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Is sacred space a human construct or a natural phenomenon? Discuss this question through a research project with reference to the work of at least three theorists.

How has the management of Mitchell’s Fold and its surrounding area impacted it as a sacred space?
Introduction


The aim of this research is to examine how the management of Mitchell’s Fold and the surrounding area has impacted it as a sacred space. 
Mitchell’s Fold is a stone circle in Shropshire, England. It is situated within the conservation designated Shropshire Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty as well as being part of a wider area of ancient monuments, including a lone standing stone some 50m to the south, two prominent cairns on a ridge approximately a kilometre to the northeast, and the Hoarstones stone circle some two kilometres to the northeast. See Figure 1 for a map of the area. 


Mitchell’s Fold is currently owned and managed by English Heritage, while the Hoarstones are in an apparently unmanaged field. This essay will explore how the management of the area impacts it as a sacred space, and relate these findings to the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or natural phenomenon. In order to do that, it will first explore previous literature on sacred space; its contestation and management; Mitchell’s Fold and the surrounding area; ritual use of stone circles; phenomenology; and disorientation. It will then briefly discuss the phenomenological methodology used in the study, including reflexive considerations. It will then discuss the findings through three themes: access and ritual, interpretation and disorientation, and contestation vs. multiplicity. These will be connected back to the previous literature in the field, and be used to argue that the management of Mitchell’s Fold has in fact encouraged its interpretation and use by many modern visitors as a sacred site, through factors like increased access and limited interpretation that nonetheless incorporates folkloric associations. Furthermore, though much of this argument will support the view of sacred space as a human construct, phenomenological experience of natural phenomena will be used to suggest that both of these contribute to what makes sacred space. 
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Figure 1: A map showing Mitchell's Fold in the bottom left, the cairn ridge approximately in the centre (only one cairn marked), Hoarstones stone circle (not named) in the upper right, and the surrounding area.

Literature Review


As previously mentioned, this essay will explore Mitchell’s Fold in comparison to Barbara Bender’s work at Stonehenge. In her book Stonehenge: Making Space, Bender explored the ‘appropriation’ of Stonehenge by those with economic, political, and capitalist power, as well as ‘how these appropriations have been contested by engaging with the land in quite different ways.’
 She situated Stonehenge as a key example of the contested landscape. David Chidester and Edward T. Linethal have further argued that ‘sacred space is inevitably contested space.’
 Bender concluded that English Heritage’s management has been an effort ‘to promote a socially empty view of the past in line with modern conservative sensibilities.’
 However, though they are managed by the same organisation, much of the management of Mitchell’s Fold is quite different from that of Stonehenge. For example, the site is open to the public free of charge and there is much less interpretation provided. Additionally, other parts of the area under research are not managed by English Heritage. There is therefore room for comparison from multiple angles.

Two key theorists regarding the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon are Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade. Durkheim wrote that sacredness is social, and particularly carried out through the setting apart of sacred places and objects.
 In her translator’s introduction, Karen Fields summarised that, in Durkheim’s view, sacredness was ‘inherently impermanent and so must be added to the object again and again, just as it was originally; by collective human doing.’
 Though he drew on Durkheim’s separation of the sacred and the profane, Eliade disagreed about the fundamental source of sacredness. He wrote that ‘the sacred manifests itself [via] hierophany.’
 In short, he argued that it is more a natural phenomenon than a human construct. A third theorist, Belden Lane, has struck something of a middle ground between these two views. In his book Landscapes of the Sacred, Lane argues that a sacred space has the following characteristics: it chooses, it is ritually made extraordinary, it can be trod upon without being entered, and it has impulse both centripetal and centrifugal, local and universal.
 Within these arguments, the theory of a sacred space choosing may be likened to Eliade’s hierophany, whereas the argument that it is ritually made extraordinary is more Durkheimian.

