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Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective?
Word Count: 2,306 

Introduction.
[bookmark: _Hlk87263491]This essay seeks to assess the degree to which Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space is complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective. While drawing upon various writings from both authors, the focus is a critical comparison of the chapters ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’, from Bender’s Stonehenge: Making Space, and ‘Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives’, from Tilley’s Phenomenology of a Landscape.[footnoteRef:1] Tilley’s work was first published in 1994, Bender’s in 1998, whilst the authors were colleagues in the department of Archaeology and Anthropology at University College London. Both reflect the movement towards post-processualism, prevalent within archaeology during the 1990s, of which Tilley was at the fore.[footnoteRef:2] Post-processualism rejected the positivist view of science which had dominated the discipline during the preceding decades.[footnoteRef:3]  Instead there was an attempt to restore the individual to archaeological interpretation, emphasising consideration of the thoughts of past peoples. Pertinent to Bender’s theory of contested space, post-processualism rejected a rationalist understanding of landscape as resource to be exploited, emphasising instead the ways in which landscapes are viewed differently by different people.[footnoteRef:4] Post-processualism was also influenced by Neo-Marxist theory, arguing that archaeologists had a duty not just to study the past, but to use the knowledge they gleaned to improve the present.[footnoteRef:5] This is a stance acknowledged by Bender, whose chapter takes the form of self-confessed polemic on ‘the efforts of English Heritage and parts of the Establishment to promote a socially empty view of the past’[footnoteRef:6].  [1:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space (Oxford: Berg, 1998), pp. 97-131; Christopher A. Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), pp. 7-34.]  [2:  Colin Renfrew and Paul Bahn, Archaeology: Theories, Methods and Practice, 3rd edn. (London: Thames and Hudson, 2000) p. 483.]  [3:  Matthew Johnson, Archaeological Theory: An Introduction, 2nd edn. (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell), p. 105]  [4:  Johnson, Archaeological Theory, p. 107]  [5:  Renfrew and Bahn, Archaeology, p. 42]  [6:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 131] 

Tilley was instrumental in introducing phenomenology to archaeological practice as a means of bridging the divide between data and understanding.[footnoteRef:7] Developed by Husserl around the turn of the twentieth century, phenomenology, contrary to the dualism of Cartesian orthodoxy, sought to bring the focus of philosophical study onto the lived experience of individuals, through the dialectical combination of subject and object.[footnoteRef:8] As such, phenomenology attempted to address Kant’s model of distinct noumenal and phenomenal worlds; the former being the world of materiality which can never be directly experienced, the latter the world as it is mediated by the senses and filtered through experiences and beliefs.[footnoteRef:9] Husserl addressed this dichotomy through the concept of the Life-world, the world of intersubjective experiences which sought to bind the noumenal and phenomenal worlds together.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Johnson, Archaeological Theory, p. 117]  [8:  Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970).]  [9:  Paul E. Capetz, ‘Kant and Hartshorne on the Ontological Argument’, The Pluralist, 12.3, (2017), pp. 80–113. ]  [10:  Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences.] 

A similar concept underlies the arguments of both Tilley and Bender, as expressed in these chapters: that landscape cannot be understood in terms of empirical data alone. Rather, landscapes and places are full of meaning which differ from person to person and which can, in turn, lead to dispute. Bender seeks to demonstrate this through her study of Stonehenge, exploring how the site has been contested for centuries by those with and without economic and cultural power. Tilley’s phenomenological approach provides a theoretical framework for understanding how sensual experience, memories and stories can become attached to places, creating a sense of identity, belonging and ownership, which can in turn lead to dispute.[footnoteRef:11]   [11:  Barbara Bender, ‘Introduction’, in Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exile and Place, ed. by Barbara Bender and Margot Winer (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2020), pp. 1-21 (p. 5).] 


Politics, Landscape and Space
Bender’s theory of Contested Space is essentially political. She writes of a session she helped conceive for the World Archaeological Congress in South Africa in 1999, 
It seemed important to grapple with the politics of landscape, to try understand how people in a turbulent world create a sense of place and belonging, loss or negation. It seemed right to ask people to talk about contested landscapes.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Bender, Contested Landscapes, p.1.] 

