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Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective?
The extent to which Bender’s and Tilley’s work complements, or not, will be examined through drawing out the similarities and differences between their scholarly contributions as well as considering the academic and political stimuli that promulgated those contributions. 
To accomplish such an examination in a balanced manner, one text from each author will be prioritised above all previous and more recent scholarship because those texts were written contemporaneously and mark a challenge to the dominant positivistic discourse at the interface between anthropology and archaeology during the early 1990s.
Writing in 1994, Tilley states in A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments:
 A caveat is in order: in general terms the anthropological literature, in contrast with human geography, is not replete with discussions of the significance of landscape….Two books, currently in press as I write, are exceptions that prove the rule.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Tilley 1994:35] 

One of the two books to which Tilley refers is Bender’s edited collection that was first published in 1993, Landscape: Politics and Perspectives.  Bender and Tilley were academic colleagues in the Anthropology department at University College London at the time both texts were published by Berg.  The series of Berg publications which Bender’s and Tilley’s work contributed towards had the scholarly mission of ‘Explorations in Anthropology’.  
To understand the complementary nature of Bender’s and Tilley’s contribution to that mission, it is necessary to view their work in the political and scholarly context of the early 1990s and to show how human geography had gone through a similar turning point in theoretical discourse during the 1970s.
Positivism and spatial science came to dominate human geography in the 1960s but this development produced a countermovement in the 1970s best exemplified by the scholarship of Yi-Fu Tuan that put human experience at the centre of study.  Hubbard and Kitchin confirm: ‘Focusing on human consciousness as the basis of being in the world, humanistic geography challenged the ideas of spatial science, behavioural geography and structural approaches …. in the 1970s.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Hubbard & Kitchin 2011:494] 

Tilley discusses both space and place in relation to his phenomenological perspective and quotes Tuan’s axiom: ‘If space allows movement, place is pause.’ [footnoteRef:3] In contrast to Tilley, Bender’s theory of contested space is less indebted to the scholarship of the humanist geography movement of the 1970s.  Bender’s theory resonates with a different more radical thread of 1970’s human geography scholarship that is best exemplified by the works of David Harvey. [3:  Tilley 1994:14] 

Spatial sciences could not map the causes of inequalities of social power, or the domination of elite power that maintained those inequalities to serve its own interests. Radical arguments relied on Marxist analysis and an understanding of space that is produced through social practices rather than as a container in which things exist and events happen.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Harvey 1973:14] 

Bender draws upon Harvey and Gramsci in presenting a renegotiation of Marxism that gives less attention to social processes producing differences in class but instead emphasises contestation predicated upon inter alia ‘the power of rhetoric and the lived materiality of our existence’ in the appropriation of space.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Bender 1995:276] 

Stonehenge is used by Bender as a case study of landscape to demonstrate how:
…..those with economic and political power and the necessary cultural capital have attempted, physically and aesthetically, to appropriate the landscape but also how these appropriations have been contested by those engaging with the land in quite different ways.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid. 1995:246] 

The Conservative Party government (1979-1997) introduced inter alia a command and control culture that eschewed alternative discourses.  Through the quasi-state apparatus of the National Trust and English Heritage with assistance from the British courts, travellers going to Stonehenge for a free festival were served with an injunction preventing access to the site.[footnoteRef:7] When travellers contested this injunction through direct action the state apparatus of the police used violence against the travellers culminating in the Battle of the Beanfield in 1985.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Ibid. 1995:275]  [8:  Ibid. 1995:274] 

Bender shows through historical analysis that Stonehenge is a richly textured and contested space that presents different meanings to different groups of people engaging with the landscape. Moreover, from the particularity of Stonehenge to landscape in general, Bender attends to how space is appropriated by dominant political power and where dominant political power allows access to the less powerful then that comes with a price.  It is through Marxist critique rather than the ‘multi-vocality which eschews explanation’ offered up by postmodernism that Bender’s theory embeds its radical roots.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid. 1995:275] 

The theory of contested spaces proposed by Bender was formed in part as a response to the political zeitgeist.  Bender sends a blunt message to English Heritage and the Establishment that these nodes of power hold to a ‘socially empty view of the past in line with modern conservative sensibilities.’[footnoteRef:10] Landscape for Bender is ‘something constantly open to renegotiation.’[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Ibid. 1995:276]  [11:  Ibid.] 

