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

 
Introduction 

An understanding of the terms Landscape, Place and Space is central to the work of both the authors in question, and I will firstly explore this before going on to consider the way in which it informs their theories and perspectives.  Next, using Barbara Bender’s work Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day and Christopher Tilley’s Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives I shall attempt to summarise each article before suggesting similarities and differences in their authors’ approaches and methodologies, and exploring the implications of these, before suggesting an answer to the title question. 

Landscape, Place and Space 
Bender begins her article by proposing that the English landscape “has served to disguise a proprietorial palimpsest, the working out of a long history of class relations” (Bender:48).  For Bender, landscape is a term loaded with implications of ownership, something to be observed, possibly appreciated, but with the implicit understanding that it is someone’s.  Landscape here is understood as a social construction of space, a space filled with symbols which represent and recreate the hegemony of our society.  Places are scenes for these performances, as are the ways their histories are created. 
Tilley also understands the landscape to be socially constructed, in fact his work is a reaction to academic trends to regard space and place in terms of physical science only.  He argues that in fact space is not abstract, external, objective and atemporal, but rather specific, relational, subjective and temporal (Tilley:8).  Places are made through human praxis, and the landscape is formed through the relationships and movements between these.  Tilley traces his approach back to Heidegger (Tilley:13) for whom spaces become places and receive their essential being through human activity. 
Both authors then consider landscape, place and space in human terms, recognising them as being open to differing interpretations and representations, but as something essential in themselves rather than blank space. 
 
Barbara Bender’s Contested Landscapes 
This work comes from the perspective of Social Scientists such as Geographer Doreen Massey, whose work analyses space in terms of relationships of social power (Massey:1).  Bender uses the case study of Stonehenge to show how landscapes are scenes of contested power, drawing primarily from historical and political methodologies to make her argument.  Her methods mean that she is unable to attempt to consider any periods for which there are no primary written sources.  Apart from evidence that the Saxons had renamed Stonehenge which implies that it had significance to them, Bender’s discussion begins from the 12th century when written sources show that the land around Stonehenge had been appropriated by the Church, the dominant social and political power of the time, and that commoners used the site for rituals which were more Pagan than Christian.  She makes it clear that we only have the dominant voice of the Church as evidence, and no voice of the labouring class (Bender:112), our concern then cannot be with the experiences of these people as individuals (although she considers it likely that they could be harsh experiences of hard work ibid.)) but with the overall social landscape of the time. 
The discussion continues with explanations of how, from the Tudor period, maps were used as instruments of power, defining space and who owned it, abstracting it from its particular selfness and facilitating the control of knowledge and nature.  Again, she says that other voices were silent (ibid.), but points out that various claims about Stonehenge (such as that it originated with the Celtic druids) all point towards the appropriation of it to present a particular version of the past which would justify the appropriator’s aims (in this case Welsh nationalism).  The discussion moves to the 17th and 18th centuries which Bender interprets against the socio-historical backdrop of the Enclosures Act and the rise of zealous nonconformist Christianity.   
We then get to the 19th century, when the Capitalist structures of ownership and power which we are still living with today are in full force.  Bender argues that tensions in the ruling classes between the urge to continue with industrialisation, the inalienability of property rights, and the need to preserve an historic landscape to symbolise an idea of England and its past, led to the formation of the National Trust which holds sites such as Stonehenge privately but in the “national interest.”  At this point the argument becomes polemical, stating that the erection of fences around the site and charging an entrance fee which makes it inaccessible to many (the “vulgar populace” (Bender:113)) transforms this ancient site into a museum for the privileged few and no longer a part of the living landscape.  The author’s standpoint is clear as she goes on to describe the current arrangements as “tacky tourist trap” except at Summer solstice when free access is granted but “heavily patrolled by symbols of state power” (Bender:114) i.e. the Police.  The National Trust and English Heritage are disguises for particular class values and their preferred version of landscape and history, Stonehenge itself is a money making resource, visitors are encouraged to its visitor centre with its presentation of landscape and history, rather than to experience the monument itself.  In consideration of the present time, Bender acknowledges that we do not know what diverse agendas and perceptions individual visitors to Stonehenge may have, and that their fantasies may lie outside the reach of “dominant hegemonic forces” (Bender:125). She also briefly mentions the materiality of the experience, for example having to enter through English Heritage’s “time tunnel” and to stay within areas bounded by ropes, not to consider particularly the experience and perception itself, but in order to argue that the experience is created as part of the processes of social power which English Heritage is enacting over people. 
 