Mitchell’s Fold and the Hoarstones have been the subject of some earlier scholarly writing. One paper from 1882 described both, including information which has now apparently changed, such as the presence of not one but two standing stones to the south of Mitchell’s Fold.
 They have also been described in several books that discuss stone circles in general. For example, in A Guide to the Stone Circles of Britain, Ireland, and Brittany, Aubrey Burl gave details about the size and placement of the circles, and included further information such as the fact that holes can be seen in the Hoarstones from miners celebrating weddings with gunpowder explosions.
 He also mentioned a folkloric story attached to Mitchell’s Fold, which tells of a witch exploiting a cow that could produce endless milk, and being turned to stone for her misdeeds.
 Additionally, modern rituals carried out at stone circles more broadly have been the subject of some study. Bender explored the Druidic claims on Stonehenge, and its conflict with English Heritage’s view of the site.
 Carole Cusack further explored how the Druids’ claims are compatible with the discipline of postmodern archaeology, even where they may clash with academic archaeology.
 Cusack has additionally published a case study in how modern ritual is carried out at the Rollright Stones.
 Ethan White explored Wiccan interpretations of ancient monuments more broadly, finding that later folklore has been incorporated into the sites’ meanings.
 Jerome Voss has made similar arguments, stating that ‘the uses and interpretations of the monuments have placed a significance upon them which usually differs greatly from their original functions.’


This research was primarily carried out using a phenomenological methodology. In his seminal book on the method, A Phenomenology of Landscape, Christopher Tilley defined phenomenology as ‘the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject.’
 This methodological approach has been both praised and criticised, as summarised by Matthew Johnson.
 It has also been expanded upon by many other theorists. For example Sue Hamilton et. al. argued that its potential had not fully been explored due to a lack of diverse experiences and participants (something they sought to correct).
 Tilley has furthermore often related the phenomenological method to stone monuments, including those discussed in his book The Materiality of Stone: Explorations in Landscape Phenomenology.
 More broadly, Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey have written a guide to properly undertaking qualitative research, while Kathryn Haynes has discussed the importance of reflexivity when carrying out such research.
 These considerations will be returned to in the methodology section below.

Finally, disorientation has been discussed in relation to phenomenology. In describing the Maltese megalithic temple of Ħaġar Qim, Tilley emphasised the potentially ‘disturbing’ effects of loss of orientation and the inability to judge distances.
 Mike Parker Pearson has also described an instance of disorientation that Tilley experienced during phenomenological study of the potential path of Stonehenge’s bluestones down the River Avon, linking this to the deliberately induced disorientation in rites of passage from around the world.
 Disorientation may also be thought of in relation to Tim Ingold’s study on lines, particularly his distinction between wayfaring, movement without deliberate direction, and transportation, a destination-oriented kind of movement.
 Disorientation has furthermore been explored phenomenologically itself, including in a study by Pablo Fernández Velasco, who detailed its twin ability to produce anxiety and a sense of freedom.

Methodology


This study made use of a phenomenological approach. In his review of the method and its past applications, Johnson wrote that  ‘phenomenology is an interrogation of lived experience,’ and that it is ‘a legitimate and indeed important area of study.’
 Following Tilley’s seminal work described earlier and his background and ongoing publications researching stone monuments, these have become a major subject for phenomenological studies. This research therefore fits into that background. In The Materiality of Stone, Tilley asserts that ‘any [phenomenological] study begins with lived experience, being there, in the world.’
 Therefore the key research methodology for this research was five trips taken to Mitchell’s Fold and the surrounding area between November 2021 and January 2022 (although further informed by earlier trips across two decades living in Shropshire). Sue Hamilton and others have also emphasised that phenomenology as a field requires variation, for example ‘including differing…weather conditions,’ in phenomenological research.
 Therefore the five trips were intended to be as different as possible. As well as different weather conditions, one trip occurred in darkness and another at sunset, while others made note of astronomically significant dates such as the winter solstice and January new moon. For comparisons with my personal experience, observations were made of how others acted at the site, to the degree that these actions were public. (In other words, observations were made casually, as another visitor to the site might experience them, in order to avoid infringing on the privacy of any person present.) Further comparisons were made with a past visit to, and written scholarly accounts of, Stonehenge. 


