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ment exacerbated by COVID-19 in Philadelphia.
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     first came across Proyecto Tamal while mind-
lessly scrolling through the “explore” section on 
my Instagram page during a studio break. Since 
my studio practice revolves around Latin cultural 
ties to maiz,  I instantly clicked on a page that, on 
the surface, focused on tamal-making. As I con-
tinued to scroll through pictures of maiz and 
people cooking, I soon realized this project came 
to fruition as a response to the lack of economic 
protections for food service industry workers. 
Ana Caballero, cook and creator of Proyecto 
Tamal, witnessed the exclusion of Latinx cooks 
and food service industry workers from economic 
aid packages and lack of aid from their respective 
employers. As I dug further into what other local 
organizations were doing to aid our communities 
during COVID-19, a disconnect between the food 

service industry and community-based organiza-
tions/socially engaged artists became apparent. 
Other projects such as People’s Kitchen were 
doing similar work as a Project of Survival and 
advocacy, but garnered very little attention at the 
time. I began to wonder why it is that when we 
talk about the food service industry, we don’t talk 
about their practices as “socially engaged art”? 
How do we curate evolving spaces, networks, and 
projects?

 “Socially engaged art”, also known as “com-
munity-based art”, is defined by Helicon Collabo-
rative as an “artistic or creative practice that aims 
to improve conditions in a particular community 
or in the world at large, [which includes] the artis-
tic and cultural practices of disenfranchised com-

munities”. Every major socio-political movement has inte-
grated forms of art and activism, and the increasing urgency 
of social issues has redirected attention  to the social impact 
of art and “making with a purpose”. Unlike the practice of 
“studio art”, in which artists generally focus on aestheticiz-
ing aspects of their visual work to display for an audience, 
socially engaged art focuses on all aspects of collaborative 
“making”, including the product of this collaboration. Al-
though there may exist an overlap between studio and so-
cially engaged art, the former is often preferred by institu-
tions who provide funding and training such as museums 
and art schools. Their absence can result in the invalidation 
of  social engagement as an art practice.  Although Proyecto 
Tamal and People’s Kitchen do not turn to institutions tra-
ditionally associated with art, the collaborative nature, pro-
cesses, and work should be considered forms of socially en-
gaged art. 
 
 It’s important to understand that fine art criteria and 
language should neither apply to nor assess the quality and 
importance of socially engaged art, because there exist dif-
ferences in practice and values which merit their own evalu-
ation. Instead of situating Proyecto Tamal and People’s 
Kitchen within traditional art methodologies, our attention 
should be redirected to their respective practices as commu-
nity organizers and their interactions with the food service 
industry and those involved. At the root of each project is 
an emphasis on solidarity and collaboration amongst food 
service industry workers, specifically those who receive little 
to no government assistance or minimal aid, and communi-

I
ty building. 

 The advantage of independent projects such 
as these is that it allows organizers to have au-
tonomy and complete agency over collabora-
tions, processes, and outcomes of their individ-
ual practices. What differentiates Proyecto 
Tamal from other well-known socially engaged 
art practices is the continuous nature of the 
work with a goal of daily engagement and inter-
action as the products. It is the lack of specifici-
ty of an outcome and slow progression which 
question the validity of food-related work as an 
art practice. Like all socially engaged art, both 
Proyecto Tamal and People’s Kitchen rely on a 
network of individuals within the food service 
industry to successfully execute each project.  

As a chef working at A.Kitchen, Fork, High Street on 
Market, and Lost Bread Co., and years of food service 
industry experience under her belt, Ana knew she could 
rely on the support of her peers. As a coordinator for 
215 People’s Alliance, Carly Pourzand also relied on an 
existing network of Philadelphia cooks, agriculturalists 
and activists to organize People’s Kitchen. The slow ex-
pansion of these networks and how relationships with 
local communities develop are the aforementioned   
products. 

