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Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective? 
Introduction
Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space is set out in chapter four of her book Stonehenge: Making Space. [footnoteRef:1115] She uses the example of Stonehenge to explore the site's meaning through the notion of contested space, this being the idea that different groups can hold different meanings for the same place. Bender’s theory will be explored in relation to Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective, laid out in his book A Phenomenology of Landscapes. [footnoteRef:20790] Like Bender, Tilley also advocates for an alternative approach to discussing place but focuses on meaning as explored through the human experience of place. This essay will compare these texts based on their structure and content to determine to what extent Tilley’s theory complements Bender’s.  [1115:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, 1st edn. (Oxford: Berg, 1998) pp. 97-131. ]  [20790:  Christoper Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, 1st edn. (Oxford: Berg, 1994), pp.7-34.] 

Barbara Bender gained her PhD from the Institute of Archaeology in London[footnoteRef:9188] and is currently employed as an emeritus professor of Heritage Anthropology at the University College London.[footnoteRef:20562] She began her academic career in archaeology before transitioning to anthropology. Christopher Tilley is also an academic scholar, currently working as a professor of Anthropology and Archaeology at University College London.[footnoteRef:21151] His general interests include material culture, archaeology and social identities.[footnoteRef:21054] The intended readership of both Bender and Tilley’s books are likely to be students with an interest in geography, archaeology or anthropology. Bender's book was published in 1998, and Tilley's in 1994. [9188:  Barbara Bender, ‘Time and Landscape’, Current Anthropology, 43.S4 (2002), pp. S103-S112 (p. S103) < https://doi.org/10.1086/339561>. ]  [20562:  University College London, Barbara Bender Profile (2023) <https://profiles.ucl.ac.uk/4518> [accessed 10 November 2023].]  [21151:  University College London, Chris Tilley (2023), <https://www.ucl.ac.uk/anthropology/people/academic-and-teaching-staff/chris-tilley> [accessed 10 November 2023]. ]  [21054:  Ibid.] 

Structure
In her book, Bender chooses to focus on Stonehenge by chronologically describing the historical contestations that have taken place over the site. This chronology makes it easy for the reader to follow Bender’s argument through her discussion of the site's development. However, by situating the evidence within the framework of her theory, she arguably presents a more limited perspective when analysing events. There is not much evidence to define the ‘traditional’ academic view that Bender is writing in opposition to; this arguably weakens her position, as she does not directly address opposing claims but instead frames the evidence through her theory of contested space. Despite this, Bender does rely on primary academic sources to support her own argument, drawing on historical and social analysis to evidence her claims. The latter half of the chapter, as acknowledged by Bender in her conclusion, is quite hostile.[footnoteRef:22063] An example of this can be seen in the comic of a Ministry of Defence tank with the quote ‘Thank God we’ve got the archaeologists to defend us’;[footnoteRef:9698] this arguably illustrates Bender’s self-professed anger towards areas of the ‘Establishment’ which compelled her to write this chapter.[footnoteRef:19234] Because of this, the overall strength of her argument is weakened as the evidence is designed to support only one perspective.  [22063:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 131.]  [9698:  Ibid., p. 122.]  [19234:  Ibid., p. 131.] 

In A Phenomenology of Landscape, Tilley provides cogent academic definitions for the concepts he discusses. When exploring his five concepts of space, he provides a paragraph of information relating to each one which is helpful to refer to when further discussion arises.[footnoteRef:19705] He also carefully explains the development of ideas within ‘new’ geography and archaeology,[footnoteRef:21332] which provides the reader with valuable context on the topic. This also provides clarity as to Tilley's aims as he situates his argument against opposing viewpoints. Although he is writing in relation to his phenomenological perspective, he does this in a balanced way, explaining his starting point and building on it. Tilley also uses a range of academic primary sources to support his theory which strengthens his claims. Although the structure of Tilley’s book is clear, the lack of reference to a specific example, such as in Bender’s Stonehenge, arguably makes it harder to relate some of the theoretical concepts to a more practical understanding. Furthermore, his use of extended sentences could be seen to exacerbate this issue.  [19705:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 15.]  [21332:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 7.] 

Defining Place 
[bookmark: _Int_SxrMXI7n]In her chapter on Stonehenge, Bender uses the term ‘landscape’ when referring to the site.[footnoteRef:24230] Moving beyond the physical structure of a place, Bender explores the social and cultural values attached to a place that coalesce to create a particular landscape. She suggests that those with political and economic authority have made efforts to physically and aesthetically commandeer the landscape,[footnoteRef:22327] but that such attempts have been disputed by groups who embrace the landscape in very different ways.[footnoteRef:4233] Paola Filippucci in her paper Landscape,[footnoteRef:931] argues that the anthropology of landscapes challenges traditional notions of landscape as a still and pastoral scene.[footnoteRef:14417] This comes as a result of ethnographic fieldwork which demonstrates that people take an interest in the areas they dwell in, influencing them materially and giving them significance.[footnoteRef:23] This arguably supports Bender’s approach to understanding landscapes as her perspective is situated within contemporary discussions of anthropological landscapes.  [24230:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.98. ]  [22327:  Ibid.]  [4233:  Ibid.]  [931:  Paola Filippucci, ’Landscape’, The Open Encyclopedia of Anthropology (2023) <http://doi.org/10.29164/16landscape>. ]  [14417:  Filippucci, ‘Landscape‘, p.1.]  [23:  Ibid.] 

