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The Field: An Ar¢ Experimem
in Levinasiap Ethics

Alana Jelinek, with Juliette Brown

Foreword

Juliette Brown: ThiSlpie(-‘e deSCI:ibIL’S The Field, an artwork by Alana Jelinek
relationShiP to the phll().sophy of Emmanuel Levinas, For feasons described below
the description of The Field as artwork will be undertaken by myself, Juliette Br.-“n'
and the philosophical basis of the project will be described by Alana Jelinek

The Field is a complex and subtle artwork that expresses some of the difficulties
of negotiating theory and practice. It is concerned with difference as a positive force
and with an ethical engagement with Otherness.

Why I will be describing The Field as artwork derives from debates on the clas.
sification of art as such, settled in some sense by philosopher George Dickie's (1974,
1984, 2001) institutional definition of art. Dickie contends that that which is pro-
posed as art must be accepted as such by an art world. He doesn't explain what
constitutes the art world.

Not a practising artist, I have been an observer of Jelinek’s work and involved in
the production and dissemination of contemporary artwork through the terra incognita
art organization for fifteen years. This means | have worked with numerous artists
and arts institutions and write about art. As the institutional definition deems, the art-
ist s incapable of legitimating their work. This role falls to me, as part ol'tpe wider
art world. Subsequently, references to The Field relate to a field and the objects f‘"d
activities therein which are the proposed artwork. The Field includes both physnciﬂ
SPace (12.9 acres, Essex field and woodland) and a series of encounters which take
Place in and in relation to the site. vies

Conceptually difficult for some may be the notion that both a space and d?e ac |l i
taki“ﬂ place there, including those that take place without human |n.\"u|l~:t:;1r-‘,"\; l.:l'l\.
COH.S!itute art, My understanding is that these aspects form llhe l.ﬂalerl.i Q-m- g
Which stems from and generates thought and understanding in the par
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The development of the work is important, as is its place in the history of the
discipline of art. Jelinek has written that the discipline of art includes a know ledge
and reference to art history (Jelinek 2013), The Field sits in relation to a number of
reference points, particulasly Land Art, as manifested in the United Kingdom (for ey.
ample, Richard Long and Hamish Fulton), *microtopian’ practices (Bourriaud 2007
[1998]) and Conceptual Art (Osbomne 2002),

Jelinek's work has for some time considered relationships between individusl
subjectivities mediated by preexisting, often contradictory narratives (vou-me-them
2001-4; Tall Storfes: Cannibal Forks 2010, 2011; The Forks Tale 2013), Some of
hier wark with the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, University of Cam-
bridge, sites itsell in & form of institutional critique, which challenges orthodony
_ffl“'" within.! As with The Field, in her museum work she allows herself 1o range
in Sropf from the minutiae to the entirety of the museum and also what takes place
there, The \Vgrk also a{rudcs 10 ideas about how knowledge is constituted
d“;‘\;::i?h‘:i::j:s!;;::cliictudl inl..:ru;!s and rr'f\ining lie in philu.ﬁu‘[\[l_\, ]c[!\l\'L.h
example in Moot i’m‘nt E;ISS Tli:c;"bt d“""—'l]“l “I“‘h il rj‘ﬂ o
Telinek also proposed |l‘\c ﬁrirI i “.hICh !m:m:._ i U'_ i {"MN Ay
important part of this work_ it Moot on utopias. While interaction with others is an
125 (Bourrjaud 2002 [1998)),
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1o discuss her work.,

Introduction

The Field is a location for art, conservation and outreach projects, but it
than the mere physical host for such activities. In itself, The
colliborative, inler::pucie:. art project. It is a physical, geographical location at a spe-
tific moment in time with a set of ethical and aesthetic propositions attached. It is
hoped that The Field affords the opportunity to engage mindflly and reflexively in
Wll!‘imtships with other humans and other nonhuman species, both plant and animal
making a contribution to a history of such art practices.