 The product begins to fully develop once a physical 
space is secured because it is a constant in a constantly 
changing environment. In El Compadre, volunteers of 
different cultural backgrounds are able to share and 
cook regional cuisines with donated foods, which are 
then distributed by other volunteers to vulnerable com-
munities. It is in this kitchen where a network begins to 
expand far beyond the initial group of volunteers. Not 
only does the act of cooking immediately spark a con-
nection amongst food service industry workers, but it 
also invites conversations with those receiving the meals 
from volunteer deliverers. “What we see is when we dis-
tribute food we have open conversations, which builds a 
deeper relationship [...] Collaborative process is radical-
izing,” says Carly on the topic of community engage-
ment. 

  Alternatively, Proyecto is a more localized effort to 
create a collaborative space for Latinx workers to profit 

off sales made from tamales sold out of Lost Bread Co.’s 
space. It still relies on a network to function but the 
purpose is different than that of People’s Kitchen. 
Proyecto Tamal was founded to provide financial aid to 
this community of cooks who do not benefit from any 
government assistance or resources, while People’s 
Kitchen combats food insecurity, displacement, and 
inaccessibility. The constant amongst both projects is 
that they both want to facilitate community growth.  
Another element of this growing network of 
contributors is sourcing and origin of food. Proyecto 
Tamal and People’s Kitchen accept donations from other 
organizations such as The West Philly Bunny Hop, 
Philly Food Works, local restaurants, and community 
gardens. For Proyecto Tamal, this means collaborating 
with Middle Child, a “sandwiches n’stuff” Philadelphia 
joint, to develop a dinner special to raise funds which go 
directly to workers involved with Proyecto Tamal. It also 
means sourcing corn and other ingredients from 
different areas (Green Meadow Farm and Philly 
Foodworks, to name a few) to develop dozens of different 
masas. For a large-scale tamal making operation, making 
masa from scratch is unheard for. Making masa from 
scratch in Philadelphia just adds to the absurdity. So 
why?
 Ana says, “I think there’s something powerful in 
using fresh nixtamalized corn. It is a political statement 
of sorts.” Most of the cooks who come in to work with 
Ana are women who have spent their lives making or 
consuming tamales, but some of them never thought 

they could acquire fresh masa in Philadelphia. 
 The process of masa-making alone is an 
important factor when considering the 
melding of studio practices and socially 
engaged arts . These cooks spend hours 
molding and folding masa to make tamales, 
practices akin to sculptural processes/methods. 
The story-telling aspect of tamal making 
should also be considered when talking about 
the “product”. 

 What is also fascinating is the slow curation of 
these spaces and networks by both Ana and Carly. 
From my conversation with Ana:  “What is different 
about the way we’re doing this project is that the 
space we created to do this project is not something 
that existed before. [...] but essentially what this is is 
an experiment in collaboration with a group of 
people that usually wouldn’t be invited to collaborate 
this way. [...] cooks of the Mexican and Central 
American diaspora tend to be the backbone of the 
restaurant industry and usually don’t get highlighted 
in this way. It’s a new experimental space when we ask 
what will happen when we bring people in and treat 
them as collaborators versus just a ‘line cook’ or ‘prep 
cook’?” Unlike other art practices which usually 
require external institutional curating, these works 
often curate themselves by the spaces they occupy, the 
networks built, and the funding received. Of course, 
these works can be presented in art institutions, but 
the curating process is far removed from “traditional” 
curation. To better understand the nuances of both 
works and their validity as socially engaged art 
practices, I want to consider the concept of “slow 
curation” as coined by Megan Johnston. It is not 
specifically about time, but it is temporal in an 
interpersonal way. 

 One way to begin a slow curation of specific 
movements is to look at upcoming programs. Since 
Church of the Redeemer Baptist, a major contributor 

and food source for People’s Kitchen, closes for the 
winter season, Carly and fellow contributors are 
turning to digital programming as a way to prepare 
for future endeavors with a focus on guerrilla 
gardening. From our conversation: “We saw how 
powerful the garden was, how many people were 
interested in it and how it engages in conversations of 
land use, and working against gentrification. We are 
thinking of doing a collective webinar series through 
the winter, so folks who have been involved in the 
garden and new people can gather every month 
around these related topics to get ourselves educated 
for the spring.”