Christopher Tilley’s Phenomenological Perspectives 
Tilley, on the other hand, puts individual perception at the foreground of his methodologies.  The article under discussion makes the case for phenomenology as the most suitable theoretical and philosophical basis for thinking about landscape and space.  Like Bender, he is critical of abstract, quantitative approaches to place, such as charts, but unlike Bender this is not because of the political consequences of this but rather because it decharacterizes the space and denies its agency and meaning in its own right.  Tilley argues for an ontological grounding of space in human experience and action (Tilley:11)  whereby space becomes place through human movement, action and narrative.  Like Bender and others, (e.g. Lane, 2001; Ingold, 2016) Tilley recognises that places are both constitutive and constituted, existing as a set of relations, however unlike Bender he does not employ relational concepts from the social sciences but instead discusses the somatic, perceptual, existential, architectural and cognitive aspects of space as being the relationships in action.  He employs the term “locale” for a place with meaning attached to it (Tilley:18), and acknowledges the work of others in recognising the naming of locales in processes of social production and reproduction (ibid), going on to discuss the politics of space, comparing the characteristics of Capitalist/Western space with Pre-Capitalist/Non-Western space, concluding that in its excessive humanisation of space our places have ironically become dehumanised.  This adds a new dimension to Bender’s critique of Capitalism, enabling us to think about its actions in and impact on the landscape from a more nuanced perspective.  For example, he posits that a Pre-Capitalist landscape which is viewed with mythological understandings and is the location for ritual bodily practices is invested with strong forms of power (Tilley:22), albeit not the forms of power we are conditioned to recognise immediately with Western, empirical minds. 
Tilley highlights the fact that anthropologists and archaeologists are most usually interested in human relationships with the physical environment when they are concerned with functional issues such as food production, and that their literature on cosmological and social structures is nearly always detached from the physical environment.  Bender has made a strong connection between social structures and place, but has indeed completely bracketed out the cosmological from her considerations.  Tilley’s concern here is to foreground the dwelling perspective to our interpretation of landscapes and places, arguing that our perception of the world and constitution of what is important does not work on blank space but in the context of lived experiences.  We interpret the world through culture, but this is an empirical framework or lens for our a priori bodily perceptions.  The term Landscape implies detachment from an observer, it is argued by Bob Trubshaw (Trubshaw:8) that it has become a conflation of subject and object, again like Bender this recognises its ideological uses and manipulations, unlike Bender though this is not redressed through analysis of these ideologies but rather through foregrounding the phenomenological, dwelling approach.  Tilley states (Tilley:14) that this approach is an attempt to connect subjectivity and objectivity in an intelligible landscape, landscape then can be more meaningfully understood as being connected with memories and activities, the locale becomes a reference point within stories, constructing and reconstructing human identity and experience.  The example is given of Apache storytelling, which uses land to illustrate moral and cultural teachings (Tilley:19). 
 
Comparing Bender and Tilley 
Bender’s arguments are rooted firmly in particular sites and events, without which it is difficult to see which of her theories would exist.  Tilley’s arguments on the other hand are more theoretical, in arguing against abstraction of space he actually uses abstract arguments.  For Bender it is the appropriation and ownership of landscape and place which are contested, for Tilley it is their definitions and approaches to them.  Bender’s concern is with their value or capital (economic and/or social), Tilley’s is about human sensory perception and therefore interpretation of them.  
In consideration of whether Tilley’s perspective complements Bender’s, both authors challenge ideologies which are hidden within methods for representing space, place and landscape, whether these be maps or advertisements for English Heritage. I would say that Bender provides a fascinating and dynamic frame of reference for considering landscape and place, whilst Tilley expands our scope by involving new methodologies which, beginning with the individual body, allow for varied and multiple experiences and responses.  I am doubtful whether, however, this fully resolves the limitations of existing methodologies.  Bender’s avoidance of answering questions for which there exists no evidence, such as how prehistoric labourers might have viewed the place and landscape of Stonehenge, is frustrating but academically rigorous.  Tilley’s phenomenological approach can be used in the here and now, but extreme caution is required when we make inferences and assumptions about past peoples with such a subjective method of interpretation, as such it would seem complementary to other, more empirical methods rather than an alternative to them.  Since they wrote these expositions of their approaches, Bender and Tilley have in fact gone on to work together on researching ancient sites, and the title of their work: Stone Worlds: Narrative and Reflexivity in Landscape Archaeology gives a good idea of the value of combining their methods. 
 
Beyond the Anthropocentric 
“If we speak of a healthy community, we cannot be speaking of a community that is merely human.  We are talking about a neighbourhood of humans in a place, plus the place itself: its soil, its water, its air, and all the families and tribes of the nonhuman creatures that belong to it.  If the place is well preserved, if its entire membership, natural and human, is present in it, and if the human economy is in practical harmony with the nature of the place, then the community is healthy.”                                                                     (Wendell Berry, quoted in Lane:212) 
Whilst this lies somewhat outside the scope of the question in hand, I feel that in considering the essence and value of places and landscapes, perhaps in particular those which like Stonehenge are considered sacred, it is short-sighted and limiting to draw only on methods, however many, which are restricted to the human perspective.  Bender seeks to remind us of unheard voices and Tilley of marginalised ontologies and approaches, and I would continue this beyond human voices and ways of being and try to consider those of the many other elements which make up the landscape, for example at Stonehenge the rabbits or spiders, or the daisies, or the stones themselves.  Of course, how and whether this is possible involves consideration of different methodologies to those in question, here I can only make the point that this is a limitation of both Bender’s and Tilley’s theories. 
 
Conclusion 
The two articles discussed provide valuable and varied methodologies and perspectives from which to consider the notion of contested space.  Bender focuses on the recognition and disentangling of human representations and appropriations of space, whilst Tilley’s focus is on the lived experiences of the people who occupy, move and work in that space.  As such, they complement each other well in providing two main facets of an overall picture. 
Neither author, however, considers non-human aspects of place.  For the study and research of sacred places and spaces then, their methodologies are useful only up to a point.  A student of Sacred Geography may very usefully include them in their work, but must further complement this with reading of authors who recognise the life and agency of space and places themselves, such as Lane who recognises place as an “embodiment of spirit” (Lane:226). 
To recognise, as do Bender and Tilley, that places have agency, that they inspire as well as are created by human social, political and ritual action, demands an investigation beyond the social and political ideologies and into the territory of the spiritual or supernatural phenomena which have in turn shaped these ideologies, to seek methods which no longer require the bracketing out of the non-empirical, and to bring new recognition of the value of place which has long preceded and will long outlast our current discourses about it. 
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