Unlike Bender, Tilley does not use neo-Marxist arguments (e.g. Harvey or Gramsci) in defence of the phenomenology of landscape but centres the basis of the theory on human space as a ‘materialist, rational’ medium that stands in juxtaposition to an ‘idealist, irrational’ container.[footnoteRef:12] This proposition is fully consistent with Bender’s theory despite Tilley’s perspective being apolitical, so each scholar shares a common starting point in terms of their conceptualisation: space production is mediated through social practices. [12:  Tilley 1994:8] 

Tilley states:
There is no space, only spaces.  These spaces, as social productions, are always centred in relation to human agency and are amenable to reproduction or change because their constitution takes place as part of the day-to-day praxis or practical activity of individuals and groups in the world.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid. 1994:10] 

A subtle point of difference between Tilley’s and Bender’s arguments emerge because Tilley inherently suggests, somewhat obliquely, that socially produced space is created by individuals and groups whereas Bender’s theory implies groups only.  Tilley’s perspective affords more opportunity for individual human agency to produce spaces.
Tilley draws upon the philosophy of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, thus defining phenomenology as ‘…the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject. It is about the relationship between Being and Being-in the World.’[footnoteRef:14] Being-in-the-World is where individual human consciousness separates itself from its environment, thus setting-up a subjective mind and objective world dichotomy. The gap this distinction produces requires a bridge constructed of perceptions, movements and experiences to create a state of there-ness.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Ibid. 1994:12]  [15:  Ibid. 1994:13] 

The work of de Certeau is drawn upon by Tilley to argue for the importance of movement of the body in relation to landscape to aid understanding of landscape on its own terms.[footnoteRef:16]  Historical meaning can best be recovered through recognising landscape as a ‘process rather than a product.’[footnoteRef:17] Once landscape is understood as process and human consciousness as well as bodily movement is recognised as constitutive of that process, it follows that this ‘social space, rather than being uniform and forever the same, is constituted by differential densities of human experience, attachment and involvement.’[footnoteRef:18] [16:  De Certeau 1984:102]  [17:  Tilley 1994:73]  [18:  Ibid. 1994:10] 

The meaning that emerges from social space shifts with time and the changing pathways through which bodies and consciousness interact with it.  Spatial science and quantitative analysis cannot elicit deep meaning and although environmental change and human engagement with landscape from the past cannot be unpeeled like the multiple skins of an onion, there remains nonetheless ‘bones’ of landscape that provide some basis of connection with historic populations and their engagement with landscape.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Ibid. 1994:73] 

It has been shown that Bender’s theory of contested space mostly complements Tilley’s phenomenological perspective of landscape as both posited a non-positivistic treatment of human-environment interactions that sought to challenge the dominance of positivistic epistemology in anthropology and cognate disciplines during the early 1990s.  Both scholars attempted to reassert the role of human experience and social praxis as valid knowledge in the production of spaces and meaning.
Bender and Tilley agree that the meaning of spaces are continuously negotiated and reformed both in the present and through time (sedimentation of landscape) but for Bender this dialectic arises from contestation due to power inequalities manifest in landscape, whereas for Tilley, phenomenology drawn from the insights of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty seeks to recover individual and group meaning from the landscape to which quantitative analysis remains blind.
The explorations in anthropology that both Bender and Tilley contributed to in the early 1990s constituted an assertion of difference in the discipline that reflected the experience of human geography in the 1970s.  Both Bender and Tilley took their own path through that intellectual landscape of anthropology and cognate disciplines, drawing upon the sediment layers of historic inter-disciplinary scholarship to seek answers to the questions that quantitative analysis could not confront: how are spaces produced and meaning recovered?
This paper has shown that Bender’s and Tilley’s paths across that intellectual landscape were uniquely different but at certain points intersected (complemented) and readers that have journeyed with them on each respective path can look back and better appreciate the theoretical terrain that is relational to the questions to which Bender’s and Tilley’s scholarship attended.
Thus, despite identified differences between Bender’s and Tilley’s arguments, their commonality of view with respect to space production, meaning and the need to anchor human experience to the centre of their investigatory project shows both studies deeply complement each other.
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