his deep connection to the American Black Power movement, and his struggles with the 
possibility of migrating permanently to the United States. 

 tells the universal story of a community in Manhattan’s Washington Heights that is on 
the brink of change and where the biggest struggles can be deciding which traditions you take with you 
and which ones you leave behind. 

 is one of the United States’s longest-running Latino theaters producing in English. Its 
mission is to nurture the professional development of Latino theater artists; produce bold, innovative, 
artistically significant plays that reflect diverse perspectives; and make accessible the diversity inherent in 
America’s cultural heritage. In addition to their mainstage plays, INTAR has a host of development pro-
grams for emerging Latino playwrights and actors. 
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 ! Pangea World Theater, in Minneapolis, MN, is a progressive space for transformation in which 
conversations about race, gender, ethnicity, human rights, politics, and social justice form an important 
backbone for the work. The theater collaborates with award-winning international artists and companies 
to create plays and performances that speak across geography and culture. 

 ! Teatro Jornalero, a joint project of Cornerstone Theatre and National Day Laborer Organizing Net-
work, performs at day laborer corners and centers and its mission is to educate workers regarding their 
rights, health and safety issues, immigration, and organizing. The theater group also performs at universi-
ties and schools in the greater L.A. metropolitan area. 

 ! Undesirable Elements/Secret History is an ongoing series of community-specific oral history the-
ater works by theater director Ping Chong examining the lives of people born in one culture but currently 
living in another, either by choice or by circumstance. Each production is made in a specific host commu-
nity, with local participants testifying to their real lives and experiences. The development process includes 
an extended residency during which Ping Chong and collaborators conduct intensive interviews with  
potential participants, which form the basis of a script that covers the historical and personal narratives of 
individuals who are in some way living between cultures. 

 ! West Side Story is the classic musical based on Romeo and Juliet and set in New York City in the 
mid-1950s. It explores the rivalry between the Jets and the Sharks. The Sharks are first-generation arrivals 
from Puerto Rico, who are challenged by the Jets, a working-class white group who consider themselves 
the true Americans. 

 

Visual Art/Design/Iconography 
Visual art and iconographic imagery can run the gamut from in-your-face political posters to photography that 
forces viewers to formulate questions about the world around them. Visual art is not in-person, yet there is 
something personal about the act of making art that can be used in movement building. 

 ! Broken Landscape by Blane De St. Croix involved De St. Croix traveling the entire U.S./Mexican 
border and documenting and speaking with people on all sides of the immigration issue. It already has been 
shown in New York City and an exhibition took place in Phoenix, AZ. 

 ! Dulce Pinzon is a Mexico City–born photographer who recently had an exhibition entitled “The Real 
Story of the Superheroes” at the Montclair Museum of Art in New Jersey. She started the series of photo-
graphs in 2004 illustrating the realities of Latino immigrant life in the United States.

 ! Favianna Rodriguez is a first-generation Latina visual artist and online organizer who collaborates 
with migrant rights organizations around the country to develop graphics and visual campaigns around 
migrant rights. She has developed a body of work around the themes of detention, deportation, and le-
galization. She is currently working on a book about how visual art is used in the fight for migrant rights.

 ! Ken Light is a photographer whose new book depicts the plight of farm workers and other immigrants in 
California’s Central Valley. This area’s most prominent city, Fresno, has the highest per capita poverty rate 
in the United States. Once the book is published, Ken has extensive plans for distribution and outreach to 
generate real public discussion about the challenges and potential of immigrant integration.

 ! Living Rooms at the Border is a project of Teddy Cruz in collaborations with Casa Familiar, a com-
munity-based, nonprofit organization in the San Ysidro neighborhood. The project took the reality of how 
people are living and, instead of imposing a patriarchal, dictatorial sense of what architecture should be, it 
allows the community to help develop the space. This project connects the community, the architect, and 
the social service organizations to create a triangle of power that ultimately ends up evolving and changing 
the idea of municipal design and authority.

 ! Maira Kalman, Israel-born blogger, designer, and illustrator, writes “And the Pursuit of Happiness” for 
the The New York Times about American democracy. Her piece “I Lift My Lamp Beside the Golden Door” 
from August 2009 is about immigration. 
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 ! The Precarious Museum by Thomas Hirschhorn features a makeshift museum in a Paris suburb 
with a large North African immigrant population, set up in May 2004 by Hirschhorn. Run by local resi-
dents, it displayed a selection of modern masters borrowed from the prestigious collection housed at the 
Pompidou. Instead of bringing the immigrant community to the museum, Hirschorn brought the museum 
to the people, training local workers in art handling and installation, among other skills.

 ! Who’s the illegal alien, Pilgrim?, Yolanda Lopez’s famous 1978 political poster, features an angry 
young man in an Aztec headdress and traditional jewelry holding a crumpled-up paper titled “Immigration 
Plans.” 

Museums and Monuments 
Museums and monuments are tourist attractions that invite outsiders or those from other communities to  
experience the world that has been created inside the gallery space. Museums and monuments are permanent 
and authoritative, and they convey institutional legitimacy. They are also places of memory (commemorative) 
and respect for the past and the present.

 ! Arab American Museum was created for a non-Arab audience and is highly interactive. Its mission 
focuses on Arab-American contributions in America and it is the locus of Arab-American art activity. One 
relevant exhibit, “Living in Three Worlds,” shows three immigrant communities—the Mexican-American 
community, the Arab community, and the Pakistani community in Detroit—showing their commonali-
ties and differences. The museum’s great strength is that it tries to find a way for everyone to relate. The  
museum convenes and provides support for Arab-American artists.

 ! International Coalition of Sites of Conscience, which facilitates the Immigration Sites of Con-
science network, is a group of museums, each remembering different immigration histories, committed to 
bringing together people to talk openly with each other about current immigration issues. The museums 
interpret a variety of immigrant and ethnic histories—from Arab American to Irish heritages—and are 
spread across the United States in urban, suburban, coastal, Midwestern, and borderland communities. 