. Behing this project lies the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, whe
Western knowledge (philosophy) has been based on an assumption, and an alarming
R v i o s o
Slundg 1hallliu'amy Sty lJraECu-[:urupci.\n paperiapke ..md "‘!L : ”m the c\n.:l;‘ nge of
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!n ‘ 2 q . T 18
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. { er: it must be an

$  part of the same, The Other is not allowed © be oth

y observed that
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interrogated the idea of utopia; in 201, j
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was string theory or "difficult science S in
that most overtly brings together maki

2011, revolution; in 2012, failure, Mog

Point in particular is the proje  and think-
ing. foregrounding methodologies common 1o contemparary art practice. It typically
involves academics and nonacademics, scientists and artists, in an attempt at a type
of interdisciplinary dialogue and operating within the rules of art practice
The main inclusive event to facilitate human-nonhuman engagement is the
monthly conservation days, although less mediated, more personal en
occur when engaging via the allotments. The monthly conservation days, to whicha
wider range of people and theoretically the general public are invited, are advertised
on i few websites, including the Trust of Conservation Volunteers and the BBC's
‘Things to do” activities. The days usually involve encounters with plant species
and usually we are chopping them down or digging them up, and sometimes, more
rarely, we plant them. For many in our group with our previous ideas fixed from
road- activi ilneiar ;
ad Protest aciivism and antilogging protest, where cutting down trees is seen as an
aggressive an ive e
a’:ﬁ My i destructive act, this type of engagement with nature seemed brutl
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for example. In the city, there are also unexpected
f

sonhuman others, with what must be perceived as pests g

fiving: rats, mice, flies, bedbugs. fleas. Because all of the allot

flats in centrel London with little or no outside area, for eac
The Field fulfil those oppﬂnunniu\ for relations with nature

ated and not entirely dominated by those feelings of intrusion, tre

that pests inspire. Pests also occur in the context of gardening, and
thropologist Cathrine Degnen’s informants (2009), most of us who
ut The Field speak about the allotment experience using human trog

demonizing the unwanted, nurturing the desirable and anributing intentionality and
sentience to plants and other nonhuman animals including spiders, ants, slu

and
gs and

snails. Even those who have read permaculture tracts and agree with its principles
or who have a self-consciousness about any tendency towards ‘purification” tend 1o
view some plants and animals fav ourably and others as destructive aliens, unwanted
mierlopers or, more charitably, as vagabonds. Some admire or curse these animals and
Mants for what we perceive is their nature.

One rule is that we garden our allotments organically. As far as we're aware |
means that no one uses pesticides or fertilizer except for compost, made onsite or
bﬁu.ghl- although other choices could be made within the letter of organic law. Or-
#inic pesticides exist, including the universally acceptable liquid soap formulations
1 icky insect traps, particularly for fruit trees, and, at the more contentious end
:!cli:: si:'l't'lrum. Monsanto’s glyphosate has been understood =I~jd.F‘““"I'l‘l":k:l‘;_:i:.
JE R A by sovie pcts of the org @ 0 i
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""mc-ihru\;.g s Eaﬂ)' 22, Ll L eu_mlc et ‘“M:-““]ml:‘u’u[l“ut‘l nettles (and
Seryhi sl “’f‘-"_bﬂug!\l and used twice against some m.unr a i
e 8 €lse living within the nettles). This attempt ai controlling cert
HHslecessful, bup it was successful as a team sport and a treat for ViSO
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[t may




118 » Lping Beings

as the fssue O! wweed control” hasn'tshifted for ... .
o gaif N f Lz
@ I] mm-nl-uurd:nmg in these o
2 « ¥ erence:
: here aré distinct differences k
ally, the ding television experts, some | -
fitional autho’ g i~

| Society cOUrses

xI ¥ car

e reped
ndersiand
Horticultur
cock advice from trand
srticuliura
e “Oil“ !h,rh;c,_ Most maintain an U ; , while
e {““’d"“'“‘-’"Flii'muuuhl_\ thirty-five miles away frop
e me“”“"mﬂ L‘]'- :E‘llc !hul‘-.‘m:h E'ﬂr'lh.'iF‘lllll is autonomous and can m
i !I‘E il?‘jpl:ﬂlk':- 0[1!ltlmllumlcnl while also abiding by the oy
spobiey e ethically With the other, which is generally glossed 1,
rule that edch must engage © ) .

g5 "organic’. Tensions have ars

between the allotmentey

ities inclu
and athers have an active interesy jp, y, i
# Crmg
neasy admixture while balancing priger

< & Prin

1ke freg

erarchip

ot anly in discussions about how 1o trea the .

