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Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective?

Introduction 
Understanding landscapes as both cultural and experiential spaces has been central to debates in archaeology in recent decades[footnoteRef:1], with Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley being key voices offering distinct but intersecting approaches. This essay will compare and contrast Barbara Bender’s theory of contested landscapes, as presented in the chapter “Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present,”[footnoteRef:2] in Stonehenge: Making Space, and Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective from his introductory chapter to A Phenomenology of Landscape.[footnoteRef:3] This analysis will examine the points of intersection between Tilley’s phenomenological perspective and Bender’s theory of contested space by comparing their views on the nature of landscape, the scope of their theories and resultant methodologies, and where the two approaches deviate. The first section will introduce and summarise each theory, followed by a discussion of how they handle key concepts, ultimately assessing the extent to which Tilley’s perspective complements Bender’s theory. [1:   Michael Shanks, ‘Post-Processual Archaeology and After’, in R. Alexander Bentley, Herbert D.C. Maschner and Christopher Chippindale, The Handbook of Archaeological Theories, (AltaMira Press: Plymouth, 2008), p. 133.]  [2:  Barbara Bender, Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present, in Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998), p. 97-131.]  [3:  Christopher Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives, in Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, (Oxford: Berg, 1994), pp7-34.] 

Bender’s Contested Space
Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space proposes that landscapes are not merely physical spaces but are layered with cultural, historical and political meaning. It states that those with ‘economic and political power,’[footnoteRef:4] are always looking to appropriate space, and assert their narratives and identities through the landscape, something that can often lead to conflict between groups who have differing narratives. As an anthropologist and archaeologist, she presented this theory in the chapter “Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present,” where she discussed evolving interpretations of Stonehenge and how they have changed over time in light of different stakeholder groups appropriating the narrative and story of Stonehenge. Her discussion focused on the ways in which those with economic, political and cultural capital have laid claim to landscape over centuries, as well as, ‘how these appropriations have been contested by those engaging with the land in quite different ways.’[footnoteRef:5] Bender shows this through examples from the medieval period through to the seventeenth century, and brought it into contemporary context by discussing the differing and conflicting perspectives which were live at the time of writing the book, between the government, tourists, archaeologists, druids, new age travellers and more. This discussion is set within a book that is broadly challenging traditional descriptions of landscape and land-use,[footnoteRef:6] and advocating for more phenomenological discussion of our experience of landscape, noting in particular that these experiences may often conflict with one another.[footnoteRef:7] Bender discusses landscape through a Marxist lens, explaining how social, economic and political imbalances, inherent in capitalist societies, shape narratives around ownership and claims to land.[footnoteRef:8] This discussion did not stand alone, but was part of a developing post-processual movement of landscape archaeology that had been growing over the preceding decades,[footnoteRef:9] and from which also grew the phenomenological perspectives of Christopher Tilley. [4:  Bender, Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present, p. 98]  [5:  Bender, Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present, p.98]  [6:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998), p. 28.]  [7:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 26.]  [8:  Bender, Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present, p. 131. ]  [9:  Shanks, ‘Post-Processual Archaeology and After,’ p. 133-144.] 

Tilley’s Phenemonological Perspective 
While the post-processual shift had been happening for some time, archaeologist Christopher Tilley is widely credited for his contributions to the movement, namely in compiling the first volume on the subject[footnoteRef:10] in A Phenomenology of Landscape, where he sets out this perspective in his opening chapter, “Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives.”[footnoteRef:11] In this chapter, Tilley states, ‘A landscape has ontological import because it is lived in and through, mediated, worked on and altered, replete with cultural meaning and symbolism - and not just something looked at or thought about.’[footnoteRef:12] This challenged traditional theories and perceptions of space and place that viewed landscape as objective, neutral and merely containers for activity, and discussed how human actions, histories, politics and perspectives fill any space with personal and collective meaning and significance.[footnoteRef:13] Tilley draws on phenomenological philosophies of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger,[footnoteRef:14] to describe the active role of our bodies moving through space in shaping the experience of space.[footnoteRef:15] He incorporates concepts such as Heidegger’s “dwelling”, a sense of deep, existential connectedness to place, and Merleau-Ponty’s “embodiment” to explain the way in which our physical presence and sensory experiences shape our interactions with and understanding of places. Tilley also describes the power of place, explaining, [10:  Joanna Brück, ‘Experiencing the past? The development of a phenomenological archaeology in British prehistory’, Archaeological Dialogues, 12(1), (2005), p. 47]  [11:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 7-34.]  [12:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 26]  [13:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 2]  [14:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p.13]  [15:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 12] 