 ! Jane Addams Hull-House Museum is a Chicago-based memorial to social reformer and Nobel 
Peace Prize recipient Jane Addams and other reformers whose work influenced the lives of their immigrant 
neighbors and national and international policy. The museum offers tours and events that facilitate dia-
logue on immigration, social change, and how people can engage these issues in their communities.

 ! El Museo del Barrio is New York’s leading Latino cultural institution whose mission is to present and 
preserve the art and culture of Puerto Ricans and all Latin Americans in the United States. The museum 
creates a historical perspective of how Latinos have contributed to the United States.

 ! Museum of Chinese in America, based in New York City and designed by Maya Lin, has a mission 
to preserve and present the history of people of Chinese descent in the United States. 

 ! National Museum of the American People (in development) will tell the stories of every group 
that has migrated or immigrated to the United States. It would be a major national cultural institution in 
DC, and it would support museums and programs throughout the nation. 

 ! Statue of Liberty National Monument and Ellis Island’s dialogue program “Speaking of 
Immigration” explores how federal officials implemented immigration policy a century ago and invites 
participants to consider how values and assumptions shape U.S. immigration policy today. Visitors take 
part in special interactive tours of the Ellis Island Immigration Museum to learn about the immigration 
process during the island’s heyday. The tour’s historical narrative provides a starting point for facilitated 
dialogue to thoughtfully consider participants’ own views about immigrants in their communities and 
about today’s immigration policy issues. 

 ! The Lower East Side Tenement Museum tells the stories of 97 Orchard Street, a tenement build-
ing that was built on Manhattan’s Lower East Side in 1863 and was home to nearly 7,000 working class 
immigrants. These immigrants faced challenges that we understand today: making a new life, working for 
a better future, and starting a family with limited means. 
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 ! U.S. Immigration Station, Angel Island tours allow visitors to walk in the footsteps of immigrants 
that were not welcomed with open arms into America. Participants learn about the obstacles to the “Ameri-
can Dream” and hear directly from some of the people detained, sometimes for weeks or months, from 
poetry inscribed into the wooden walls between 1910 and 1940. 

Food 
We frequently heard that food is the easiest way for people to learn about each other and bridge cultural  
divides. Food is the gateway for people to accept each other because they are literally sitting at the same table. 
We believe food has been underestimated as a tool for social change.

 ! Immigrant Heritage Week is a week-long series of events, including film screenings, art exhibits, and 
walking tours, across New York City that promotes and reflects the diversity of immigrant communities in 
the city. It also includes the culinary traditions of the city’s many immigrant populations. 

 ! Tastes Like Cuba: An Exile’s Hunger for Home, a memoir by Eduardo Machado, a playwright 
and professor who draws from his life in his work, tells the story of his family’s escape from Cuba and their 
assimilation into the United States, including descriptions of Cuban delicacies, complete with recipes. 

 

Sports 
Whether on a soccer field or a basketball court, playing a sport together not only teaches teamwork, but 
also forces teammates to confront challenges around race, ethnicity, and immigration status. Sports cut across 
gender, age, class, and political lines and provide opportunities for both formalized and informal community 
building and organizing.

 ! The Day Laborer Soccer League brings together day laborer soccer teams made up of workers 
from different ethnicities and nationalities. The league offers an opportunity for day laborer families to 
come together as a community and has become an essential part of day laborer organizing throughout the 
country. Day laborer soccer leagues have been established in cities including New York, San Francisco, and 
DC/MD/VA metropolitan areas. 

 ! Show Racism the Red Card is a project seeking to raise awareness of bigotry in the professional soc-
cer community, mainly in North America. (In soccer, a “red card” represents a serious foul and penalty.) 
The project works with soccer players, coaches, and supporters to educate the larger community around 
these issues. Soccer is a good place to look at these issues because it has its own international immigrant 
base and its own multiracial character in the United States. 

 

Special Cases: Refugees, Exiles, and Modern-Day  
Slaves/Trafficked Persons 
In the immigration world, trafficking, slavery, refugees, and exiles are considered separate, although overlap-
ping, categories, each with its own specific legal, humanitarian, and human rights needs.

A refugee is a person who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted on account of race, religion,  
nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion, has fled his or her country of origin 
and is unable to or, because of fear, unwilling to return to that country. Many refugees and asylum seekers are 
fleeing violence or war and are traumatized physically, psychologically, or both. 

Slavery is defined as people forced to work against their will, under violence or threat of violence, for no pay 
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beyond subsistence. According to Free the Slaves, the leading antislavery NGO in the United States, today there 
are 27 million slaves worldwide, the largest number in human history, and like the slaves of the past, they can-
not walk away—they have lost control of their lives and are being exploited and brutalized in terrible ways. 
According to Free the Slaves, the U.S. government estimates that more than 15,000 people a year are brought 
into the United States to be used as slaves. They are often tricked into slavery through promises of work.

Because of the trauma suffered, these individuals may have special health or educational needs. Here are some 
examples of creative collaborations addressing these particular communities:

 ! Ceasefire Liberia is a multimedia blog project that teaches media (including blogging, photography, 
and video) to Liberian refugees living in the Park Hill neighborhood of Staten Island, NY. The goal of this 
project is to increase civic participation for Liberian refugees, who are known for not integrating into the 
larger community. Ceasefire Liberia gives the participants the opportunity to share stories about their lives 
and their community with the outside world. (Disclosure: This is a project of report co-author Ruthie 
Ackerman.)

 ! MountainFilm at Telluride produced a multidisciplinary program on modern-day slavery and human 
trafficking in 2008 in collaboration with the NGO Free the Slaves, including screenings of Bill Haney’s The 
Price of Sugar (depicting modern-day slavery in the Dominican Republic) and Peggy Callahan’s Dreams 
Die Hard (about Maria Suarez, who was trafficked from Mexico, enslaved in Los Angeles, and later jailed 
for immigration violations); a book reading by author Ben Skinner (A Crime So Monstrous); a photo 
exhibit by National Geographic photographer Jodi Cobb; and a symposium with Skinner, representatives 
of Free the Slaves, and two freed slaves. Hundreds of thousands of dollars were raised for Free the Slaves 
and more than a thousand of Telluride’s filmgoers, outdoor enthusiasts, and influencers were “turned on” 
to the issue of modern-day slavery. (Disclosure: This was a project of report co-author Liz Manne, who is 
a member of MountainFilm’s board of directors.)