¢ and reas around each individual ullutma'n_l. but simply because there
munal areas offus to feel our understanding of gardening, food, and e
he obvious: an ethical engagement with the Other is ,.L
When there is no palpable tension, when the Othe
yre released to imagine they are the sume

« tendency for each
is the right ane, To siae u
est when there are no ensions.
r other In & contested way, We

is no longet ¥
if temporarily. It 18 when the Other asserts his or her Otherness that the projecy's

Levinasian ideals are tested

Levinas and an Ethical Engagement with the Other

Simon Crifchely, Levinas scholar, explicates the issue at the heart of the problem of
knowledge, ethics and engagement with others:

[PJhilosophy tells iiself a story which affirms the link between individuality and uni«
versality by embodying that link either in the person of Socrates or by defining the
(European) philosopher ps “the functionary of humanity,” but where at the same hme
universality is defimited or confined within one |]a|n]ui<|;|r tradition, namely the Grecd-
Eurapean. (Critchley 1999 [1992]; 128) |

{[m\:;ol":"::;’::’.:ﬂﬂﬂgl ‘upprm.m"" even see, the face of the Other because our ef-
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15 empirical, lived evi-

Explaining the Levinasian Other

Alana Jelinek: My aim for The Field is to undersiand just how embedded is Ihe
preponderance for hierarchy within a culture of the same: ideas of inferionty and
superiority, better and worse, one species instead of another, one being preferred
over another, one human or culture over another. one time period over ancther. Levis
isin ideas that *we are born into a world of social relationships which we have not
shosen and which we cannot ignore’ (Hutchens 2004: 19) underpin this project not
listbecanse Levinas's observations are interesting philosophically, but because they
¥* empirically true,
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id nowledged that the knowledge set of the ol\ln..r \\l‘, .
“hmh;:dzﬂleve S5 [Llooal people for thelr P:Irl e ttl-m\:l :::u;-; was no
s rooted in Graeco-European systems 0f hought, *fount

_d

k by how well it seemed
Jue and its pre-
pagements

inea and 8

o even though

sclence
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wnt from the point of view of the y
e’ The disa iz al truth: eith ;
- orsd sith o
scientific case 10 i Iy he resols ed by munIver SENEELNOIE Way iy
- 1d only wot. The Papuans, by contras

any cou

9 I
. oo Was
env jronme n

mining comp
tion, not dependent on agreeing

g, or th

Jocal aolin
age to the e » of negotis
¥ antenance a differeet fype o5 on 10 observe
to coun ments Mr:l[ht'm goes

o disagree
molishing

oumtability o which the Papua New Guineans [PPG) subsg
[1jhe kind of qecounts L i
agreemen
"Ryt the PPG did wis
the €M [mining cor
e sake of @ settlement, not because they |

h sk

houl W hat cac
- ake that lack of agreem

nol require i
their agenda Bu
d to aceept
thaf they were SOIng along with it for
rvinced. (Strathem 2004: 94)

mpany| story, then it should be ack

were force

con
ithin The Field project, like the mining company, understand ourselye
15 W -

ach other
know different things, but we act without reference 1

Each of v
and our engagement with &
We know that other people
those other paradigms, both

reaotiation that can account for m
} of us has suffered from an inability to negotiate across differences in values

nthinkingly from within our own paradipn,

known and unknown, and cannot imagine a form of
ore than one truth
Eac

and culture. We demomstrate an inability t
edges and priorities, which has meant that we successfully ignore differences in

o negotiate different horticultural knowl-

maintining sutonomous zones, despite the knowledge of interconnectedness of cach
allotment and with wider field environment. This imagined truce enacted thro
imagined autonomy breaks down when we argue over definitions of ‘weed" and

*pest’ and strategies for their control in the shared, neutral or wider environments
We are each of us sure, to varying degrees, that our knowledge is right and that
therefore it should predominate, informing all our collective actions, An example of
this is that we tend to imagine that the noncultivated spaces (fields two, three and
ﬁ‘l‘!” are 4 type of ferra nulfius, always available for our designs and without any
lcft'[clllcz' lo an “Other’, human or otherwise. So far, we have lacked the skills 10
il with ather humans as different from ourselves, let alone otl
R N bl ers. The only other strategy has been to withdraw
) er 0f these stratey
the Other

l use

ar nonhuman

gies can be said to be an ethical engagement with
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company and g -n:mhtm 8 description of the encounter between a Western mir

neatly |3_Ic inahili\ uml; o peopls it Pipua New Guinea because it demonstrafes
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Y of we who are brought up within the Graeco-Western tradition

o begin to
pproach the Other i /
other hand, thay ghe ther in terms gine, on the

engagement, with |
suffer similar

other than our own, | do not i
Papuang ky ¢ p il
ave an ease of communication, or an inherently ethicd