 The spirit of a place may be held to reside in a landscape. Familiarity with the land, being able to read and decode its signs allows individuals to know ‘how to go on’ at a practical level of consciousness […] The place acts dialectically so as to create the people who are of that place.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 26] 

In this, Tilley presents landscapes as dialectical, rather than inert or neutral, and shaped through interaction between natural features and the people who inhabit them and, in turn, shape the people who live there, resulting in, ‘a feeling of belonging and rootedness and a familiarity, which is not born just out of knowledge, but of concern that provides ontological security.’[footnoteRef:17] Tilley moves on from this introduction to examine various examples from England and Wales, where considering the phenomenological experience of people “Being-in-the-world” and moving through a landscape sheds new light and understanding on the sites and monuments themselves, supporting his overarching thesis that ‘Landscapes are experienced.’[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 26]  [18:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 23] 

Analysis
The first thing to point out is that both theories consider the nature of landscapes in post-processual, and postmodern terms, and challenge the previous notions of new geography and the positivist understanding of landscape.[footnoteRef:19] Tilley explains that, according to the dominant approaches, ‘Space was quite literally a nothingness, a simple surface for action, lacking depth,’[footnoteRef:20] but his work sought to instead show ‘space as a medium rather than a container for action, something that is involved in action and cannot be divorced from it.’[footnoteRef:21] Bender makes similar arguments, with specific emphasis on landscapes’ political significance, where conflicting narratives connected with this landscape are influenced by power and class. This is evident in her conclusion where she explains that landscape is ‘something political, dynamic and contested.’[footnoteRef:22]  Tilley echoes this sentiment about its dynamic nature, but with less emphasis on political contestation, defining landscape as ‘mutable, holistic in character, ever-changing, always in the process of being and becoming.’ While there are subtle distinctions in their description of the nature of landscapes, when considered in the wider context of the time in which they published and against the backdrop of the more dominant processual archaeology and new geography, these approaches marked a major shift in ideas in a, broadly speaking, complementary way. [19:  Shanks, ‘Post-Processual Archaeology and After,’ p. 133]  [20:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 10]  [21:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 10]  [22:  Bender, Contested Landscapes, p. 131.] 

Although both perspectives appear to align in their differentiation from processual archaeology and new geography, the nuanced difference in emphasis distinguishes the two perspectives. Bender’s theory of contested landscapes primarily addresses politics, ownership, and control concerning land. In contrast, Tilley acknowledges these factors but situates them within a broader philosophical framework that emphasises our subjective, embodied experience of landscapes[footnoteRef:23]. Bender examines the contested landscape of Stonehenge primarily through the lens of British class structure, drawing on Marxist theory to highlight how class conflict, power, and economic inequality account for varying perceptions of the landscape. This focus has faced criticism for its heavy reliance on Marx and its 'class-bound vocabulary,'[footnoteRef:24] which is claimed to hinder generalisation and application beyond British contexts. Despite numerous cross-cultural examples, researching contested landscapes that do emphasise political, colonial and economic power imbalances - such as in Far North Queensland in Veronica Strang’s Uncommon Ground,[footnoteRef:25] and other examples from the Caribbean, Inner Mongolia, South Africa, Tasmania, and more, outlined in Margot Winer and Barbara Bender’s Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exile and Place[footnoteRef:26] - these criticisms, and the theory’s grounding in Marxist philosophy, may present challenges for some in embracing it fully.  [23:  Tilley, C. ‘Introduction: Identity, Place, Landscape and Heritage’, Journal of Material Culture, 11(1–2), (2006), p. 8.]  [24:  Stephen H. Lekson, ‘Landscape with Ruins: Archaeological Approaches to Built and Unbuilt Environments’, Current Anthropology, Vol. 37, No. 5 (1996), p. 888]  [25:  Veronica Strang, Uncommon Ground: Landscape, Values and the Environment, (United Kingdom, Taylor & Francis, 2020).]  [26:  Barbara Bender and Margot Winer, Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exile and Place, (Routledge: London, 2001).] 