 ! What Is the What by Dave Eggers tells the story of refugee Valentino Deng’s life after the Sudanese civil 
war hits his hometown in South Sudan, making him a “lost boy.” Eggers and Deng have since created a 
foundation devoted to building a high school in Deng’s hometown in Sudan. 
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Even without pursuing a comprehensive mapping of the field, we identified hundreds upon hundreds of immi-
gration-themed creative projects and programs. We discovered a rich and robust trove of creative work, diverse 
in form, content, audience, and purpose, with some expressly activist in nature, and others more personally 
expressive or culturally celebratory. In contrast to some other social justice fields—health care reform, for  
example, or green jobs—immigration may be inherently culturally oriented. By virtue of the immigrant’s path 
in life—moving from one culture to another and experiencing displacement—there is a compelling motivation 
to preserve, celebrate, and express one’s story and heritage. 

So the question moving forward is not so much how to encourage the quantity, breadth, or even quality of 
immigration-themed creative projects; like the proverbial blade of grass pushing up through the cracks in a 
sidewalk, art will not be suppressed. Rather, the question is how to encourage and enhance that work that is 
the most effective at moving hearts and minds, breaking down prejudice, inspiring community engagement, and 
encouraging public support for immigrants and positive immigration reform. 

With that chief question top of mind—and guided by the thoughtful comments of our interview subjects—our 
recommendations for the various stakeholders in the immigrant rights community cluster into three sections: 
(a) general recommendations for working at the intersection of immigration arts and advocacy; (b) specific 
recommendations of projects to consider for future collaboration and possible funding; and (c) possible arenas 
for future research.

Particularly in the first category, many of our recommendations are applicable not just to the field of immigra-
tion, but also to the broader world of social justice and social change.

A sophisticated and successful approach to immigration, arts, and culture will understand and respond to 
the differing strengths, tensions, and challenges that exist in the field. There were several points made by our 
subjects that seem contradictory, but in fact, we recommend taking a “both…and” rather than an “either…or” 
approach to cultural strategies. What is key is making the right match between medium, genre, and approach 
to the specific goals and context of the artists and the advocates. For example:

—The already-converted serve critical 
roles in the movement as leaders and committed activists, but new and crossover audiences (i.e., “persuad-
ables”) must be brought into the fold to achieve the goals of breaking down prejudice and building broad-
based public support for immigrants and positive immigration reform.

—Community-based work is considered by many in the social 
justice movement to be the bedrock of cultural strategies for social change and for good reason given its 
role in galvanizing community and grassroots operations. But pop culture has an unparalleled power and 
reach, in particular to youth and crossover audiences. 

—Some of the interviewees said that for a creative project 
or program to be effective or indeed legitimate, it must be expressly tied to an action campaign (sign a 
petition, call a legislator, boycott a product, register to vote). Others felt that exposure to new cultures 
through the universal language of art makes the unfamiliar familiar and leads to a profound shift in hearts 
and minds over time, creating more welcoming communities and improved interpersonal relations. Music, 
food, literature, sports, and TV were felt to be particularly effective as soft power instruments of social 
change in the immigration space.
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—Tension between DC-based, legislation-focused national organizations 
and the needs and perspectives of those on the ground exists throughout the field of social justice and is 
not unique to immigration cultural strategies. Although sometimes these efforts work best in tandem, they 
need not always do so. 

—Although there was resistance to the concept of “propaganda,” there was a broad 
understanding of the role of and need for advertising (or PSAs) as instruments of persuasion. And although 
art is not the same as advertising—the former being individualistically created, the latter manifesting in 
express service to a campaign’s message machine—there is room for both, a need for both, and plenty of 
gray area in between.

—Our subjects’ most oft-repeated and universal point was that the 
arts create an emotional connection with its audience and as such can cut through to the public in ways 
that policy talk and traditional advocacy cannot. Although comedy doesn’t move or touch us in the same 
way that a Jhumpa Lahiri short story might or move us to action like an online video about the DREAM 
kids, it is a powerful instrument for expressing outrage and challenging the status quo.

—Much of the discussion centered on finding optimal ways 
for artists and advocacy organizations to partner effectively, but there remains an important role for the 
artist as outsider. First, a number of artists do not define themselves as political and yet create immigra-
tion-themed works that profoundly break down barriers of prejudice. Second, some artists treasure their 
freedom and flexibility and do not wish to be identified closely with and possibly appropriated by any one 
particular campaign or organizational perspective. 

Any choice in these seeming dichotomies can be valid; each plays a critical role in the ecosystem for social 
change. Crucial, however, is understanding how each fits with the goals and aspirations of the participants and 
the issue.

—Walt Whitman, excerpt from “Song of Myself” (Leaves of Grass, 1881) 

Artists have unique, individualistic voices and idiosyncratic processes. They’re not going to think or act like 
organizers or policy experts—nor like advertising creatives—and the movement shouldn’t want them to. Our 
interviewees described the failures of art projects that were driven or prescribed by institutions and, in con-
trast, the successes of artists when their creative vision is enhanced and supported. Our conclusion: although 
partnerships between artists and organizations are important, artists should lead when it comes to the creative 
concepts.

Another salient point is that artists are influencers, communicators, and advocates, but also often low-income 
constituents who have as much need for access to services and economic opportunity as any other disenfran-
chised group. When building partnerships with artists, it is vital to consider their career and economic needs.
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For effective collaborations to flourish, it is critical to develop a culture of genuine partnership and reciprocity 
between advocacy organizations and artists, as opposed to the reflexive impulse to “use” or “harness” artists 
for campaign purposes. It is, of course, important for artists to understand advocacy goals and familiarize 
themselves with the available research and perspective of advocacy leaders. But it is neither realistic nor optimal 
to ask artists, after the fact, to parrot or echo boilerplate talking points. We are much better off when artists, 
who are uniquely skilled at “sideways thinking,” are fully integrated into the process of developing strategy.