he Other. | ;
" &M not saying the Papuans themselves either avoid of

Pitfulls to thewe ; ek
¢ inherent in Gra co-Eurapean thought. 1 do not know
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sh 10 fall into the traps of pri "
J~""‘i ‘_" fural Of innate, where 1 d Instead
et ::~ gt the very core of our Graeco-European
A plem of imposing the sell as the same 1
& ‘.:'T\lhcr as other, The point of an polog ! '
ol o mding of 8 culture in its terms, whil {
i ““‘I“ul;ld because we can only understand a cyliyr
o > u"r!‘:l framework. This is my understanding of a r :
-I"”'“"“‘;"m[ by, but also in an extrapolation of, the p) iy
grher In'e .r.\:ﬂl.:c-illl_\-”" g, it is that there are limit 1
J‘Elfl‘wl:ﬁti{‘!ﬂ\:u] and knowledge origins
"
I.ninaumtl ‘We'
Writing we' lhruuglmu.l this chapter has contained a s e :
hors, and we, the participants of The Field. Having writter !
chapter, sOmE qualification is required in an ane 10 S0me just I
saphy of Levinas. Mare accurately, ‘1 plus at least one 1 in the I
Jould iave been written, and even then, it should re :
sfwhatat least one other person in the group said at the time”. The inclusion of a
implied by the word “we' is unethical, in addition to a misrepresentation of events a
. even seli-cons i ¥

fiey occurred. By using the term “w ¢’
dhical engagement with the Other are exemplified. Moreover

any human other but friends, colleagues, and still we trample
perceiving them as different to ourselves, instead imag

evinas 1s war

i side-by-side and not face-to-face. Hutchens writes
“we', which is the original instrument of the ontology of po
selves stand side-by-side, not face-to-face. “We™ is not & vehicle of justice, but 8
witofinjustice, that is, there is no collective moral consciousness that 1s not inftially
itesponse to injustice’ (2004: 105)

The Fietd project was started in 2008 without articulating its Levir
myone. In the beginning, Jelinek didn’t describe it as art either. We told friends, col-
leagues and fellow activists about those aspects of the project we imagined would be
Weresting to them: conservation, allotments, its proximity to Stansted airport and so
;i:l; but we never attempted (o tell participants about the projec
held),:;o d:mp' an ethical engagement on another level: o allow ,

=bclizf.::nce they \\rn‘nled without reference o another's .nu:;::w {:!,;..d e
s tng wnmwc knew of the needs and dcslrm‘s lt1 our fellow 1 uu_ :l .

ed 10 allow for the diversity of their needs and perceptions
* Field is an art experiment Ihm-sclI-cuns\,‘i\-lbi,\ gxplores L’"”"-‘: I :
0L, in itself, be ethical. The aim of The Field project is 10 imagine difference 0

naskan anms o

1's aims, This was

people (o have the

wderstanding

chy=

{ may or
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luding differences aoross human and nonhumg,
Others und

aim, that t
bility. The Field is an attemp

W, inc erstood as other, What we
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Notes
sitlaue 1580 jmportant strand within contemporary ar e
oo ummary. it is the artistic practice of reflecting critica|, 2
1‘ : gs in @ sit
h heen the subject of institutional

1, [Insumu
{he 19605, Ir
underpinnin
5 that have
jtutions, art world normative structures, ar

sinee | e-specific artwork. The various ino ,
i A £
(hie nstitution
tional norins and practices
fiunding of art nst

Critigug

nclude the iy
e and exclusions and the assumptions which maintain these
and

2 I‘\‘;[::;I::l: are primarily a British Nlcrmflwnun They are J':‘-‘J-\ of land set

2 e an oo which are subdivided into plots for individuals. B ning in
|h:i;m- 1§00s primarily as a means to supplement the diet of working-class fap.
ilies in urban areas, today they are also a middle-class pursuit and often under
stood within discourses of sustainability, food security and environmentalism

3. Tocontrast hand twols with powered tols, pow er tools tend to have a distancinp

effect on the wser. W jth the vibrations, noise and smells that are the by-produgt
of powered tools, the latter type of technology tends to create a distance between
a persan and the object with which he or she is working because by-products
must be actively ignored or controlled so the feeling of extending one’s body
through the tool becomes lost in the confusion of other sensations. In addition
thi swiftness and harshness of the impact of power tools makes a mindful en-
gagement hetween human, tool and tree or grassland more difficult to achieve,
4, | April 1960 the Letters of Administration of the estate of The Honourable

Dorothy Wyndham Paget (died intestate) granted to the Honourable Lady Olive

Ceollia Baillie who gified it to Sir Gawaine George Baillie on 31 March 1963
5. 'Bolly-woods' performed | July 2010, The Brady Arts Centre, 192-6 Hanbury
Street, London, E| SHU. p
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