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Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective? 
Introduction
Working across archaeology and anthropology, Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley (1955-2024) collaborated with each other in the 1990s and 2000s, exploring people’s relationships with landscapes, with a focus on the archaeology of Neolithic Britain.[footnoteRef:1] This essay looks at whether and in what ways two of their key approaches can be seen to complement one another: Bender’s theory of contested space and Tilley’s phenomenological perspective. It focuses primarily on Tilley’s A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, Chapter 1: ‘Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives’ [footnoteRef:2] and Bender’s Stonehenge: Making Space, Chapter 4: ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’,[footnoteRef:3] whilst drawing on the wider works of both Tilley and Bender and contributions from other scholars. [1:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998); Barbara Bender, Sue Hamilton, and Christopher Tilley, ‘Leskernick: Stone Worlds; Alternative Narratives; Nested Landscapes’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 63 (1997), pp.147–78]  [2:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments, (Oxford, U.K.: Berg, 1994).]  [3:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998).] 

Background to Bender and Tilley
Both Bender and Tilley came from the ‘post-processual’ school of archaeology that emerged in the 1980s and 1990s in response to what some saw as archaeology’s over-emphasis on positivist approaches and quantitative methods.[footnoteRef:4] Post-processual archaeologists argued that this had led to too narrow a view of people in the past,[footnoteRef:5] and they sought to develop perspectives on human experience, belief and meaning by exploring new approaches.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Holley Moyes, ‘The Life and Afterlife of Phenomenology in Archaeological Theory and Practice,’ in Patrick Londen, Jeffrey Yoshimi & Philip Walsh, Horizons of Phenomenology: Essays on the State of the Field and Its Applications. (Cham: Springer Verlag, 2024), pp. 307-324, p.308]  [5:  Andrew Fleming, ‘Post-Processual Landscape Archaeology: A Critique’, Cambridge Archaeological Journal, 16 (2006), pp.267–80, p.267]  [6:  Moyes, ‘The Life and Afterlife of Phenomenology’, p.308] 

Tilley was Professor of Anthropology at University College London, and was a key figure in archaeology and anthropology, working to bring the two disciplines together.[footnoteRef:7] Tilley’s phenomenological approach, first outlined in detail in his A Phenomenology of Landscape[footnoteRef:8], published in 1994, became a key perspective in post-processual archaeological theory.[footnoteRef:9] For Tilley, landscapes were layered with meaning and experience, and archaeological sites could not be understood outside of the wider landscapes in which they were embedded. His interest lay in building understandings of the ways in which people engage with and comprehend the world, with an emphasis on the bodily experience of landscapes, and what this might tell us about the relationships between the people and landscapes of the past.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  University College London, ‘In memory of Professor Christopher Tilley.’ (2024) <https://www.ucl.ac.uk/social-historical-sciences/news/2024/mar/memory-professor-christopher-tilley> [Accessed 08/11/2025]]  [8:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape.]  [9:  University College London, ‘In memory of Professor Christopher Tilley.’]  [10:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape.] 

Bender is currently Emeritus Professor of Heritage Anthropology at University College London.[footnoteRef:11] Working across archaeology and anthropology, she has combined Marxist understandings of power with phenomenological approaches to inform a multi-layered analysis of how archaeological sites and landscapes are understood, interpreted and contested by different groups and individuals, both historically and in the present day.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  University College London, ‘Appointments: Barbara Bender’ (no date). <https://profiles.ucl.ac.uk/4518> [Accessed 08/11/2025].]  [12:  Bender, Stonehenge.] 

Summary of key approaches
Bender’s theory of contested space
Bender’s theory of contested space suggests that landscapes cannot be viewed as neutral spaces: they create and are created by particular cultural, social and political contexts, with people appropriating and contesting landscapes to create and challenge individual and group identities.[footnoteRef:13] Because of this, Bender suggested that we cannot speak of ‘a landscape’, but instead must recognise the existence of many, often conflicting, landscapes.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Barbara Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge.’ Man, Vol. 27, No. 4, (1992) pp.735-755, p.735.]  [14:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.9.] 

In ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’[footnoteRef:15], Bender explored the history of Stonehenge’s contested landscape using different types of evidence, including archaeological sources, literary texts, primary and secondary historical sources, media accounts and modern heritage displays.[footnoteRef:16] For example, she used evidence from the later medieval period to argue that conflict between the Church and commoners can be seen in the Church’s attempts to destroy or appropriate the stones, and in commoners’ responses to this. Bringing her analysis into the 1990s, Bender characterised Stonehenge as having been physically and interpretatively appropriated by the heritage industry, with the alternative voices of New Age Travellers and Druids being sidelined and their physical access to the site restricted. Her analysis focused on class politics, arguing that the contestation of Stonehenge was symptomatic of and added to the ‘othering’ and political oppression of travellers. Bender thus explored the ways in which landscapes might be constructed and contested by groups and individuals within specific historical, political, social and economic contexts, with inequalities of power being central to her analysis. [footnoteRef:17] [15:  Bender, Stonehenge.]  [16:  Bender, Stonehenge.]  [17:  Barbara Bender, ‘Landscape and Politics.’ In Victor Buchli (Ed.) The Material Culture Reader, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2002), pp.135-139, p.138.] 