 The most effective way to showcase the work being 
done as a “product” to a general audience is to focus 
on micro-movements occurring within a larger 
movement. Guerrilla gardening with local 
communities not only explores the concept of 
occupying contested land, a recurring theme amongst 
socially engaged artists, but it does so in a way that 
involves other networks in the food service industry. 
Those that will be educating future guerrilla 
gardeners are the very same organizers cooking and 
distributing meals made at El Compadre. To prepare 
those not immediately involved in agricultural 
practices or community organizing, Carly will curate 
and coordinate different programs such as Vacant 
Land 215 to map out spaces to occupy. 
       

   Other efforts that will secure the continuation of 
the work done by People’s Kitchen include 
publishing a collaborative community cookbook, 
introducing high school students to social justice 
through the culinary arts via C- CAP (Careers 
through Culinary Arts Program), and facilitating the 
creation of a harassment-free work environment for 
Latinx workers within the industry through CRSH 
(Coalition for Restaurant Safety and Health). As for 
Proyecto Tamal, Ana hopes to conserve the 
collaborative and hybrid aspect of the project by 
continuing to work with her peers to create a more 
self-sustaining business. Both works extend far beyond 
this current pandemic, as our relationship with food 
will continue to evolve. 
__________________________________________
    It should be noted that, until very recently, fresh masa was 
sourced from a chief friend of Ana’s, although it is now 
ground in-house by Ana and a small team of hired former 
Proyecto Tamal particpants.
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   Other efforts that will secure the continuation of 
the work done by People’s Kitchen include 
publishing a collaborative community cookbook, 
introducing high school students to social justice 
through the culinary arts via C- CAP (Careers 
through Culinary Arts Program), and facilitating the 
creation of a harassment-free work environment for 
Latinx workers within the industry through CRSH 
(Coalition for Restaurant Safety and Health). As for 
Proyecto Tamal, Ana hopes to conserve the 
collaborative and hybrid aspect of the project by 
continuing to work with her peers to create a more 
self-sustaining business. Both works extend far beyond 
this current pandemic, as our relationship with food 
will continue to evolve. 
__________________________________________
    It should be noted that, until very recently, fresh masa was 
sourced from a chief friend of Ana’s, although it is now 
ground in-house by Ana and a small team of hired former 
Proyecto Tamal particpants.

“What we see is when 
we distribute food we 
have open 
conversations, which 
builds a deeper 
relationship [...] 
Collaborative process is 
radicalizing.”
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     first came across Proyecto Tamal while mind-
lessly scrolling through the “explore” section on 
my Instagram page during a studio break. Since 
my studio practice revolves around Latin cultural 
ties to maiz,  I instantly clicked on a page that, on 
the surface, focused on tamal-making. As I con-
tinued to scroll through pictures of maiz and 
people cooking, I soon realized this project came 
to fruition as a response to the lack of economic 
protections for food service industry workers. 
Ana Caballero, cook and creator of Proyecto 
Tamal, witnessed the exclusion of Latinx cooks 
and food service industry workers from economic 
aid packages and lack of aid from their respective 
employers. As I dug further into what other local 
organizations were doing to aid our communities 
during COVID-19, a disconnect between the food 

service industry and community-based organiza-
tions/socially engaged artists became apparent. 
Other projects such as People’s Kitchen were 
doing similar work as a Project of Survival and 
advocacy, but garnered very little attention at the 
time. I began to wonder why it is that when we 
talk about the food service industry, we don’t talk 
about their practices as “socially engaged art”? 
How do we curate evolving spaces, networks, and 
projects?