When dealing with contested landscapes, Tilley on the other hand, speaks about political and economic views of landscape within the philosophical perspective of phenomenology, recognising that ‘Space is socially produced, and different societies, groups and individuals act out their lives in different spaces.’[footnoteRef:27] Rather than couching it in Marxist vocabulary and theory, the focus is more on broader phenomenological themes of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger, in that ‘landscape seen from the ‘beholding eye’ means something radically different’[footnoteRef:28] from one person to another, rather than interpreting it in terms of political, economic and class imbalances. While Tilley supports the neo-Marxist contested nature of landscape in his wider perspective, acknowledging that in capitalism, places are often desanctified[footnoteRef:29] and of diminished value except for their economic utility, his approach focuses on subjective experience rather than material differences of power, and so avoids much of the criticism that Bender’s theory received due to its class and Marxist emphasis.  [27:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 10]  [28:  Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, (UCL Press: London, 2017), p. 10]  [29:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 21] 

Tilley’s approach not only situates Bender’s contested landscapes within a wider philosophical framework, but also opens the subject up to possible methodologies for studying landscape. There had been a general criticism that the post-processual shift lacks a coherent methodology; Michael Shanks comments that, ‘No new normal science (with a new orthodoxy of method and research agenda) has emerged among a community of archaeologists to replace processual or any other kind of archaeology,’[footnoteRef:30] and  that those involved are most interested in post-modern and neo-Marxist re-interpretation of evidence and challenging the assumptions of processual methods, rather than developing methods of their own. Bender’s theory is an example of this; it provides a way to interpret different perspectives of landscape looking at external power imbalances and class conflicts. Conversely, Tilley’s approach shifts the study of landscape to consider also the internal world, enabling more experiential forms of fieldwork. Joanna Brück explains that, ‘Tilley employs phenomenology as a methodology as well as a philosophy, arguing that it can provide an entry point into past understandings of the material world.’[footnoteRef:31] Through this, Tilley’s perspective not only offers a theoretical lens through which to interpret landscape and perceptions of landscape, but invites archaeologists to document their own physical and sensory experience with these places as they move through them.[footnoteRef:32] Throughout his book, A Phenomenology of Landscape,[footnoteRef:33] he shows the importance of this with archaeological methodology, of embodied engagement with landscapes that are being studied, explored through examples from chambered cairns, long barrows and cursus monuments in England and Wales. The purpose of this, as explained by Brück, is that it can give us news insights into how these landscapes may have been experienced in the distant past.[footnoteRef:34] [30:  Shanks, ‘Post-Processual Archaeology and After,’ p. 133]  [31:  Joana Brück, ‘Experiencing the past? The development of a phenomenological archaeology in British prehistory’, Archaeological Dialogues, 12(1), (2005), p. 48]  [32:  Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape and Perception, p. 73]  [33:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape. ]  [34:  Brück, ‘Experiencing the past?’ p. 48] 


Conclusion
This essay set out to critically compare and contrast Barbara Bender’s theory of contested landscapes and the phenomenological perspective of Christopher Tilley, to look at the extent to which the latter complements the former. Both theories offered a mostly cohesive criticism of processual archaeology, emphasising that landscapes are not neutral and objective, but rather subjective and experienced differently by different people. While Bender focuses on the external and material effects of power and dominance on conflicting and contested interpretations of place, Tilley views this this as one factor among many that influence our view of landscape, instead emphasising the embodied experience of place. By approaching the subject from the phenomenological perspective, Tilley’s approach not only complements Bender’s theory, but grounds it within the broader philosophical and theoretical framework. Tilley’s perspective underplays the political and class inequality discussion, and so evading the critiques associated with Bender’s robustly Marxist interpretation and theory. Tilley also, drawing on the work of Merleau-Ponty has been able to steer the phenomenological approach towards new methods of research, emphasising the role of direct experience to gain fuller understanding of sites and monuments within a landscape, thereby addressing critiques that these approaches are solely focused on reflection and challenging assumptions of processual archaeology rather than developing new methods of their own. 
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