Tilley’s phenomenological perspective
In ‘Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives’[footnoteRef:18], Tilley provided an overview of the development, approaches and implications of his phenomenological perspective. Building on Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, he theorised the (human) body as ‘the fundamental mediation point between thought and the world.’[footnoteRef:19] Thus, he argued, the material world can only be realised and understood through subjective embodied experience. Tilley suggested, therefore, that to understand a prehistoric site within its landscape, archaeologists should analyse and record their own bodily interactions with the place, a process which he suggested could offer insights into the how people may have engaged with the landscape in the past.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape]  [19:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.14.]  [20:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape; Christopher Tilley, ‘Phenomenological Approaches to Landscape Archaeology’ in Bruno David and Julian Thomas (Eds). Handbook of Landscape Archaeology. (Abingdon: Routledge, 2008).] 

Analysis of complementarity of approaches
For both Tilley[footnoteRef:21] and Bender[footnoteRef:22], landscapes are never neutral, but are political, value-laden and subjective. Bender’s conceptualisation of landscapes as ‘polyvalent and multivocal,’[footnoteRef:23] overlain with many different values and perspectives, can be seen to be supported by Tilley’s argument that places have meaning because of people’s lived experience of them. Tilley suggested that, because landscapes are always understood from a particular individual embodied viewpoint, ‘Places are as diffuse and differentiated as the range of identities and significances accorded to them.’[footnoteRef:24]   [21:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape.]  [22:  Bender, Stonehenge; Bender, ‘Landscape and Politics’.]  [23:  Bender, ‘Landscape and Politics’, p.136]  [24:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.15] 

A key difference between their approaches can be seen in Bender’s focus on a broad overview of the influence of power, politics and social relations,[footnoteRef:25] while Tilley focused on individual bodily experience.[footnoteRef:26] Bender’s analysis emphasised power and agency in human societies, helping to build understanding of how political and economic forces shape different understandings of landscapes, and how  landscapes may be used to reinforce or contest existing power structures.[footnoteRef:27] Tilley’s approach, on the other hand, offered insights into how individuals physically interact with sites and landscapes,[footnoteRef:28] which can be seen as helping foreground the bodily and emotional responses that may contribute to and be mediated by the actions and behaviours analysed in Bender’s theory of contested landscapes. Tilley argued that detailed descriptions of the embodied experience of places help to create ‘thick’ descriptions, which contribute to a richer understanding of the diversity and complexity of landscapes.[footnoteRef:29] Tilley’s approach can be seen to emphasise the inherent subjectivity of place, supporting Bender’s view that landscapes can be experienced in different ways by different people at different times, and helping to show how people’s interactions with the material world might help create and be mediated by different, potentially contrasting, meanings. [25:  Bender, Stonehenge.]  [26:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape.]  [27:  Bender, Stonehenge.]  [28:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape.]  [29:  Christopher Tilley, ‘Phenomenological Approaches to Landscape Archaeology’, p.271.] 

Both Tilley[footnoteRef:30] and Bender[footnoteRef:31] have also argued that landscapes are not passive within this relationship. Bender stressed that, ‘Human interventions are done not so much to the landscape as with the landscape.’[footnoteRef:32] In other words, for Bender, multiple subjective and often contested landscapes are co-created with the landscape itself. Bender’s main focus, however, remains on how human politics and social relations shape engagement with landscapes.[footnoteRef:33] In contrast, Tilley put greater emphasis on seeking insights into the agency of landscapes through encounters with ‘landscapes as real and physical’.[footnoteRef:34] In this way, he sought to amplify the voice of the land and focus on the effect of this agency on people’s relationships with archaeological sites and their environs. He explored, for example, the idea that places created by people ‘draw on’ qualities of the physical landscape[footnoteRef:35] with landscapes constructing, as well as being constructed by, layers of narrative (placenames, stories, histories), with story and landscape acting in dialogue to help co-create each other and bind people and place together.[footnoteRef:36] Other scholars have supported this analysis of the relationship between story and place, for example Belden C. Lane sees stories as central to sacred places, suggesting that the more stories that attach to a place, or the greater the importance of these stories within a culture, the more important and valued a place will be.[footnoteRef:37] Tilley’s phenomenological perspective can therefore be argued to add an additional layer to Bender’s analysis, helping to build deeper understandings of how meaning is created and why some places become important and contested. [30:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape.]  [31:  Bender, Stonehenge.]  [32:  Barbara Bender, ‘Time and Landscape,’ Current Anthropology, vol. 43, no. S4 (2002) pp.S103–12. 
 P.104]  [33:  Bender, Stonehenge.]  [34:  Tilley, ‘Phenomenological Approaches to Landscape Archaeology’, p.271.]  [35:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.26]  [36:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.33]  [37:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality. Expanded edn (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), p.15. ] 