Possible ways to foster authentic partnerships include putting an artist on the board or staff of social change 
organizations or in residency (à la Anna Deveare Smith serving as artist-in-residence at Center for American 
Progress). The reverse—putting a social-change advocate on the board or staff of arts organizations—is also a 
concept worth experimenting with. Mostly it’s a question of co-authorship, co-development of the big ideas, 
and collaborating from the ground up. 

As a result of their public profile, celebrities such as actors and musicians have a unique ability to draw atten-
tion to, raise funds for, and shift public opinion on important issues. This magic touch can make them appear as 
irresistible, almost interchangeable, shiny objects to social change advocates, but they are as varied, unique, and 
human as any population. Some are more committed than others, some more effective advocates than others, 
some smarter and more impassioned than others, some more reliable than others, some leaders and some fol-
lowers, some vulnerable and some ass-kickers. Partnerships with celebrities must be clearly defined, authentic 
to and customized for who they are as a person, and nurtured for the long term like any important stakeholder. 
The best celebrity advocates are personally impassioned about the issues, well informed, and committed to the 
long haul.

With specific regard to immigration advocacy, many immigrant actors and musicians are people of color and 
as such have a particularly steep climb in a competitive and unforgiving industry. The risks they take from 
speaking out on controversial issues are enormous and can be career defining. Another important point is that 
immigrant Olympic and All-Star athletes, Nobel laureate scientists, and household name entrepreneurs and 
business leaders can also play vital roles as high-profile advocates for immigrant rights and in most cases are 
less professionally vulnerable than performing artists, who are often told to “shut up and sing.” 

A final, related point regarding Hollywood involves lessons learned from the LGBTQ movement regarding the 
importance of representation in mainstream movies and TV shows. Imagine, for example, today’s marriage 
equality conversation without the slow, unfolding influence of Will and Grace and Ellen DeGeneres. 

Connectors are an important piece of the social change puzzle. Connectors can be individuals or organizations, 
commercial firms or nonprofit organizations, internal staff (or fellows) or external partners. These are the 
people and organizations that are “bilingual” in art and advocacy. They can connect the right artists with the 
right advocacy campaigns, and they can effect collaborations that make an impact. 

Organizations should consider hosting a creative fellow, or hiring a consultant or creating a staff position, 
who can focus on integrating an arts and culture approach into the organization’s work. Most of the national  
immigration organizations, such as National Immigration Forum, Welcoming America, Reform Immigration 
for America, America’s Voice, and prominent state-based organizations, would benefit from having someone 
embedded in the organizations with a dedicated focus on cultural strategies. Based on our research, almost 
none of the organizations and leaders we spoke with had staffing in this area with the exception of National 
Council of La Raza (NCLR) and CHIRLA.
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When getting down to the business of building art and advocacy partnerships, a priority is filling the gaps in the 
current landscape and applying resources to those projects that provide the greatest opportunities for impact. 
Our interview subjects identified the following as the most crucial elements of success:

Reach the largest possible number of people (either via the ability to replicate or scale up the program or 
because the medium offers mass exposure). 

Amplify creative work that is already being done and that would exist without the support of funders or 
the collaboration of advocacy organizations because that work already has forward momentum.

Target communities that are intrinsically diverse (music, sports).

In addition to the base, open up the immigration movement to new, persuadable constituencies to enlist 
new allies. Youth, in particular, are essential because they play such an important role in influencing their 
peers, families, and the future.

Some of the most effective efforts tie local events, outreach, and engagement to national advocacy efforts, 
transforming communities while building the nationwide constituency.

Build long-term engagements with audiences, old and new, by creating dialogue and providing them with 
consistent in-person and digital media opportunities to stay involved, stay in touch, and take action if they 
are so inspired.

Different types of arts maximize different types of impacts—such as comedy, which can allow the safe explo-
ration of taboo subjects, or film, which can humanize its subjects and create intense emotional connections. 
Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of different artistic expressions, and matching them appropriately 
to a specific strategic goal, is an important part of successful engagement.

With the previously listed general points in mind, following are some specific proposals for programs and 
projects we recommend be considered for further development, collaboration, and funding. We believe this 
portfolio includes the most compelling ideas from our research.

The Vagina Monologues and The Laramie Project are prime examples of theater projects that (a) are very 
high quality; (b) have had incredible success in breaking down prejudice, galvanizing the community, creating 
crossover dialogue, shifting mainstream culture mores on taboo subjects, and moving legislation; and (c) are 
almost infinitely replicable in professional, community, high school, amateur, international, and filmed realms. 
These are plays that are in and of themselves movements. Every social justice cause could benefit greatly from 
a similar theater project, and there is a definite hunger for and experimentation with an immigration version of 
these plays; witness the explorations of The Hijabi Monologues and The Mojado Monologues. 
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A promising theater project proposal from the Florida Immigrant Coalition (FIC), for example, is specifically 
targeted at young and crossover audiences. FIC would like to develop an easily replicated, creative nonfiction, 
multidisciplinary storytelling participatory performance piece by those deemed unauthorized: “illegals, queer 
and criminal kids.” They describe it as a Vagina Monologues for racial and class equity, where immigrant, 
poor, black, and queer families are coming under attack by hegemonic forces—police, poverty, and patriarchy 
(church). FIC believes these “unauthorized” youth communities have more in common than we think: shar-
ing pain, hopes and dreams, and a sense of humor around our exclusion. As an advocacy organization, FIC 
would like to partner with theater professionals to develop this project, which could be replicated nationally 
by other state-based immigration coalitions. Relevant theater organizations who might collaborate on such a 
project—whether in partnership with FIC or not—include Pangea; Cornerstone; Hip-Hop Theatre Festival; 
Youth Speaks; and individual artists such as Sarah Jones, Stephanie Elizondo Griest (creator of The Mojado 
Monologues), and others.