 “Socially engaged art”, also known as “com-
munity-based art”, is defined by Helicon Collabo-
rative as an “artistic or creative practice that aims 
to improve conditions in a particular community 
or in the world at large, [which includes] the artis-
tic and cultural practices of disenfranchised com-

munities”. Every major socio-political movement has inte-
grated forms of art and activism, and the increasing urgency 
of social issues has redirected attention  to the social impact 
of art and “making with a purpose”. Unlike the practice of 
“studio art”, in which artists generally focus on aestheticiz-
ing aspects of their visual work to display for an audience, 
socially engaged art focuses on all aspects of collaborative 
“making”, including the product of this collaboration. Al-
though there may exist an overlap between studio and so-
cially engaged art, the former is often preferred by institu-
tions who provide funding and training such as museums 
and art schools. Their absence can result in the invalidation 
of  social engagement as an art practice.  Although Proyecto 
Tamal and People’s Kitchen do not turn to institutions tra-
ditionally associated with art, the collaborative nature, pro-
cesses, and work should be considered forms of socially en-
gaged art. 
 
 It’s important to understand that fine art criteria and 
language should neither apply to nor assess the quality and 
importance of socially engaged art, because there exist dif-
ferences in practice and values which merit their own evalu-
ation. Instead of situating Proyecto Tamal and People’s 
Kitchen within traditional art methodologies, our attention 
should be redirected to their respective practices as commu-
nity organizers and their interactions with the food service 
industry and those involved. At the root of each project is 
an emphasis on solidarity and collaboration amongst food 
service industry workers, specifically those who receive little 
to no government assistance or minimal aid, and communi-

ty building. 

 The advantage of independent projects such 
as these is that it allows organizers to have au-
tonomy and complete agency over collabora-
tions, processes, and outcomes of their individ-
ual practices. What differentiates Proyecto 
Tamal from other well-known socially engaged 
art practices is the continuous nature of the 
work with a goal of daily engagement and inter-
action as the products. It is the lack of specifici-
ty of an outcome and slow progression which 
question the validity of food-related work as an 
art practice. Like all socially engaged art, both 
Proyecto Tamal and People’s Kitchen rely on a 
network of individuals within the food service 
industry to successfully execute each project.  

As a chef working at A.Kitchen, Fork, High Street on 
Market, and Lost Bread Co., and years of food service 
industry experience under her belt, Ana knew she could 
rely on the support of her peers. As a coordinator for 
215 People’s Alliance, Carly Pourzand also relied on an 
existing network of Philadelphia cooks, agriculturalists 
and activists to organize People’s Kitchen. The slow ex-
pansion of these networks and how relationships with 
local communities develop are the aforementioned   
products. 

 The product begins to fully develop once a physical 
space is secured because it is a constant in a constantly 
changing environment. In El Compadre, volunteers of 
different cultural backgrounds are able to share and 
cook regional cuisines with donated foods, which are 
then distributed by other volunteers to vulnerable com-
munities. It is in this kitchen where a network begins to 
expand far beyond the initial group of volunteers. Not 
only does the act of cooking immediately spark a con-
nection amongst food service industry workers, but it 
also invites conversations with those receiving the meals 
from volunteer deliverers. “What we see is when we dis-
tribute food we have open conversations, which builds a 
deeper relationship [...] Collaborative process is radical-
izing,” says Carly on the topic of community engage-
ment. 

  Alternatively, Proyecto is a more localized effort to 
create a collaborative space for Latinx workers to profit 

off sales made from tamales sold out of Lost Bread Co.’s 
space. It still relies on a network to function but the 
purpose is different than that of People’s Kitchen. 
Proyecto Tamal was founded to provide financial aid to 
this community of cooks who do not benefit from any 
government assistance or resources, while People’s 
Kitchen combats food insecurity, displacement, and 
inaccessibility. The constant amongst both projects is 
that they both want to facilitate community growth.  
Another element of this growing network of 
contributors is sourcing and origin of food. Proyecto 
Tamal and People’s Kitchen accept donations from other 
organizations such as The West Philly Bunny Hop, 
Philly Food Works, local restaurants, and community 
gardens. For Proyecto Tamal, this means collaborating 
with Middle Child, a “sandwiches n’stuff” Philadelphia 
joint, to develop a dinner special to raise funds which go 
directly to workers involved with Proyecto Tamal. It also 
means sourcing corn and other ingredients from 
different areas (Green Meadow Farm and Philly 
Foodworks, to name a few) to develop dozens of different 
masas. For a large-scale tamal making operation, making 
masa from scratch is unheard for. Making masa from 
scratch in Philadelphia just adds to the absurdity. So 
why?
 Ana says, “I think there’s something powerful in 
using fresh nixtamalized corn. It is a political statement 
of sorts.” Most of the cooks who come in to work with 
Ana are women who have spent their lives making or 
consuming tamales, but some of them never thought 

