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

Barbra Bender has proposed a concept of contested landscape within her book “Stonehenge: making space” under the fourth chapter titled “Contested Landscapes:  Medieval to Present Day.”  Within this chapter, she addresses various ways those in power have attempted to appropriate a landscape and how this has been contested by those who oppose using a place in a different way.[footnoteRef:1]  She goes on to state that “one can only understand the contestations and appropriations of a landscape by careful historical contextualisation.”[footnoteRef:2]  Christopher Tilley, in his chapter titled “Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives” found in his book “A Phenomenology of Landscape: places, paths and monuments,” follows a phenomenological approach in considering landscape.  He defines phenomenology as a “manner in which people experience and understand the world.”[footnoteRef:3]  Tilley goes on to add that a place can have meaning and values for specific people.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Barbra Bender, Stonehenge: making space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998), p. 98.]  [2:  Ibid, p. 100.]  [3:  Christopher Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape: places, paths and monuments, (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 11.]  [4:  Ibid, p. 15.] 

This essay is going to examine the possibility of these two lines of thought working together to strengthen the arguments of both authors. Discussion will be made of historical contexts of landscapes and how different people may perceive the same landscape in a different way. Also, the concept of a place having memory for people will be addressed, showing a clear connection between contested space and phenomenological experiences within a place. Of special note, the various authors tend to use the concepts of space, place, and landscape in their discussions frequently, and some use only one term while another author uses another term. Due to this, these terms may be used interchangeably within this essay, however, it is noted they do not carry the same meaning for everyone. The essay will begin by looking at both Bender and Tilley’s concepts separately to provide context for the discussion at hand.
First, a more detailed examination of Bender’s concept of contested space will be addressed. In her work mentioned above, Bender gives a lengthy example of how the site of Stonehenge has been contested throughout several centuries by various groups of people.[footnoteRef:5] However, she does not give much detail as to what is meant by contested space. She gives the reader a short explanation as to what she hopes to accomplish with this chapter: [5:  Bender, Stonehenge:  making space, p. 100.] 


I want to explore not only the different ways in which, over a period of several hundred years, 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, p. 98.] 


	While there is an understanding that she will look at historical contexts and provide a lengthy example for contested space, one will need to go elsewhere to gain more insight as to what is meant by this. To gain a fuller understanding of what Bender means by contested landscape, Jeffrey Jenkins provides an additional perspective. According to Jenkins, contested landscapes should address how different groups of people perceive nature and whose “histories are relevant, and what purpose, instrumental or intrinsic, it should serve.”[footnoteRef:7]  This aids Bender’s thoughts about understanding “historical contextualisation”[footnoteRef:8] by making one aware that a place can have a shared, or even conflicting, history and that different people groups have distinct visions of “what was, is, and should be.”[footnoteRef:9]  Based on this evidence, contested landscapes allows one to see differing views and histories of a place in question and try to determine why one way of viewing it is predominate over the others.  This matter will be picked up again below, for now a quick look at Tilley’s work is necessary. [7:  Jeffery Jenkins, ‘A “deep” aesthetics of contested landscapes: Visions of land use as competing temporalities’, Geoforum, 95 (2018), 35-45, (p. 35). < DOI: 10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.07.003>]  [8:  Bender, Stonehenge:  making space, p. 100.]  [9:  Jenkins, ‘A “deep” aesthetics of contested landscapes’, p. 35.] 

	Tilley’s phenomenology stems from the idea that place (called space throughout most of his work), is “created, reproduced and transformed in relation to previously constructed spaces provided and established from the past.”[footnoteRef:10]  Experience is the key aspect of phenomenology[footnoteRef:11] and how a person or group of people interact with a given place determines the meaning or value of it.[footnoteRef:12]  Phenomenology seeks to understand and describe various things that are experienced in the hope to gain more understanding of beliefs, reasons for making decisions, remembrance, and evaluation.[footnoteRef:13] Tilley further states that there is a sort of flow between the world and what he calls the subject that creates a living bond within the world.[footnoteRef:14]  This bond is created within places as centres of human meaning due to the everyday experiences and consciousnesses of people with certain worldviews.[footnoteRef:15]  John Barrett gives a good summation of how the phenomenology of landscape could be used as an interpretative methodology by stating: [10:  Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape, p. 11.]  [11:  Ibid, p. 11.]  [12:  Ibid, p. 15.]  [13:  Ibid, p. 12.]  [14:  Ibid, p. 14.]  [15:  Ibid, pp. 14-15.] 