Take the model currently being piloted with Entre Nos (the feature film collaboration with America’s Voice, 
Reform Immigration for America, and Center for American Progress), improve upon it, and expand it into a 
year-round immigration film series. Program new feature films and documentaries, classics, and commercial 
hits; build house party screenings that function almost like a movie club meeting regularly to watch and discuss 
films; hold live event screenings and live streaming and telephonic conference call Q&As with filmmakers, stars, 
and advocacy experts; offer discussion guides; and solicit calls to action. Leverage the best immigration-themed 
films, and their filmmakers and stars, to engage audiences in discussions and activism around immigrant rights 
and immigration reform. Relevant organizations to be included here include the Center for American Progress, 
America’s Voice, Reform Immigration for America Campaign, Active Voice, Good Pitch, Work in Progress, and 
Working Films.

Breakthrough is proposing coordinating multicity public art and culture forums in such cities as New York 
City, Houston, Chicago, Los Angeles, Miami, and Atlanta using hip hop, comedy, and other forms of cultural 
expression to engage broad youth constituencies in dialogue around immigrant rights and reframe the immi-
gration debate through a human rights lens. In partnership with organizations such as Hip-Hop Association 
and OneAmerica and artists such as DJ Spooky and Staten Island’s breakout elementary school PS 22 chorus, 
Breakthrough will promote immigrant rights advocacy through captivating performances and high-profile art-
ist advocates. Breakthrough will utilize their online network to draw large youth audiences to their events. 
These events will build on the success of Breakthrough’s national youth initiatives—Speak Up! Act Up! For a 
New America and Why Can’t America Have Human Rights?—which convened thousands of young people to 
promote civic engagement and raise awareness at events in New York City, Chicago, and Houston. 

In addition to Breakthrough, other relevant organizations here include Voto Latino, Air Traffic Control, Work 
in Progress, and Citizen Engagement Lab, all of whom have extensive music experience; CHIRLA, who have 
goals to expand their Laughs for Legalization initiative; and the Center for New Community, whose project 
Stop the Circus, Stop Arpaio concert in 2009 accomplished similar goals.
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We were very impressed with Show Racism the Red Card, a project of Center for New Community that was 
launched six months ago and is seeking to raise awareness of racism, leveraging the naturally integrated and 
multinational world of professional soccer. The project works with soccer players, coaches, and supporters to 
educate the larger community around issues of hate and tolerance. The project could be expanded to bigotry in 
general, including anti-immigrant hate, homophobia, and sexism; it could be expanded to kids’ and women’s 
soccer leagues; and it could expand to other sports that are naturally multinational and multiracial, such as 
baseball. The arts and culture community does not often think about sports as a critically important element 
of culture—but it’s deeply expressive of a community’s identity and culture and we believe it is underexplored 
by the social justice world. Sports has an incredible ability to engage youth and mainstream audiences. Other 
relevant organizations include the National Day Laborer Organizing Network, which runs a robust soccer 
program, and the organizers behind Move the Game.

The immigration rights movement needs help in scaling the walls of Hollywood, an exclusive, often impenetra-
ble enclave. We recommend establishing one or two Los Angeles–based positions, either external consultants 
or internal campaign staffers, to take the lead on two important functions: (1) pitching writers and develop-
ment executives immigrant-themed storylines, show ideas, and immigrant artists themselves (think about it like 
“product placement” for immigration and immigrant themes); and (2) serving as a point person to interface 
between Hollywood and the national immigration campaigns, introducing the issues and advocacy leaders to 
agents, publicists, managers, and executives in addition to actors and musicians who have the potential to be 
groomed as effective surrogates for the campaign. 

With these Hollywood liaison positions in place, the following types of initiatives can be implemented: an 
award for the best portrayal of immigration issues in television and film; the recruitment, grooming, and 
training of celebrity surrogates; a booking service to feed those new surrogates into the news cycle both for 
proactive campaigns and for reactive, war-room type responses (e.g., Arizona); regular briefing sessions on  
immigration issues with executives, TV showrunners, and members of the Writers Guild and the Directors Guild; 
a collective statement of principals for the immigration rights movement that could be signed by celebrities and 
other immigrants in the fields of sports, science, and business (see Appendix B for a list of notable immigrants); 
and an honorary advisory council for the national immigration campaign made up of celebrity and notable  
immigrants. Relevant organizations and individuals here include America’s Voice, CAA Foundation, National 
Immigration Forum, Air Traffic Control, National Hispanic Media Center, Work in Progress, and Voto Latino, 
along with celebrities such as Rosie Perez and consultants such as Sarah Ingersoll and Anike Tourse.

Following are some possible arenas to research and analyze in the future:

—There was frequent mention of the need for a centralized hub to share information and 
best practices and to explore and nurture new partnerships. What online hubs and in-person gatherings 
exist now and what purposes do they serve? Does the field need some kind of infrastructure for national 
coordination?

—Because of its incredible breadth, New York City’s 
Immigrant Heritage Week, a multidisciplinary, city-wide cultural celebration promoting and reflecting the 
diversity of immigrant communities throughout the city, is a rich candidate for a case study with an eye 
toward replicating the concept in major urban municipalities nationwide.
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—Visual art was underexplored in this report. Because this study was not designed to be 
exhaustive nor statistically significant, that gap may be random, but we believe there is something more 
elusive about visual art than other art forms by virtue of it typically being non-narrative.

—The landscape of immigration arts, media, and culture is varied, and we believe there 
is a place for it all. But the practice of cultural strategies could be refined by digging deeper on the question 
of which types of projects best serve which types of functions and exploring further the points of tension 
around aesthetics, creative process, and access. 

—Aside from metrics such as audience size, the impact of arts and cultural projects is often 
hard to measure or evaluate, at least in the short term. Yet evaluation is important in determining how 
to deploy resources and where to scale up or replicate. Additional research is needed to identify evalua-
tion methods that incorporate the often subjective and nonlinear nature of arts and culture projects while  
capturing their power to move hearts, minds, and policy.
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Appendix C: 
Interviewee 
Biographies
 

Ismael Ahmed, director, Michigan Department of Human Services, www.michigan.gov/dhs 

In September 2007 Ismael Ahmed was appointed by Gov. Jennifer M. Granholm as director of the Michigan 
Department of Human Services, the state’s second largest agency. As a nationally recognized expert in  
immigration and social reform, Ahmed oversees nearly 11,000 employees and administers a $5 billion annual 
budget serving 1.5 million medical assistance cases and 1.2 million cash and food assistance cases. 