As detailed by Johnson, phenomenology has been critiqued for not being based on ‘empiricism.’
 However, it may be more correctly said that it uses an interpretative paradigm, similar to the qualitative research described by Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey.
 One aspect of this is the understanding that all interpretive research is to a degree subjective. It therefore requires reflexivity on the part of the researcher. Kathryn Haynes defined this in Reflexivity in Qualitative Research as ‘an awareness of the researcher’s role in the practice of research.’
 Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey argued that it must be used ‘continually’ in order to explore any potential influence by the researcher on their study’s design and interpretation.
 This may be considered particularly important given the prior criticisms of phenomenology. For example, Johnson argued that ‘far from being a reservoir of unproblematic objective method and theory-free observation [phenomenology is] thoroughly permeated with subjective considerations of class, gender, and nationalism.’
 Therefore, my reflexive considerations for this study began with the knowledge that I had already absorbed certain information about Mitchell’s Fold and the surrounding area, both from my own experience and from the interpretation of others, including national bodies like English Heritage which Bender has argued are inherently conservative.
 This is, to a degree, unavoidable. However it no doubt applies similarly to most if not all of the other visitors to the site. Therefore it is already an inherent part of considering how Mitchell’s Fold’s management impacts it as a sacred site, as well as being part of the human construct that forms the central question of whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. Moreover, Johnson has further argued that ‘all too often’ phenomenological studies are carried out by the ‘solitary, able-bodied male.’
 Hamilton et. al. made similar arguments and therefore focused on exploring gendered differences in their study of Neolithic settlements in Tavoliere.
 Though it was not a primary focus of this research, carrying out this study as a woman did lead to certain phenomenological experiences that may not be universal. For example, during the night trip, being alone in the very dark area, I was reluctant to go far from my car. In one sense this may have limited the experience of the visit; in another, it was a phenomenological note in its own right. Additionally, while I am able-bodied, I have an old surgical injury which can cause pain particularly in cold environments. It was cold during all of my visits. This prompted a greater deal of consideration for accessibility at the site than may have otherwise occurred to me. While none of these reflexive considerations appeared to strongly impact the research, they are, as Haynes and Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey have argued, important to bear in mind during the interpretation that follows. 

Findings and Discussion


The phenomenological research of the area led to many findings. The most relevant of these have been grouped into three categories: access and ritual, interpretation and disorientation, and contestation vs. multiplicity. Through these themes, the findings will be discussed in the context of the previously detailed literature in the field, and used to explore how the management of the area has impacted it as a sacred space. This discussion will further be related to the larger question of whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon.

 Access and ritual

Mitchell’s Fold, like Stonehenge, is owned by English Heritage. However, unlike Stonehenge, it is freely open to the public. English Heritage’s website states that this is at ‘any reasonable time during daylight hours,’ however in practice there are no preventative measures taken to restrict access and, being within a designated dark sky site, it is regularly visited by stargazers long after dark.
 It is relatively accessible, with a car park some 300 meters to the southwest, making it a popular location with visitors. During my five research visits there were always others present, including the night time visit. Many of these visitors did not appear to be making a special trip to see the stone circle, but instead passing by while walking dogs or similar such activities. The pathway leading from the car park continues across Stapeley Hill, and in fact passes directly through the circle. Many visitors followed the path through, apparently not considering the circle worthy of any kind of pause. On the other hand, there was much evidence of ritual use of the circle, clearly marking it as a sacred space for some. This dichotomy supports Lane’s theory that sacred space ‘can be tred upon without being entered.’
 The major focus of ritual appeared to be a small, seemingly natural hollow in the earth, off-centre but within the ring of stones, where offerings are left (see Figure 2). However, other ritual behaviour was observed around the circle, including offerings left close by on the outside of the ring, in cracks in the stones, and below those that have fallen. There also seemed to be calendrical and astronomical associations, with more evidence being found on the Winter Solstice and the first new moon of 2022. On the latter date, a small group of three people was also seen and overheard preparing what appeared to be a ritual involving craftwork and both imbibing and leaving alcohol. However, they seemed reluctant to continue while others were around, so the ritual itself was not witnessed. All of the visits (except the one carried out in darkness) revealed fresh offerings, indicating that these rituals are fairly common. Conversely, no ritual evidence was observed at the cairns or at the Hoarstones circle on any visit, other than the holes caused by the celebratory gunpowder explosions at miners’ weddings decades earlier, as described by Burl.
 (These also appear to be present in at least one case at Mitchell’s Fold.)