Her writing on Stonehenge is a response to the then-contemporary situation at the site, and particularly the events of the Battle of the Beanfield at which, in June 1985, ‘free festivalers, making their way to the stones for the Solstice, were ambushed and set upon by the police’.[footnoteRef:13] Bender places this event in a wider context of ‘confrontational politics of the Thatcher years’ arguing that similar tactics were also deployed at Orgreave during the miners' strike in 1984 and Wapplng during the printers' strike in 1986.[footnoteRef:14] For Tilley, landscapes must inevitably be contested, since places cannot exist in isolation, but only in relation to how they are experienced. He explains that ‘political, economic, moral and aesthetic interests and values colour what people see and may inevitably lead to radically different attitudes’.[footnoteRef:15] His use of phenomenology attempts to explain these differences by exploring things as they are experienced.[footnoteRef:16] In the process, he compares Western capitalist spaces with non-Western pre-capitalist spaces, arguing that in the former, ‘discipline can only be effective through the control and structuring of space’.[footnoteRef:17] For Bender, the very notion of landscape has political connotations, its slow evolution disguising ‘the working out of a long history of class relations’.[footnoteRef:18] Tilley concurs that 'landscape is highly ideological’, the concept implying both separation and observation so that representations of landscape have the potential to ‘both obscure and articulate lived experience’.[footnoteRef:19] [13:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.4.]  [14:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 114.]  [15:  Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape (London: UCL Press, 2017), p. 9.]  [16:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p.12.]  [17:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 21.]  [18:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 98.]  [19:  Tilley, Phenomenology, pp. 24-25.] 

Both writers reject purely naturalistic and culturalist understandings of landscapes. For Bender, landscape is about ‘the complexity of people’s lives, historical contingency, contestation, motion and change’.[footnoteRef:20] Tilley argues that to understand landscapes as independent of the activity taking place within them renders the reality of lived experience, including its myths, cosmologies and symbolism, as irrelevant.[footnoteRef:21] However, Tilley, also explicitly rejects a notion of landscape as originating as a mental representation within the human mind.[footnoteRef:22] Instead, ‘A landscape has ontological import because it is lived in and through, mediated, worked on and altered, replete with cultural meaning and symbolism’.[footnoteRef:23] Here Tilley seems to be expressing something very close to Husserl’s Life-world. Landscape is neither a physical background for human activity, as in Kant’s Noumenal world, nor is it Phenomenal, something which exists purely as a representation, mediated by our senses. It is, rather, the combination of these. As Bender writes, it is through subjective encounters that we ‘engage with the materiality of the world’.[footnoteRef:24] [20:  Bender, Contested Landscapes, p. 2.]  [21:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 22.]  [22:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 25.]  [23:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 26.]  [24:  Bender, Contested Landscapes, p. 4.] 


Appropriation of Space
Bender suggests that Stonehenge, along with other prehistoric sites such as Avebury, has  long been appropriated by those with ‘economic and political power and the necessary cultural capital’.[footnoteRef:25] In the medieval period, she argues, commoners saw the landscape as being essentially magical, and megalithic stones were celebrated for their healing powers.[footnoteRef:26] The early church, however, keen to emphasise Christian authority, branded the stones ‘the work of the Devil’.[footnoteRef:27] Later folkloric interpretations of stone circles as dancers, petrified as punishment for dancing on the Sabbath, continue this theme.[footnoteRef:28] Bender also frames more recent attempts to protect Stonehenge as a contest across class divides, one beginning with the desire to protect the historic landscape from the ravages of the Industrial revolution, just as a newly urban working class were demanding access to the countryside.[footnoteRef:29]  [25:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 98.]  [26:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 101.]  [27:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 102.]  [28:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 106.]  [29:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 112.] 