Pablo Alvarado, executive director, National Day Laborer Organizing Network, www.ndlon.org 

In 2002 Salvadoran immigrant Pablo Alvarado became the national coordinator of the newly created  
National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON), currently a collaboration of about three dozen 
community-based day laborer organizations. Under his guidance, NDLON works with local governments 
to help establish worker centers to move job seekers into places of safety. At the centers they learn how to 
handle exploitation, improve skills, and gain access to essential services. Alvarado has played a fundamen-
tal role in the creation of seven day-worker centers funded by the City of Los Angeles and worked with the 
University of California, Los Angeles, to develop a first-of-its-kind national survey of day laborers. Alvarado’s 
strategy incorporates a range of leadership tools—including organizing, litigating and policymaking, teaching 
and training, and raising public awareness and using media to change public perception of day laborers—and 
attempts at cultural fusion—including a day-laborer band, soccer leagues, chess teams, marathon races, and 
musical groups and popular theater. 

Caron Atlas, director, Arts & Democracy Project, http://www.statevoices.org/artsdem 

Caron Atlas is a Brooklyn-based consultant and cultural organizer working to support and stimulate arts and 
culture as an integral part of social change. She directs the Arts & Democracy Project; the Arts & Community 
Change Initiative; and Place + Displaced, a project of Fractured Atlas. She also teaches at New York Univer-
sity and Pratt Institute and is co-editor of Critical Perspectives, Writings on Art and Civic Dialogue. Atlas 
worked many years at Appalshop, the Appalachian media center; was the founding director of the American 
Festival Project, a national coalition of activist artists; was a consultant to foundations, including Ford and 
Surdna; and worked with, among others, National Voice and Animating Democracy.

Teddy Cruz, professor and architect, University of California, San Diego, http://www.nytimes.
com/2008/02/19/arts/design/19hous.html 

Teddy Cruz is well-known for a recent project incorporating a community-oriented housing system developed 
in Tijuana into communities in New York’s Hudson Valley and in San Diego. Cruz is an award-winning archi-
tect who is invested in developing innovative strategies for socially sustainable architecture. His work explor-
ing United States–Mexico border communities has been shown as a part of the Walker Art Center’s “Worlds 
Away: New Suburban Landscapes.” He is also a professor at the University of California, San Diego. 
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Andreia Davies, former coordinator, New York Foundation for the Arts Immigrant Artists program, http://
www.nyfa.org/level2.asp?id=145&fid=1

Andreia Davies came to the United States when she was 15 years old from Brazil, although her parents are 
Chinese, so the immigrant experience, she says, is very much in her blood. Davies received a Bachelor of 
Arts in Communications and Business from Baruch College with specialization in Computer Graphics and 
Journalism. Since then she has worked in various capacities as an arts administrator, including at the Andrew 
Mellow Museum Studies Fellowship program through the Metropolitan Museum of Art and as art services 
director for the Queens Council on the Arts. Davies speaks Japanese, Chinese, and Portuguese.

 

Mallika Dutt, president and chief executive officer, Breakthrough, www.breakthrough.tv

Breakthrough is an innovative, international human rights organization using the power of popular culture, 
media, and community education to transform public attitudes and advance equality, justice, and dignity. 
Through award-winning initiatives in India and the United States, Breakthrough addresses critical global  
issues including violence against women, sexuality and HIV/AIDS, racial justice, and immigrant rights. As the 
executive director of Breakthrough, Dutt has spearheaded the use of art and culture as an essential strategy 
for mainstreaming the global dialogue on human rights. She has conceived and led Breakthrough’s award-
winning campaigns on violence against women and immigration reform that have reached millions. She has 
amplified the project of bringing human rights home through groundbreaking and unlikely partnerships 
ranging from grassroots community organizations to the entertainment industry. Dutt has overseen Break-
through’s evolution from a single campaign to a global leader in advancing human rights through cutting-
edge multimedia and pop culture tools. 

 

Michael John Garcés, artistic director, Cornerstone Theater Company, www.cornerstonetheater.org 

Michael John Garcés, artistic director of Cornerstone Theater Company, served as the co-producing artistic 
director of INTAR, Hispanic American Arts Center in New York City, and currently serves as an artistic  
associate there. His full-length plays include Points of Departure, Acts of Mercy, The Web, and Suits and  
Customs. His directing credits include Hartford Stage Company, Woolly Mammoth Theatre Company, New 
York Theatre Workshop, Second Stage, Yale Repertory Theatre, Humana Festival, and Center Theatre Group/
Taper, Too. His community-based experience includes working with African-American and Somali residents 
for a show at the Children’s Theatre in Minneapolis and repeated residencies with a consensus-run collective 
in the highlands of Chiapas Mexico, collaborating closely with the extensive Mayan community there. Garcés 
is a recipient of the Alan Schneider Director Award, Princess Grace fellowship, and Mark Taper Forum’s  
Latino Theater Initiative fellowship and is a TCG/New Generations participant. He is also a resident play-
wright at New Dramatists. 

Ian Inaba, co-founder and co-executive director, Citizen Engagement Lab, www.engagementlab.org

Ian Inaba is an accomplished filmmaker, organizer, and new media expert. As co-executive director of Citizen 
Engagement Lab, he has guided the incubation of various projects including Presente.org, an initiative focused 
on the concerns of Latino communities. Previously, he co-founded VideoTheVote.org, a nationwide network 
of citizen journalists that monitor election irregularities and has aided the growth of ColorOfChange.org, the 
largest online constituency representing the concerns of Black America and GetEQUAL.org, an organizing 
project calling for LGBTQ equality. Ian directed the 2006 Sundance award-winning documentary American 
Blackout, chronicling voter suppression. He wrote, directed, and produced Eminem's music video «Mosh» 
– which was viewed over 10 million times online and nominated for an MTV Video Music Award. He also 
co-authored the book True Lies. Ian was previously director of corporate development for Checkpoint 
Software Technologies (NASD: CHKP) and an investment banker with Robertson, Stephens and Company. 
He is a graduate of the Wharton School of Business and the School of Engineering and Applied Science at the 
University of Pennsylvania.
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Todd Lester, dounder, freeDimensional, www.freedimensional.org 

Todd Lester is the founder of freeDimensional (fD) and more recently the Creative Resistance Fund. Before 
launching freeDimensional he served as information and advocacy manager for the International Rescue 
Committee in Sudan. Lester holds a Masters of Public Administration from Rutgers University and is a gradu-
ate of the Refugee Studies Centre Summer School in Forced Migration at Oxford University. Lester is adjunct 
faculty in Media Studies at the New School for Social Research, from which he received a Film Production 
Diploma. He is active in several networks, think tanks, and boards, most notably the World Policy Institute, 
21st Century Trust, Res Artis, Sangam House, and Gorée Institute. In 2006 Lester received the Peace Corps 
Fund Award for his work starting freeDimensional and was named “Architect of the Future” by the Waldzell 
Institute in 2008.