they could acquire fresh masa in Philadelphia. 
 The process of masa-making alone is an 
important factor when considering the 
melding of studio practices and socially 
engaged arts . These cooks spend hours 
molding and folding masa to make tamales, 
practices akin to sculptural processes/methods. 
The story-telling aspect of tamal making 
should also be considered when talking about 
the “product”. 

 What is also fascinating is the slow curation of 
these spaces and networks by both Ana and Carly. 
From my conversation with Ana:  “What is different 
about the way we’re doing this project is that the 
space we created to do this project is not something 
that existed before. [...] but essentially what this is is 
an experiment in collaboration with a group of 
people that usually wouldn’t be invited to collaborate 
this way. [...] cooks of the Mexican and Central 
American diaspora tend to be the backbone of the 
restaurant industry and usually don’t get highlighted 
in this way. It’s a new experimental space when we ask 
what will happen when we bring people in and treat 
them as collaborators versus just a ‘line cook’ or ‘prep 
cook’?” Unlike other art practices which usually 
require external institutional curating, these works 
often curate themselves by the spaces they occupy, the 
networks built, and the funding received. Of course, 
these works can be presented in art institutions, but 
the curating process is far removed from “traditional” 
curation. To better understand the nuances of both 
works and their validity as socially engaged art 
practices, I want to consider the concept of “slow 
curation” as coined by Megan Johnston. It is not 
specifically about time, but it is temporal in an 
interpersonal way. 

 One way to begin a slow curation of specific 
movements is to look at upcoming programs. Since 
Church of the Redeemer Baptist, a major contributor 

and food source for People’s Kitchen, closes for the 
winter season, Carly and fellow contributors are 
turning to digital programming as a way to prepare 
for future endeavors with a focus on guerrilla 
gardening. From our conversation: “We saw how 
powerful the garden was, how many people were 
interested in it and how it engages in conversations of 
land use, and working against gentrification. We are 
thinking of doing a collective webinar series through 
the winter, so folks who have been involved in the 
garden and new people can gather every month 
around these related topics to get ourselves educated 
for the spring.”

 The most effective way to showcase the work being 
done as a “product” to a general audience is to focus 
on micro-movements occurring within a larger 
movement. Guerrilla gardening with local 
communities not only explores the concept of 
occupying contested land, a recurring theme amongst 
socially engaged artists, but it does so in a way that 
involves other networks in the food service industry. 
Those that will be educating future guerrilla 
gardeners are the very same organizers cooking and 
distributing meals made at El Compadre. To prepare 
those not immediately involved in agricultural 
practices or community organizing, Carly will curate 
and coordinate different programs such as Vacant 
Land 215 to map out spaces to occupy. 
       

   Other efforts that will secure the continuation of 
the work done by People’s Kitchen include 
publishing a collaborative community cookbook, 
introducing high school students to social justice 
through the culinary arts via C- CAP (Careers 
through Culinary Arts Program), and facilitating the 
creation of a harassment-free work environment for 
Latinx workers within the industry through CRSH 
(Coalition for Restaurant Safety and Health). As for 
Proyecto Tamal, Ana hopes to conserve the 
collaborative and hybrid aspect of the project by 
continuing to work with her peers to create a more 
self-sustaining business. Both works extend far beyond 
this current pandemic, as our relationship with food 
will continue to evolve. 
__________________________________________
    It should be noted that, until very recently, fresh masa was 
sourced from a chief friend of Ana’s, although it is now 
ground in-house by Ana and a small team of hired former 
Proyecto Tamal particpants.
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