This proliferation of ritual at Mitchell’s Fold stands in contrast with Stonehenge. Bender has detailed how Stonehenge’s use as a current sacred site has been stifled by English Heritage’s gatekeeping of access.
 Though English Heritage has somewhat increased access to Stonehenge since Bender’s book was published, this is only on limited dates, such as solstices, and primarily favours those formally within the Druidic Order. Cusack has argued that this is because the Order has managed to position themselves as a legitimate religion.
 Therefore, the more ad hoc rituals that take place at Mitchell’s Fold would likely have no place at Stonehenge due to continued access restrictions. However, as well as allowing free and unrestricted access to Mitchell’s Fold, English Heritage’s management actually facilitates visitors through measures like the car park and maintenance of short, easy to walk on grass via grazing. The Hoarstones, on the other hand, where no ritual evidence was found, are difficult to reach, requiring a much longer walk, at least one fence to be climbed, and dealing with boggy ground. Therefore it may be that English Heritage’s management of the site is both allowing for its use as a sacred site by multiple groups and individuals, in contrast to Stonehenge, and facilitating it, in contrast to the Hoarstones. This suggests that Bender’s arguments about English Heritage’s management of Stonehenge cannot be uncomplicatedly applied to all stone circles under their ownership, and that further study of less restricted stone circles would give a fuller picture to the question of how management can influence sacred spaces. This discussion will be returned to in the section below subtitled ‘contestation vs. multiplicity.’ It also furthers other discussions about accessibility raised by Bender. For example, where she notes that only those who can afford to pay can access Stonehenge, Mitchell’s Fold is limited to those who can drive (or receive a lift) due to its remote location.
 It is also not wheelchair accessible, in contrast to Stonehenge. How these sorts of factors influence it as a sacred space may be fruitful explorations, particularly for phenomenologists who are affected by these issues, per Hamilton’s arguments about broadening who undertakes phenomenological study.
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Figure 2: Looking northeast from the offering hollow within Mitchell’s Fold, showing one of the stones and the cairn ridge in the distance. Taken 2 January 2022, the day of the first new moon of the year, it shows many fresh flowers. Usually the hollow had smaller, more varied offerings such as coins, crystals, and fruit.
Interpretation and disorientation


As well as the lack of free access, Bender has argued against English Heritage’s public facing interpretations of Stonehenge. She concluded that these are nationalistic, focused on those who controlled the labour required to set the stones rather than those who carried it out, and do not give a wider historical context of the site’s relevance since ‘the last stone was put in place.’
 It is necessary to bear in mind that things may have changed since the book was published in 2004, and that Bender in part made claims without substantiation, such as the idea that ‘everyone freely acknowledges’ that Stonehenge’s visitor’s centre is ‘botched.’
 She herself admitted that this section may be ‘somewhat polemic,’ due to her anger at what she perceived as English Heritage’s ‘socially empty view of the past.’
 However, though a visit to the site was not within the scope of this project, English Heritage’s online presentation of the site appears to confirm some of Bender’s arguments. It is referred in nationalist terms as an ‘iconic symbol of Britain,’ and though it mentions that the site ‘has many different meanings to people today,’ it only gives actual details about its building period.
 Mitchell’s Fold, on the other hand, has little interpretation either on site or online. The equivalent page on English Heritage’s website is very short, and states that ‘we intend to update and enhance the content as soon as possible to provide more information on the property and its history.’
 However, the Internet Archive snapshot service indicates that this text has been on the page since at least 2016, indicating that these small pieces of information would have been those influencing visitors’ experience for some time.
 What information is given is similar across both web page and onsite notice board, which has also been in place for many years. It is focused on the local area, rather than nationalistically, with a map showing barrows and cairns on nearby hills. It also mentions the Bronze Age axe factory that was situated nearby, which could be argued constitutes a focus on the ordinary use rather than those who controlled labour in the area. It furthermore centres post-building history by discussing the later damage to the area, and including a sketch from 1753. These differences demonstrate again the importance of studying monuments beyond Stonehenge for a fuller picture of English Heritage’s management. As for how this management influences the site as a sacred space, the notice board and website do give an account of the witch and cow folkloric tale. This is in line with Jerome Voss’s argument that current interpretations of ancient monuments often incorporate this folklore as a form of ‘metaphorical history.’
 This then becomes part of the multidimensional experience of the site. Furthermore, White argued that modern ritual uses of ancient monuments often incorporate this kind of later folklore, particularly where there is a connection to alleged witchcraft.
 It is possible that Mitchell’s Fold is an example of such associative use. Although research on the understanding and motivations of those leaving ritual offerings would be necessary to confirm, if so, the presence of this folklore on the interpretation board at the site would be another way in which English Heritage’s management actually encourages its use as a sacred site, or perhaps influences the ways in which it is perceived as one. 