Eduardo Machado, playwright and artistic director of INTAR Theatre, author of Tastes Like Cuba:  
An Exile’s Hunger for Home, www.intartheatre.org; Author of the memoir and cookbook Tastes Like Cuba:  
An Exile’s Hunger for Home

Eduardo Machado was born in Cuba and came to the United States when he was 9 years old. He grew up in 
Los Angeles and is the author of more than 40 plays. They include The Floating Island Plays, Once Removed, 
Stevie Wants To Play The Blues, A Burning Beach, Havana Is Waiting, and The Cook. His plays have been 
produced at Seattle Repertory Theatre, Goodman Theatre, Hartford Stage, Actors Theatre of Louisville, Mark 
Taper Forum, Long Wharf Theatre, Hampstead Theatre in London, American Place Theatre, The Cherry Lane 
Theatre, and Repertorio Español, among many others. Machado wrote and directed the film Exiles in New 
York, which played at the AFI Film Festival, South by South West, Santa Barbara Film Festival, and Latin 
American International Film Festival in Havana, Cuba. Machado has directed numerous plays, including 
his own works and those of emerging writers. He is a member of The Actors Studio, The Ensemble Studio 
Theater, and an alumnus of New Dramatists. His plays have been published by the Theatre Communica-
tions Group and Samuel French. Machado has served as the artistic director of INTAR Theatre in New York 
City since 2004 and is head of playwriting in the Goldberg Department of Dramatic Writing at NYU’s Tisch 
School of the Arts. He recently finished work as a story editor on season 2 of the HBO show Hung. A new 
collection of his plays, entitled Havana Is Waiting and Other Plays, is due to be published by TCG in fall 
2010. 

Josh Norek, deputy director, Voto Latino, www.votolatino.org 

Josh Norek has more than 13 years of experience in bilingual youth marketing and media. During the 2008 
election season he oversaw Voto Latino’s national media and PSA campaigns and managed the organiza-
tion’s “Latin Swing State” strategy. Prior to joining Voto Latino, Norek was VP of Nacional Records, where 
he oversaw all media, marketing, and licensing for multiple Grammy-winning Latin recording artists. He 
is a graduate of Cornell University and Southwestern Law School and a frequent commentator on NPR, in 
the New York Times, and with the BBC regarding Latino youth marketing matters. Norek became enam-
ored with Voto Latino several years ago while serving as the vice president of Nacional Records, where he 
grew from writing his own checks of support to becoming Voto Latino’s deputy director. Norek used his 
long-standing relationships with disc jockeys, music stations, and musical celebrities to leverage the Voto 
Latino work. Norek is an artist/activist himself and is the front man/MC for Latino–Jewish urban collective 
Hip Hop Hoodíos, a critically acclaimed musical group featuring members of several Grammy-winning acts 
including Ozomatli and Santana. 
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Richard Peña, program director, Film Society of Lincoln Center, www.filmlinc.com

Richard Peña has been the program director of the Film Society of Lincoln Center and the director of the 
New York Film Festival since 1988. At the Film Society, Peña has organized retrospectives of Michelangelo 
Antonioni, Sacha Guitry, Abbas Kiarostami, Robert Aldrich, Gabriel Figueroa, Kira Muratova, Youssef  
Chahine, Yasujiro Ozu, and Amitabh Bachchan and major film series devoted to African, Cuban, Polish, 
Hungarian, Arab, Soviet, and Argentine cinema. Since 1996 he has organized with Unifrance Film the annual 
“Rendez-Vous with French Cinema Today” program. He is an associate professor of film at Columbia Univer-
sity, where he specializes in film theory and international cinema, and since 2006 has been a visiting professor 
in Spanish at Princeton University. 

Rosie Pérez, actor, choreographer, director, and community activist, www.urbanarts.org, http://aids.gov/feder-
al-resources/policies/pacha/ 

Rosie Pérez, a native of Brooklyn, New York, is an Academy Award nominee whose acting credits include the 
films Do The Right Thing, White Men Can’t Jump, Fearless, and numerous studio and independent projects 
in addition to various television and stage roles. Her choreography has included music videos for LL Cool J, 
Diana Ross. and her troupe the Fly Girls—who were featured on every performance of the hit television series 
In Living Color. Pérez is also a tireless activist for underserved youth, public schools, and the Latino com-
munity in America, reflected in her 2005 documentary Yo Soy Boricua! Pa’ Que Tu Lo Sepas! She is the chair 
of the Artistic Board of Urban Arts Partnership and was appointed by President Obama to the Presidential 
Advisory Council on HIV/AIDS (PACHA). 

Maria del Rosario Rodriguez, executive director, Florida Immigrant Coalition, www.floridaimmigrant.org 

Maria del Rosario Rodriguez directs the immigrant-led, statewide network that educates, organizes, and 
advocates for the fair treatment of all people, including immigrants. For the past 20 years she has worked to 
defend the basic human rights of low-income and migrant peoples at home and abroad. 