Bender sees English Heritage and the National Trust, present custodians of Stonehenge, as continuing this trend of acting in the interests of the Establishment, the version of the past they present, being ‘a top-down past that ends when the last stone was put in place’ denying any contemporary life of the monument.[footnoteRef:30] It is a version defended by the academic establishment, in the guise of archaeologists who remain the official interpreters of the site, able to repudiate alternative claims and limit access to the site in the name of conservation.[footnoteRef:31] But, as Tilley argues, ‘What space is depends on who is experiencing it and how’.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 120.]  [31:  Bender, Stonehenge, pp. 120-21.]  [32:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 11.] 


Types of Space
Tilley provides a typology of five different spaces, which can potentially exist at the same time. Somatic space is one of ‘sensory experience and bodily movement’.[footnoteRef:33] Perceptual space involves feelings and memories which create personal significance for the individual.[footnoteRef:34] Architectural space attempts to ‘bound space, create an inside, an outside, a way around, a channel for movement.’[footnoteRef:35] All of these are at play in Bender’s depiction of Stonehenge, where Architectural space equating as much to the fences restricting access, as to the stones themselves. With the stone fenced off, both Somatic and Perceptual space are subsequently denied. Tilley’s concern is with Cognitive space, which ‘provides a basis for reflection and theorization’ but perhaps the form of space which best supports Bender’s theory with regard to Stonehenge is Existential Space, which Tilley describes as, [33:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 16.]  [34:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 16.]  [35:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 17.] 

 
experienced and created through life-activity, a sacred, symbolic and mythic space replete with social meanings… providing reference points and planes of emotional orientation for human attachment and involvement.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Tilley, Phenomenology, pp. 16-17.] 


Stonehenge as Sacred Site
The Druids have marked the Summer Solstice at Stonehenge since 1905 and are perhaps the most obvious identification of Stonehenge as an existentially sacred space. However, travellers, peace activists and others, held a Free Festival close to Stonehenge for a decade prior to the Battle of the Beanfield. For many of them too, Stonehenge is
an important meeting-place, a place for spiritual and other sorts of celebrations, weddings, exchanges, part of a seasonal circuit of summer festivals, winter park-ups on commons or derelict urban sites. Many of them, like the Druids, believe that there are psychic forces at Stonehenge - energy fields, leylines - or that it is a temple for the worship of the sun and the moon, for the renewal of seasons.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.128.] 

Blairn and Wallis have argued in the past, customs at sacred sites may have centred as much around ‘partying as to an appreciation of sombre scaredness’.[footnoteRef:38]  Bender quotes Willie X, a festival goer who describes Stonehenge as ‘the main part of the earth energy system . . . It's like a chakra on the earth's energy’.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Jenny Blain and Robert Wallis, Sacred Sites Contested Rites/Rights (Eastbourne: Sussex Academic Press, 2007), p. 98.]  [39:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 128.] 

	Such differences in understanding of the sacred nature of Stonehenge could be argued to support a Durkheimian interpretation of the sacred. In attempting to understand religious belief, Durkheim argued that non-material attributes such as notions of sacredness, exist only as projections of the human mind.[footnoteRef:40] The fact that a Druid, for example, might emphasise a connection to ancestor worship, whereas for travellers like Willie X, Stonehenge’s connection to a wider ‘earth-energy system’ is most important, would seem to be in keeping with Durkheim’s model.[footnoteRef:41]  [40:  Karen E. Fields, ‘Translators Introduction: Religion as an Eminently Social Thing’, in Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life: A New Translation (New York: Free Press, 1995), pp.xvii – lxi. ]  [41:  Blain and Wallis, Sacred Sites, pp. 77-123.] 

However, as Bender makes clear, much of the contemporary contest of space at Stonehenge is over the restriction of access to the stone circle itself, an emphasis which echoes the thinking of Eliade on sacred space. For Eliade, the threshold to a sacred site marks ‘the limit, the boundary, the frontier’ between the profane and sacred worlds, and the point where passage from one to the other is made possible.[footnoteRef:42] Studstill argues that Eliade’s concept of Hierophony, an eruption of the sacred that is ontologically real, is essentially phenomenological in that its focus is on the 'the religious significance to the believer’.[footnoteRef:43] Such an interpretation rejects dualistic notions of sacredness as either ontologically real or the product of mind, in the same way that both Bender and Tilley reject dualistic interpretations of landscape, in favour of something closer to Husserl’s Life-world.   [42:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane (New York: Harcourt, 1987), p. 25.]  [43:  Randall Studstill, ‘Eliade, Phenomenology, and the Sacred’, Religious Studies, 36.2 (2000), pp. 177-194, (p.177). ] 