Tilley approaches discussions on place slightly differently. Rather than using the term landscape like Bender, he begins by charting the development of discussions on space, and subsequently place. He highlights how ‘new’ geography and archaeology defined space as ‘quite literally a nothingness, a simple surface for action’,[footnoteRef:25876] contrasting the alternative perspective which views ‘space as a medium rather than a container for action, something that is involved in action and cannot be divorced from it.’[footnoteRef:8178] It is from this alternative view that Tilley develops his phenomenological perspective. As previously mentioned, the development within anthropological discussions on landscape aligns with Tilley’s theory by enabling a different approach to discussing space and place.  Although the language used by Bender and Tilley does not align identically, the premise for their work is arguably built on the same foundations of viewing landscape/ place as something meaningful. Because of this, Tilley’s theory can be said to complement Bender’s as both scholars focus on viewing places as subjective and receptive to change.  [25876:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.9. ]  [8178:  Ibid.] 

The Historical Context of Landscape and Place
[bookmark: _Int_7YXPRyxU][bookmark: _Int_zlr92m57]For Bender, when discussing the associated meaning of a given landscape, its disputes and appropriations must be understood in the context of its historical development.[footnoteRef:333] This is the framework adopted by Bender to understand the meaning and value of landscape to contemporary groups. By focusing on the competing positions of religious, political and social institutions over an extended period of time, Bender explores the complexity of meaning associated with Stonehenge and its modern disputes. For Filippucci, this is particularly important for landscapes that become part of ‘violent politics’[footnoteRef:15973] as she suggests space plays a role in the formation and perpetuation of violent relationships;[footnoteRef:25389] the insight gained from exploring space in this way can be used to evaluate various contemporary disputes.[footnoteRef:23938] This perspective arguably supports Bender’s theory of contested space by suggesting that disputes over landscapes can be explored through physical manifestations of place, and through their associated cultural meaning.  [333:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.100.]  [15973:  Filippucci, ‘Landscape‘, p.2.]  [25389:  Ibid.]  [23938:  Ibid.] 

Tilley also proposes that historical context is necessary when discussing the meaning of place. For Tilley, the act of naming specific topographical features helps to establish and maintain their identity and to ‘...transform the physical to a historically and socially experienced thing.’[footnoteRef:11438] He suggests that for people ‘a sense of attachment to place is frequently derived from the stability of the meanings associated with it.’[footnoteRef:2610] He also highlights that mythological associations invest places with ‘meaning and significance.’[footnoteRef:14344] The landscape itself provides a ‘raw void’[footnoteRef:17338] through which language bestows meaning upon it. For Tilley then, places are changeable, and the beliefs and language used to explore place can change it from a physical phenomenon to one that is conceptual.  [11438:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.18.]  [2610:  Ibid.]  [14344:  Ibid.]  [17338:  Ibid.] 

Paolo Heywood in his book The Ontological Turn,[footnoteRef:23097] suggests that as opposed to there being one world with multiple worldviews, these worldviews constitute separate worlds.[footnoteRef:17214] Two groups who live in the same location, may hold different place names and myths for the same topographical features; through Tilley’s phenomenological perspective, the identity of the land is maintained, and the physical becomes a socially experienced thing. Adding to this, proponents of the ontological turn would suggest that each of these separate meanings constitutes their own world. Tilley’s phenomenological framework, therefore, opens the possibility for discussions of place that value experiences as equally valuable forms of knowledge. Overall, Tilley’s phenomenological perspective complements Bender’s theory of contested space as both scholars agree that it is necessary to situate the landscape within its wider historical context.  [23097:  Paolo Heywood, ’The Ontological Turn’, The Open Encyclopedia of Anthropology (2023) <http://doi.org/10.29164/17ontology>. ]  [17214:  Ibid.] 

Power and Control 
For Bender, the landscape is shaped by those who hold power to maintain a certain set of values.[footnoteRef:2320]  Historically, Stonehenge has been the subject of religious, political and social pressures enforced by those who wish to uphold a certain image of the site.[footnoteRef:31835] Bender also suggests that the use and meaning of landscape is linked with the economy and the labour force, as a way of restricting the use of certain spaces to certain groups.[footnoteRef:12152] Historically, Bender suggests that the classification and mapping of the United Kingdom[footnoteRef:22196] created a perspective of landscape in which it is marketable, by dividing locations into different sections.[footnoteRef:615] For Bender, this represents a method of controlling the landscape by those who hold power over it. Bender’s theoretical framework for discussing place arguably corresponds with Michel Foucault’s perspective on power and control in his book Discipline and Punish.[footnoteRef:1579] Foucault argues that for discipline to be effective, space must be controlled in such a way to enable this.[footnoteRef:3965] Bender’s theory of contested space, therefore, aligns with broader discussions of social control and could also be applied to man-made landscapes such as prisons.  [2320:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 102. ]  [31835:  Ibid., p. 98.]  [12152:  Ibid., p. 100. ]  [22196:  Ibid., p. 108.]  [615:  Ibid.]  [1579:  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan, 1st edn, (London: Penguin, 1991). ]  [3965:  Ibid.] 

