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ARE YOU TACO
LITERATE?

LESSONS FROM STEVEN ALVAREZ

by Gustavo Arellano
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notorious white supremacist

reminds me of Mexican food
ormy Latino friends. Thisfall, The
Washington Post ran a story about
Derek Black, the son of Don Black,
founder of the influential racist

I T’S NOT OFTEN THAT A

finishing her doctorate in rhetoric
and composition at the University
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had no idea about the over-100
percentincrease in Mexican folks
for the previous decade.”

He accepted the job and dove
into exploring his new home,
specifically the area of Lexington
nicknamed “Mexington” for its
large Latino population. In the
barrio’s taquerias, bakeries,
markets, and restaurants, Alvarez
developed the idea for his taco
literacy class.

“Tacos can be read,” the profe
says. “They carry social mean -
ings—they are part of foodways
networks of people who conduct
their rich lives in languages.
In the case of mexicanos in
Kentucky, their foodways are
bilingual. Their literacies com -
municate not only their identities,
but also their sense of place, and,
| think most importantly, are a
form of communicating care.”

The university approved the
course, officially titled “Taco
Literacy: Public Advocacy and
Mexican Food in the US South,”
for the spring 2016 semester.
Students visited local businesses,
heard from restaurateurs, read
articles on Mexican food (includ -
ing my own), and wrote papers
that ranged from straightforward
restaurant reviews to ethno -
graphic analyses of the Mexican
food scene at horse races. It
would have been just another
cool college course if not for a
January articlein VICE Munch -
ies. The Q&A with Steven went
worldwide: He did interviews

for Buzzfeed, Univision, NPR,

and El Pais in Spain. Hundreds
of other media outlets picked up
the story.

The attention was career-
changing. He’s now planning a
book that will focus on Kentucky,
North Carolina, and Alabama,
tracking each state’s Mexican
communities back to their home -
land. Steven will continue the
taco literacy course at St. John'’s
and plans to educate New
Yorkers on Southern and Latino-
Southern foodways.

“I am thinking of organizing a
writing program for college stu -
dents to engage them asa commu-
nity coming to the table,” he adds.
“Maybe not to resolve their differ-
ences, but at least to hear one
another out. To communicate their
views, and to listen between bites.”

So why not continue in the
South? “In first grade, | told my
teacher that someday | was going
to live in the Big Apple because |
loved Ghostbusters. And then the
Ninja Turtles came around, and
| was done.”

No matter where Steven lives,
we'll always have Crossville. We
aren't children of the South, yet
we love the region and seek to
understand it and help make it
better. So when | read the Wash -
ington Post article and saw the
picture of an angry Don Black, |
thought: Our South is better than
that. Optimistic, more inclusive.
The future. And filled with
Mexican food. w»

Gustavo Arellano is the editor of OC Weekly and Gravy 's columnist.
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THE ROOTS OF
FOOD INEQUALITIES

BEYOND THE FOOD DESERT NARRATIVE

by Ashanté M. Reese

N APRIL 15, 2015, 1

traveled from Memphis

to Ferguson, Missouri, in
solidarity with activist friends in
the Fight for $15 campaign. The
movement is committed to raising
the minimum wage to $15 an hour
and securing union rights for fast
food and home healthcare
workers. The choice to rally in
Ferguson was no accident. After
the murder of Michael Brown and
the failure to indict the officer

A memorial gathering for Michael Brown at the Canfield Apartments in Ferguson, Missouri

who killed him, Ferguson became
an important site and symbol of
Black Lives Matter. Hundreds of
protestors from St. Louis, Little
Rock, Memphis, and other Mid -
western and Southern cities filled
the intersection at West Floris -
sant and Ferguson Avenues. A
parked white car, on which a
protestor had handwritten NoO
JUSTICE NO PEACE, I CAN’T
BREATHE, and BE THE CHANGE,
blocked the street. Someone had
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