1 The archaeological record cannot be understood without a human presence. Meaning arises in a human engagement with material conditions.
2 The body is the medium through which this engagement occurs.
3 By using his or her own body as the medium of engagement, the archaeologist can encounter a past Being-in-the-world, and, in doing so, grasp the meaning of the archaeological record.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  John Barrett, ‘A phenomenology of landscape: A crisis in British landscape archaeology?’, Journal of Social Archaeology, 9.3 (2009-10), 275-294, (pp. 279-280) <DOI: 10.1177/1469605309338422>] 


Based on this evidence, phenomenology seeks to show a connection between people and a place through the experiences that were created there by those particular people. By doing so it connects a place with those people and allows the researcher to understand and describe those experiences.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid, p. 280.] 

	Both Bender and Tilley have seemed to have come across two different concepts that use the same approach; seeking meaning within a place to establish differing human connections with it. While both have different end results for their findings (Bender seeking to show how different people view places in a contested and controlled manner, while Tilley seeks to understand hidden meaning people may have once had within a place), the key concepts that both continually bring up is that of history and memory as associated with a particular place. This would be the primary connection between the two authors and how they both can build from the others work.
	In considering how places are established through the memory of the people who have interacted with it, Simon Schama is of particular note. He states that landscape comes from the mind and is built up from both memory and rock.[footnoteRef:18]  It is through human interaction with a place that differentiates between raw nature and landscape.[footnoteRef:19]  Building upon this Robert Trubshaw adds that places are not just physical, but have meaning and significance to particular people at particular points in time.[footnoteRef:20]  Since places only have significance because of the meaning people have placed upon them, there must be a way for these people to retain that meaning and understanding of why a particular place is special.[footnoteRef:21] The way this meaning is acquired is through either the placename that is given or the myths and legends that are created around it to ground it with significance.[footnoteRef:22] As Schama points out, wilderness does not venerate itself, nor can it even name itself, it is through human interaction with it that provides this meaning and importance.[footnoteRef:23]  Trubshaw goes on to state that once the meaning of a place is established it must be handed down to the next generations by providing what he calls a “narrative of meaning.”[footnoteRef:24] This creates a sense of belonging for a society, and hence, excludes others from having the right to belong there as well.[footnoteRef:25]  This begins to follow Bender’s concept of contested spaces as different people groups may begin to have confrontations about the supposed ownership of a particular place.[footnoteRef:26]  Based on the above points made by the authors stated above, the phenomenology of experience and meaning that is given to a place then will naturally give rise to conflict over a place in that different groups of people will bring about different ideas, experiences, memories, traditions, biases, and more to these places as more people come upon them. [18:  Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, (London: Harper-Colins, 1995), p. 7.]  [19:  Ibid, p. 10.]  [20:  Robert Trubshaw, Sacred Places, (Loughborough: Heart of Albion, 2005), p. 1.]  [21:  Ibid, p. 2.]  [22:  Ibid, p. 2.]  [23:  Schama, Landscape and Memory, p. 7.]  [24:  Trubshaw, Sacred Places, p. 3.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Bender, Stonehenge: making space, p. 131.] 

	This last point allows for the movement toward a discussion of how the history of a place (based on the memory of it) provides a link between phenomenology and contested landscape. As mentioned earlier, the naming of places and creating myths and legends around them helps people groups to retain the memory that is to be associated with a particular place.[footnoteRef:27] Schama argues that a people’s entire landscape tradition is based on the shared culture of the group in which myths, memories, and obsessions emerge.[footnoteRef:28] He goes on to state that these myths that form around landscapes have two key characteristics: longevity and power.[footnoteRef:29] These myths entrench themselves into the history of a people and therefore can endure through centuries with a group of people.[footnoteRef:30]  Also, institutions are created to protect these histories of the landscape by providing a national identity that expresses the virtues of a certain political or social community.[footnoteRef:31]  Jenkins adds to this by stating landscapes are socially constructed spaces that are produced through the histories of peoples who have shared collective identities and place-based understandings.[footnoteRef:32]  This can cause a landscape to change aesthetically based on the political-legal objectives of the group in power.[footnoteRef:33] Even if other groups’ knowledge, identity, and experiences are repressed by the dominate group through power structures, these are still lived experiences that are a part of everyday activities of individuals that continue to flourish in one form or another within the society.[footnoteRef:34] [27:  Trubshaw, Sacred Places, p. 3.]  [28:  Schama, Landscape and Memory, p. 14.]  [29:  Ibid, p.15.]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Ibid.]  [32:  Jenkins, ‘A “deep” aesthetics of contested landscapes’, p. 36.]  [33:  Ibid.]  [34:  Ibid.] 