Storied Landscapes
Although Tilley provides a typology of Space, Cassey has argued that Space is neutral, effectively a geographical location; it is Place which is packed with meaning.[footnoteRef:44] In this he echoes the distinction between Aristotle’s Topos, a vessel or receptacle of space, and Plato’s Chora, which reflects the interplay between human and the environment.[footnoteRef:45] Tilley himself prefers the term Locale to define these places which are ‘created and known through common experiences, symbols and meanings.’[footnoteRef:46] Lending further support to Bender’s theory of contested space, Tilley notes that numerous commentators have observed a loss of meaning afforded to landscapes in capitalist society. In a free market, he argues, space must be useful and rational, ‘desanctified, set apart from people, myth and history’.[footnoteRef:47] Bender herself emphasises phenomenology’s ability to reinstate people into understandings of place, thereby emphasising Chora over Topos. ‘By moving along familiar paths, winding memories and stories around places, people create a sense of self and belonging.’[footnoteRef:48] Or, in Tilley’s word, ‘movement through space constructs spatial stories', which are essential in the formation of both individual and group identities.[footnoteRef:49] [44:  Edward S. Casey, Fate Of Place: A Philosophical History (Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1997)]  [45:  Elizabeth Grosz, ‘Women, Chora, Dwelling’, ANY: Architecture New York, 4, (1994), pp. 22–27.]  [46:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 18.]  [47:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 21.]  [48:  Bender, Contested Landscapes, p. 5.]  [49:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 28.] 

Here Tilley is echoed by Ingold who differentiates between Wayfaring and Transport as ways of moving through or across a landscape.[footnoteRef:50] The Wayfarer moves continually through the land sustaining himself on his journey, both perceptually and materially, ‘through an active engagement with the country that opens up along his path’ creating something akin to Locales in the prosess.[footnoteRef:51] In contrast, Transport is destination oriented. Bender draws a similar distinction between visitors to Stonehenge, noting that tourists who arrive individually or in small groups distinguish themselves from tour groups who arrive by bus.[footnoteRef:52] Both of these groups are further distinguished from the Druids, travellers and festival goers, for whom the site is perceived as ‘a living space, a meeting-place, a ritual centre.’[footnoteRef:53] The travellers have their own stories, their own myths which link them to the landscape of Stonehenge through years of travelling, meeting and celebrating, as well as and through shared trauma such as the Battle of the Beanfield. [50:  Tim Ingold, Lines (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), p. 78.]  [51:  Ingold, Lines, p.78.]  [52:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 125.]  [53:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 120.] 


Conclusion 
Bender’s theory of contested space explicitly recognises different meanings of space, as understood by different people. Tilley’s phenomenological focus on experience of - and attachment to - place, provides a theoretical framework for understanding such differences. It is an approach which rejects dualistic, subject-object interpretations, instead exploring landscape and place from the perspective of Husserl’s Life-world, which was attempted to reconcile the Noumenal and Phenomenal worlds of Kant. Phenomenology, therefore, understands landscape as being ‘sedimented with human significances’, presenting a ‘cultural code to be deciphered and interpreted’.[footnoteRef:54] Such interpretation explains how different Locales come to exist in the same geographical location. In the case of Stonehenge, Bender interprets these Locales both spatially and temporally, creating a palimpsest of stories in the landscape.[footnoteRef:55] Echoing Ingold’s theory of Wayfaring, phenomenology discerns how people create a sense of individual and group identity as they move through a landscape, their experiences, memories and stories transforming neutral Space into embodied Place. It is through such processes that Stonehenge comes to be a contested space, with distinct ontological meaning for the medieval commoner or preacher, the pedestrian tourist or coach-party member, the Druid or festival goer. As such, Tilley’s approach underpins Bender’s theory which can itself be seen to be essentially phenomenological.    [54:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p. 34.]  [55:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 98.] 
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