 

Ellen Schneider, founder and executive director, Active Voice, www.activevoice.net 

Ellen Schneider works at the intersection of story and strategy. She is founder and executive director of Active 
Voice, a nationally recognized leader in the creative use of story-based media—such as Participant Media’s 
The Visitor and Food Inc and Court TV’s original movie Chasing Freedom—to put human faces on the issues 
of our times. Schneider was formerly the executive producer of POV, PBS’s longest running independent 
documentary series. She created and executive produced the pilot TV series Right Here, Right Now, which 
Entertainment Weekly called “a blueprint for what reality television should be all about.” Schneider lectures 
widely and has served on juries ranging from the Sundance Film Festival to the RioCine Festival in Brazil. She 
is executive producer, along with Richard Kincaid, of Welcome to Shelbyvillle, a documentary by Kim Snyder.

Rinku Sen, president and executive director, The Applied Research Center, www.arc.org; Publisher, Color-
Lines magazine, www.colorlines.com 

Rinku Sen has written extensively about immigration, community organizing, and women’s lives for a wide 
variety of publications including The Huffington Post, Jack and Jill Politics, The San Francisco Chronicle, 
Forbes.com, AlterNet, Tompaine.com, and Racewire (the ColorLines’ blog). Her book Stir It Up: Lessons 
in Community Organizing (Jossey-Bass) was commissioned by the Ms. Foundation for Women and released 
in the fall of 2003. Sen’s latest book, The Accidental American: Immigration and Citizenship in the Age of 
Globalization (Berrett-Koehler), won the Nautilus Book Award Silver Medal. 
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Fatima Shama, commissioner of the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, City of New York, http://www.nyc.
gov/html/imm/html/home/home.shtml 

Fatima Shama was born in the Bronx, New York, to immigrant parents. Her mother is Brazilian-Catholic 
and her late father was Palestinian-Muslim. She was appointed by Mayor Bloomberg as commissioner of 
the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs in August 2009 and previously served as the senior education policy 
advisor in the Mayor’s Office. Prior to joining the Mayor’s Office, Shama served as executive director of the 
Greater Brooklyn Health Coalition, managed the Urban Horizons program at the Women’s Housing and Eco-
nomic Development Corporation in the Bronx, and worked in the area of health and human rights. Shama 
began her career at the Arab-American Family Support Center in Brooklyn. She holds a Bachelor of Arts 
from Binghamton University, has a Masters of Public Administration from Baruch College’s School of Public 
Affairs Executive Program, and has completed a management program at the Institute for Not-for-Profit 
Management at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Business. 

 

Ben Skinner, journalist and author of A Crime So Monstrous www.acrimesomonstrous.com 

Ben Skinner is a fellow at the Carr Center for Human Rights Policy of Harvard Kennedy School and a senior 
fellow at the Schuster Institute for Investigative Journalism at Brandeis University. He has reported on diverse 
topics from five continents for Time, Newsweek International, Travel + Leisure, and others. His first book, A 
Crime So Monstrous, was awarded the 2009 Dayton Literary Peace Prize for nonfiction and a citation from 
the Overseas Press Club in its book category for 2008. Skinner was named an Adventurer of the Year 2008 
by National Geographic Adventure. 

Anike Tourse, former arts and media projects manager, Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Ange-
les (CHIRLA) and independent consultant, www.chirla.org 

Anike Tourse, formerly the arts and media project manager for the Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights 
of Los Angeles (CHIRLA), has written and produced public service announcements, viral videos, and mul-
timedia projects for the Immigrant Rights Movement. Tourse is the principal for Mixed Operations², an 
enterprise engaged in the development and production of groundbreaking, culturally diverse multimedia and 
performance projects that appeal to multicultural and multiclass audiences. In Hollywood Tourse has written 
for daytime serial One Life to Live and for the sitcom series Girlfriends and is in development with feature 
film Valentina.

Roberta Uno, program officer, Ford Foundation, www.fordfoundation.org 

Born in Hawaii and raised in Los Angeles, Roberta Uno intended to study medicine when she enrolled at 
Hampshire in the mid-1970s, but instead she grew increasingly interested in the theatre. After graduation in 
1977 she took a year off to explore playwriting before entering medical school; however, that year turned 
into a career. Hired by the Office of Third World Affairs at UMass, Uno developed the idea of establishing a 
truly multicultural theatrical company, which in 1979 developed into the New World Theater, a theater in res-
idence dedicated to the production of works by playwrights of color. Serving for many years as the theater’s 
artistic director and as associate professor of theatre at the university, Uno helped produce dozens of plays 
by both new and established playwrights, many from outside the mainstream of university-affiliated theatri-
cal companies. During her time at UMass, she also earned an MFA in 1994 for her work on Diana Saenz’s A 
Dream of Canaries: The Staging of a New Work. Since leaving UMass, Uno has served as a program officer 
for arts and culture at the Ford Foundation in New York City. Among other works, she is author of The 
Color of Theater: Race, Culture, and Contemporary Performance (London, 2002) and editor of Unbroken 
Thread: An Anthology of Plays by Asian American Women (Amherst, Mass., 1993) and Contemporary Plays 
by Women of Color: An Anthology (London, 1996).
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Eric Ward, national field director, Center for New Community, www.newcomm.org 

The Center for New Community is a national civil rights organization whose mission is to build community, 
justice, and equality. Ward is the lead organizer for Which Way Forward: African American, Immigration and 
Race, a national framework for exploring policy and program decisions regarding the impact of anti-immi-
grant public policy on the black community. 

 

Michele Wucker, executive director, World Policy Institute, www.worldpolicy.org

The World Policy Institute is a nonpartisan center for progressive global policy research and thought leader-
ship that publishes the widely cited and highly respected quarterly magazine World Policy Journal. Wucker is 
the author of LOCKOUT: Why America Keeps Getting Immigration Wrong When Our Prosperity Depends 
on Getting It Right (Public Affairs 2006/paperback 2007; a Washington Post Book World “Best Nonfiction of 
2006” Selection) and Why the Cocks Fight: Dominicans, Haitians and the Struggle for Hispaniola (FSG/Hill 
& Wang, 1999). Wucker received a 2007 Guggenheim Fellowship for her work on changing views of citizen-
ship, exclusion, and belonging. A sought-after public speaker, Wucker lectures frequently about immigration, 
cross-cultural conflict and conciliation, and Caribbean politics. 