In his work, Tilley also explores the concepts of power and control in relation to place. He suggests that the structuring of Capitalist spaces has resulted in architecture, locations and communities losing their ‘value and significance’.[footnoteRef:2401] The need for a space to have a use has stripped away its subjective human meanings,[footnoteRef:11096] instead leaving it to be ’controlled and used’[footnoteRef:22231] as an objective, rational entity. Tilley’s framework for discussing place is comparable to Bender’s as they both suggest that broader social systems influence the way that place is used. Tilley refers directly to Foucault, highlighting that buildings such as prisons, hospitals and schools all resemble one another to ensure control through their structural design.[footnoteRef:14959] As both Bender and Tilley adopt this theoretical framework for discussing landscape, arguably their theories correspond with one another, strengthening their positions.  [2401:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Place, p. 21.]  [11096:  Ibid.]  [22231:  Ibid.]  [14959:  Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 228.] 

The Meaning of Place
In her research, Bender focuses on groups who use and interact with Stonehenge, such as New Age travellers and Druids,[footnoteRef:20768] as well as the institutions that manage and control the site, such as the National Trust.[footnoteRef:24699] Through this framework, she explores how different groups of people interact with the landscape, and how this may be restricted or even prohibited. She argues that the Establishment accepted the presence of Druid groups up until the 1970s [footnoteRef:16079] as they were quirky enough to bring tourism to the site while choosing to exclude other alternative groups such as hippies and punks,[footnoteRef:12384] because of their ’rejection of Establishment orthodoxies.’[footnoteRef:13785] Bender’s framework for discussing meaning in landscape can arguably also be supported through the notion of the ontological turn. If through Bender’s theory of contested space, different groups are accepted as having different beliefs about a landscape, it could be suggested that each groups beliefs constitute separate forms of knowing, and therefore separate worlds.[footnoteRef:5169] Bender’s framework for discussing landscape could therefore provide a foundation for exploring how belief and therefore meaning are discussed.  [20768:  Bender, Stonehenge, p. 126.]  [24699:  Ibid., p.113.]  [16079:  Ibid., p. 126.]  [12384:  Ibid.]  [13785:  Ibid.]  [5169:  Heywood, ’The Ontological Turn’, p.2.] 

While also exploring human experience within place, Tilley adopts a narrower view, instead focusing on the experience of the individual through their physical body, their mental perception and their movement within a place.[footnoteRef:9902] His phenomenological perspective privileges the sensory experience arising from embodiment in a place and how this becomes situated within a person's ‘perceptual space’.[footnoteRef:29441] Tilley, building on Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger’s work,[footnoteRef:18526] attempts to find a middle ground between the objective, empiricist perspective and that of the cognitive idealist,[footnoteRef:14994] by merging the objective and subjective experiences of an individual within place to explore its meaning and value. By using two different frameworks to explore place, Bender and Tilley enable meaningful information to be discovered about how we interact with place; the different perspectives may enable a more nuanced understanding of experience within place. For example, the experiences of an individual in a highly contested place may not portray the depth of meaning without being situated in a group context, yet for an individual experience in an important place, taking a group perspective may lose the subjective nature of such an experience. Although the frameworks are different, the ability to discuss place from different perspectives may be more valuable than choosing one over the other.  [9902:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Place, p.10.]  [29441:  Ibid., p. 16.]  [18526:  Ibid., p. 13.]  [14994:  Ibid.] 

Conclusion
Overall, it can be said that Tilley’s phenomenological perspective complements Bender's theory of contested space in several ways. Both Bender and Tilley provide coherent arguments through their use of structure and evidence to support their claims, although the tone of language presented in Stonehenge arguably detracts from the overall strength of Bender’s argument. Both scholars agree that place is not neutral but instead is meaningful for the individuals and groups who engage with it. They highlight the necessity for a discussion of meaning to be situated within the historical and cultural context of the place. Furthermore, both theorists explore how social and physical constraints upon places can control who engages with the landscape and how. 
Despite these similarities, however, Bender and Tilley arguably differ in categorising engagement with the land. Bender situates place within the existing social hierarchy and explores how established groups of people may be impacted, such as religious, political or social groups. Tilley, on the other hand, takes a narrower approach and instead looks at a more subjective and individual experience. He does this by exploring the embodied experience of a person through their senses as well as their emotional and mental state. However, these differences may in fact result in a more holistic understanding and approach to discussions of place, space and landscape. 
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