	The naming of a place provides another connection between a populace and a particular place. Tilley states that place names are vital because they transform the physical and geographical into something that has history and that is socially experienced.[footnoteRef:35]  Giving a place a name creates a shared existential space from an abstract wilderness within nature.[footnoteRef:36] This makes a place a fundamental part of establishing personal or group identities, which strengthens the history and memory of the place with the people who interact within it.[footnoteRef:37] He further states that space is socially produced and therefore cannot exist without the events and activities of the people who reside within it.[footnoteRef:38]  Tilley continues, “Socially produced space combines the cognitive, the physical and the emotional into something that may be reproduced but is always open to transformation and change.”[footnoteRef:39] Because of this statement, a place will never remain exactly the same forever, but will change due to human interaction within it.[footnoteRef:40] So, while giving a place a name will allow for the memory or history of the people associated with it to continue on, this does not mean that change will not occur at all in how different individuals and groups experience that place in the future.  [35:  Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape, p. 18.]  [36:  Ibid.]  [37:  Ibid.]  [38:  Ibid, p. 10.]  [39:  Ibid.]  [40:  Ibid, pp. 10-11.] 

The history of a place is a vital part of the human experience and an individual or group cannot be separated from this history and retain their own identity. Nigel Worden in reviewing Bender and Winer’s work on “Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exile, and Place” states the construction of heritage is important within a landscape due to the different ways of perceiving landscapes in the construction of national and diasporic identities.[footnoteRef:41]  The symbolism of landscape is important because it links the past with the present.[footnoteRef:42] Because of this link, landscape cannot be taken for granted or essentialised by different groups of people.[footnoteRef:43] By taking the experiences of others for granted and trying to repress the people connected with a certain place shows the real and underlying differences in the production of knowledge and power.[footnoteRef:44] [41:  Nigel Worden, ‘Reviewed Work(s):  Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exile, and Place by BARBRA BENDER and MARGOT WINER’, Kronos, 29 (2003), 234-236, (p. 235) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/41056506> [accessed 7 November 2021].]  [42:  Ibid.]  [43:  Ibid, p. 234.]  [44:  Jenkins, ‘A “deep” aesthetics of contested landscapes’, p. 36.] 

Those studying contested landscapes would do well to add phenomenology as an approach within their works. Phenomenology allows for those studying contested landscapes to engage and experience the past through different means, not just what the established thought of the time may be.[footnoteRef:45] Phenomenology strengthens the concept of contested spaces because no one would try to propose that humans have “experienced landscapes in the same way in all times and in all places.”[footnoteRef:46]  Because of this, the experiences of various groups of people allow one to see different points of view in regards to a particular place and therefore may give reasons for why these places are in contention. Tilley adds to this by stating that space is a medium for action and therefore inevitably becomes value-laden and political, and therefore cannot be a neutral space.[footnoteRef:47]  Further, because people understand and experience space differently, it creates a realm for conflict to thrive between individuals and groups.[footnoteRef:48] Because of these different experiences attained from phenomenology, the whole concept of contested space becomes clearer and more obvious as one studies a particular place and the different people associated with it. [45:  Matthew Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 41 (2012), 269-284, (p.274) <http://www.jstor.com/stable/23270711> [accessed 7 November 2021].]  [46:  Ibid, p. 279.]  [47:  Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape, p. 20.]  [48:  Ibid, p. 11.] 

Does Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective complement Barbra Bender’s theory of contested space? Based on the above evidence, it most certainly does. The two approaches compliment one another very well and build upon the same foundations of thought:  how memory and history of a place are experienced differently by various individuals and groups throughout time. Phenomenology allows for the understanding of the experiences of a place and how these are formed into memories with a history of the place created to establish a semi-permanent hold by a particular group of people. It can also show how different groups can experience the same place in a different way, and therefore create differing memories, histories, and interpretations of that same place. Contested space adds to this by looking deeper into these differences and observing the interactions of various groups within a specific place to understand the contentions concerning that place. The theory of contested space would not be able to exist without the concept of phenomenology to guide the thought of meaning and history through the experience of the people who gave a place those abstract thoughts. Through learning how people look at a place differently and understanding that there is not just one way of seeing a place, conflict within and over these places would possibly be less hostile and more open to discussion. This would allow for differing voices concerning a place to be heard and not just the established thought or knowledge of what a place is or should be.
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