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CONFLICT KITCHEN

Pulling into a parking spot, I wasn’t surprised when my stomach started 
to growl. It was, after all, the fi rst time I’d driven seven hours for 

Venezuelan food… okay, for any food, really. But I’d made the day-long 
trek to Pittsburgh from NYC to fi nd Confl ict Kitchen, and Venezuelan 

cuisine was what they were dishing up.  

words by Melaina Balbo Phipps

photograhy by Confl ict Kitchen
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At the takeout window Quinton, a native of Arkansas 
with a background in food and editing, pointed me 
to the Chivo al Coco con Mofongo (slow cooked 
goat with fried green banana mash), Jugo Naturale 
(a papaya), and, for dessert, some Besitos de Coco 

(“Coconut Kisses” or sweet coconut cookies—a bit like mini 
macaroons). While I waited, we talked about the food, the project, 
and the biggest surprise he’s encountered while being a Conflict 
Kitchen employee: “It’s amazing how many people just don’t read 
the news.”
My order ready, I collected a menagerie of colorful pamphlets 
o!ered to educate me—the diner—about hot-button issues in 
Venezuela: crime, oil, internal polarization, race/class, and the 
perception of the U.S. government and U.S. citizens. 

And just like that I became part of the project.

When artist Dawn Weleski opened Conflict Kitchen in Pittsburgh 
with co-director Jon Rubin in 2010, they thought the art installment 
would only last a few weeks. Their idea was a restaurant that would 
serve food from a country with which the United States was in 
conflict. Food—at that time, the city’s first o!erings of Iranian 
cuisine—would be the social form used to attract the audience to 
the takeout window. They wanted to create a forum in which the 
patrons could engage with a country’s culture, politics, people, and 
with each other. In so doing, each customer became a participant 
and collaborator in the project, their interactions and reactions 
informing and creating substance along the way.
The local Iranian community immediately responded. “When we 
were setting up the first (Iranian) iteration, we were just hanging out 
the first sign in Farsi on the very first day and people were stopping 
in the middle of the street and getting out of their cars and saying 
‘Oh my god, you’re going to serve Kubideh?’” Dawn recalled. “They 
were so proud to have a di!erent level of representation within 
our community,” a sentiment that has been echoed by each of the 
cultural communities represented over the past four years.
Located in downtown Pittsburgh, Conflict Kitchen packages its 
food in wrappers printed with interviews of locals on a variety of 
topics. “It’s not just about providing information for discussion; it’s 
the fact that the discussion happens between strangers… that’s what 
we’re trying to facilitate. [We’re] just creating the forum for that to 
happen, and happen very organically,” Dawn explained. 
Conflict Kitchen is now into its sixth incarnation, currently serving 
Palestinian cuisine. Each rotation in the project means having to 
revamp the menu, store-front, signage and educational materials. 

For their Afghan restaurant 
event, Conflict Kitchen 
collected and published 
interviews of children 
throughout Afghanistan.
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Past rotations include Afghan, Cuban, North Korean and, my nosh, 
Venezuelan food. With a one million dollar a year budget, this social 
practice art project’s platform has global influence. 
 “At this point, we would say that our general mission is to engage 
the public in Pittsburgh, as well as internationally, in a public 
dialogue that doesn’t happen in a museum or gallery, within a 
closed art-world bubble,” said Dawn. “We try to create a variety of 
events with di!erent goals in di!erent forms so there are multiple 
opportunities for the public to receive information and engage with 
that information through di!erent emotional experiences.” Some 
of these events have included a live Skype exchange with Afghan 
filmmakers after a screening of documentary shorts, a speech 
compiled by Iranians all over the world and delivered in several 
performances right outside the Kitchen by a President Obama 
look-alike, taste-testing with the local community, and asking 875 
customers to locate Afghanistan on a world map (less than half of 
whom got it right).
While her co-director sees the project more as “creating a 
public discussion,” Dawn’s focus is on creating conflict. “For me, 
personally, it’s about storytelling. It’s about being a conduit to create 
antagonism.” According to her, it would be ideal “for two strangers 
to engage in discord, or an argument. A discussion can turn into 
an argument and I don’t think that is necessarily something that is 
inappropriate for the project, or unproductive. People can take that 
moment home to their families or speak about it with friends. That 
discord can create an opportunity for people to become emotional, 
which isn’t something that Americans typically have… and that 
begins to inform their life in general.”
The art project supposed to last a few weeks has become a thriving 
local hotspot feeding customers seven days a week and successfully 
initiating the discussion that Dawn envisioned. And for me, the 
cultural education and those Besitos de Coco made that seven-hour 
drive totally worth it.

Kubideh Kitchen, 
Conflict Kitchen’s Iranian 
restaurant, served ground 
beef kabobs and Persian 
lamb stew.

As a Cuban restaurant, 
Conflict Kitchen served 
yuca in mojo sauce. 