As well as limited interpretation, there is limited guidance for visitors who want to explore the area surrounding Mitchell’s Fold, and less the further one goes moves away from the circle. There are several paths across Stapeley Hill but these are worn tracks from repeated use rather than any kind of paved and roped-off walkway like the one that exists at Stonehenge. Some fences mark boundaries on nearby ridges and part of the route towards the Hoarstones is a rocky track (though other parts are distinctly not upkept and difficult to traverse) but broadly visitors are able to wander without much restriction or direction. I therefore decided to make this a central part of my methodology, following whim rather than moving deliberately from point A to point B. To use Ingold’s terms, I attempted to prioritise wayfaring over transportation.
 This very quickly, and repeatedly, led to disorientation. To this point, the experience of sacred space described has been predominantly following the model of Durkheim. The stone circle itself is a human construct, and this essay has argued so far that further human constructs such as easy access by car, short grazed grass, folkloric associations, and so forth have been crucial in making it continually sacred in the present day. Having previously witnessed and participated in this ritual use of the circle, this would also have been the theory that I most closely associated with the site before carrying out this research. However, the disorientation I felt during the phenomenological study of the area was a distinctly Eliadian experience. I had expected moving across Stapeley Hill to be a relatively straightforward affair, and it was not. I repeatedly found myself lost, with landmarks such as the cairns and stones disappearing from view astonishingly quickly. There was also a repeated sense of distances being confusing and uncertain. In one case, horse rider appeared on the ridge directly to the north of Mitchell’s Fold. The horse and person both appeared giant. On another visit, there were cows on the same ridge, and the same thing occurred. This time, I walked to the area in question and was stunned by how short the trip was; the apparent size of the animals and person was a perspective trick caused by the ridge appearing much further away than it actually was. Though it would be beyond the scope of this essay to explore, let alone attempt to explain, why this particular area exhibits such a trick, phenomenologically speaking it was an experience in line with Eliade’s description of a hierophany; a natural phenomenon inherent to a sacred space.
 This phenomenological experience may also be said to further support Lane’s description of sacred space, specifically the theory that it ‘chooses’ to become in some way significant.
 Though it is only possible to speculate on the intentions of the original builders of Mitchell’s Fold and the surrounding monuments, it is possible that the presence of optical illusions and the way that the monuments appear and disappear from view may have been a contributing factor. Phenomenological study of disorientation by Pablo Fernández Velasco has found that it has  the ability to produce both anxiety and a sense of freedom.
 This is supported by my experience, and could perhaps be a reason why rites of passages from various cultures deliberately induce disorientation, as described by Mike Parker Pearson.
 Furthermore, Tilley has argued that this kind of disorientation was one of the purposes of the confusing construction of the Maltese megalithic temple of Ħaġar Qim, particularly the ways in which it affects one’s ability to judge distances.
 Therefore, it is possible that these natural phenomena of disorientation in the area surrounding Mitchell’s Fold influenced, and continue to influence, its sacredness. They may have been further harnessed by the human constructions in the area. In short, this phenomenological experience appeared to indicate that both natural phenomena and human construct may contribute to the sacredness of a space. Moreover, it suggests that the current (human) management of the area, specifically its light touch and lack of guidance for visitors, encouraging (in Ingold’s terms) wayfaring across the site rather than transportation, further facilitates an ongoing experience of these naturally occurring, Eliadian-described, hierophanic phenomena.

Contestation vs. multiplicity

Bender argued that Stonehenge has been appropriated by many politically dominant groups, most recently English Heritage, but that ‘these appropriations have been contested by [people] engaging with the land in quite different ways.’
 Chidester and Linenthal further argue that sacred space is ‘inherently’ contested, owing to the fact that it ‘is not merely discovered, or founded, or constructed; it is claimed, owned, and operated by people advancing specific interests.’
 However, the phenomenological research conducted at Mitchell’s Fold for this essay did not find much evidence of contestation. There were, certainly, many modes of engagement with the space. For example, I have no evidence that any other visitor experienced the disorientation I described above. Only some visitors conducted rituals while attending, and these took many forms. Most people passed through without appearing to consider the site sacred at all. English Heritage does manage the site and give a specific interpretation, but both the management and the presentation of this interpretation are limited. It may perhaps be argued that they do not reach the level of an ‘appropriation’ in Bender’s terms, because they allow for multiple other interpretations and uses of the site. That these multiple interpretations of the site exist without conflict can perhaps best be summarised by returning to the path and the offerings hollow. The path passes through the centre of the stones, and many visitors follow it without visibly distinguishing at all between the circle and the rest of the route. On the other hand, the offerings hollow requires one to step off the path once inside the circle. Clearly, many people do, as evidenced by the offerings left there. However, I never observed anyone stopping to touch or even observe it (other than myself), even on the visit where it was filled with noticeable flowers. As previously mentioned, this use of Mitchell’s Fold as a sacred space appears to be directly linked to its management by English Heritage. Not only do they allow access by a wide variety of visitors, they also facilitate it for most (though not all, as noted earlier for example regarding wheelchair access) through grazing and provision of car parking. They also keep the interpretation basic, local, and incorporate later aspects such as the folklore, which White has argued may in fact contribute to sites being interpreted as sacred by modern believers. 
 It may therefore be argued that, quite differently from Bender’s argument about Stonehenge, the ultimate impact of the management by English Heritage is in fact to encourage this peaceful multiplicity of use, including its use as a sacred space. 


The idea that such multiplicities can exist without contestation may be inferred from studies at other stone circles. Two such studies focus on the Rollright stones, a series of monuments on the border of Oxfordshire and Warwickshire counties in England. The first was White, as previously mentioned, who detailed evidence of rituals similar to those found at Mitchell’s Fold. Though he discussed contestation of Seahenge between neopagans and archaeologists, he did not seem to find any similar contestation between those who saw the Rollrights as ‘vibrant sites with supernatural links that were worthy of being adopted as places of ritual’ and any other visitor or governing body.
 Cusack, too, studied the Rollrights, particularly the King’s Men stone circle. She noted that visiting this circle was a particularly ‘immersive experience,’ because of the free access, not available at the railed-off King Stone and Whispering Knights which also make up part of the Rollright complex.
 This aligns with the argument that free access is a significant part of what allows multiple interpretations by various visitors to ancient monuments. Furthermore, Cusack found that the Rollright Trust, a charity that owns and manages the site, had made in fact made them more accessible in a deliberate attempt to court this kind of spiritual tourism.
 There appears to be, then, limited if any contestation in this case between the managerial body that owns the stones and the visitors who may travel to see the stones for any number of reasons, both secular and spiritual. Further study of sites like Mitchell’s Fold and King’s Men may therefore deepen the understanding of spiritual sites where contestation appears to give way to a peaceful multiplicity of interpretations. In turn, this understanding of how management can contest or encourage varied understandings of sacred space may form another angle with which to continue to explore the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon.

Conclusion


This essay aimed to address the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon by undertaking phenomenological research at Mitchell’s Fold and the surrounding area and comparing it to the work of key theorists in the field, particularly Bender, Durkheim, Eliade, and Lane. After briefly exploring the current literature in the field and discussing the phenomenological methodological approach of the study, it discussed the findings of the research. It found that, unlike Stonehenge, the free access to Mitchell’s Fold has made it a popular sacred site with ongoing rituals conducted by visitors, though plenty of others continue to use it as a secular space. It argued that the ease of access provided by English Heritage’s management in fact encourages rather than restricts the site’s use as a sacred space, in comparison to the exclusion of Stonehenge and the difficulty of access to the Hoarstones. This may provide a complicating contrast when considering applying some of Bender’s arguments about Stonehenge more broadly. However, it also appears to support her questions about who gets to access these monuments, raising further considerations about the accessibility of Mitchell’s Fold as well as the less managed Hoarstones. It then went on to explore the interpretation provided by English Heritage at Mitchell’s Fold, finding that its small amount and inclusion of later history such as folkloric interpretations may similarly promote rather than stifle modern interpretations of the site as sacred, potentially supporting White’s findings at the Rollright stones.
 It then described the phenomenological experience of disorientation provoked by both the lack of guidance provided for visitors and natural features of the area. In this experience, it argued, was the essence of Eliade’s theory of hierophanic sacred space, produced naturally.
 Nonetheless, the essay also argued throughout that that Mitchell’s Fold and the surrounding area is evidently also made sacred through repeated ritual interaction, per Durkheim’s arguments.
 Therefore overall, the study did not find that sacred space is either a human construct or a natural phenomenon, but something that incorporates both. It also supported many of Lane’s axioms regarding sacred space, particularly that it chooses, that it is ritually made extraordinary, and that it can be trod upon without being entered.
 Finally, it demonstrated that the many interpretations of the area examined throughout are not necessarily in contestation with one another, contrary to Bender’s arguments about Stonehenge’s appropriations and counter-appropriations, and Chidester and Linenthal’s assertion that sacred space is inherently contested.
 It compared this finding to other explorations of ritual, particularly at the Rollright stones, which suggest that multiple interpretations of sacred space can exist peacefully as multiplicities rather than contestations. It therefore argued that further exploration of these kinds of sites, those with relatively free access and minimal or less specific interpretation provided by ownership parties, may contribute further to the question of whether and in what ways sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon.
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