However, how far archaeologists can rely on their own present-day embodied experience to gain insights into the past has been heavily critiqued in the years since the publication of A Phenomenology of Landscape. Tilley’s central claim is that modern people share a basic physiology with people from the past and that key features of the landscape are unchanged over millennia, allowing an imaginative interaction with people and places of the past.[footnoteRef:38] Joanna Brück provides a useful summary of some of the key critiques of this central premise, including challenges to the implicit suggestion of a universal human body, pointing out that factors such as age, health and physical ability, as well as social and cultural differences, are likely to lead to different ways of experiencing the material world.[footnoteRef:39] Discussing some of the key critiques of Tilley’s phenomenological approach, Moyes has further suggested that it was seen by some as ‘excessively subjective, favouring a solitary individual, in this case one with male Western sensibilities, considered to be Colonialist and gender-centric.’ [footnoteRef:40] [38:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape.]  [39:  Joanna Brück, ‘Experiencing the past? The development of a phenomenological archaeology in British prehistory’. Archaeological Dialogues, 12.1, (2005), pp.45-72, p.45]  [40:  Moyes, ‘The Life and Afterlife of Phenomenology’, p.309] 

John Barrett and Ilhong Ko have similarly argued that whilst embodied encounters with landscapes may produce meaning, this can only ever be a contemporary meaning and cannot be understood as the thoughts of another person in the past.[footnoteRef:41] Kim Knibbe and Els van Houtert further add that there is a risk that the approach creates an ‘authoritative, all-knowing, anthropological narrator perspective’[footnoteRef:42] Thus, whilst Tilley agreed with Bender on the ‘multivocality’ and contested nature of place, it could be argued that his phenomenological approach has the potential to actually undermine rather than add to the sense of multivocal landscapes invested with a wide range of meanings.  [41:  John, C Barrett. & Ko, I. ‘A phenomenology of landscape: A crisis in British landscape archaeology?’ Journal of Social Archaeology, 9.3 (2009),pp. 275–294. Cites in Moyes ‘The Life and Afterlife of Phenomenology’.]  [42:  Kim Knibbe & Els Van Houtert, ‘Religious Experience and Phenomenology’, in Hilary Callan (Ed), The International Encyclopedia of Anthropology (2018). DOI: 10.1002/9781118924396.wbiea1929, p.8] 

Tilley himself referred to the lack of attention to power and control as having been a ‘major theoretical void’ in phenomenology.[footnoteRef:43] Knibbe and van Houtert have argued that it is unclear how this void can be addressed within phenomenological methodologies except by linking with ‘other domains of knowledge.’[footnoteRef:44] Julian Thomas and Matthew Johnson have similarly argued that phenomenology, whilst useful, should not be used a stand-alone methodology, but can be joined with other approaches to allow a more multifaceted and nuanced engagement with the archaeological record.[footnoteRef:45] Tilley also later suggested that phenomenological methodologies could be usefully combined with other post-processual methodologies.[footnoteRef:46] [43:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.26]  [44:  Knibbe and va Houtert, ‘Religious experience and Phenomenology’, p.8]  [45:  Moyes, ‘The Life and Afterlife of Phenomenology’, p.310]  [46:  Christopher Tilley, The materiality of stone. Explorations in landscape phenomenology, (Oxford: Routledge, 2004). Cited in Bruck, ‘Experiencing the past?’ p.57] 

This call to strengthen post-processual archaeology by combining different approaches was taken up by Bender and Tilley: working together, alongside others, both at Bodmin Moor[footnoteRef:47] and via a ‘Dialogue’ between the two scholars included as a chapter in Stonehenge: Making Space[footnoteRef:48], they illustrated how a depth of understanding of people’s relationships with landscapes could be created through combining analysis of social and political influences with insights into different people’s embodied experiences. Bender argued that this combined approach applied to Stonehenge allowed her to ‘mesh an understanding of embodied landscapes with a political landscape of unequal power relations.’[footnoteRef:49] Jeremy Burchardt agreed that Bender’s adding of a political perspective to landscape phenomenology helped to address some of the key criticisms of the approach.[footnoteRef:50] It can therefore be argued that Bender’s theory of contested space and Tilley’s phenomenological perspective can be utilised in ways that complement each other, allowing the development of richer understandings than either approach is able to achieve on its own. However, some have suggested adding yet more methodological layers to build deeper, more robust understandings. Moyes, for examples, suggests adopting Alison Wylie’s ‘cables and tacking’ model of archaeological investigation,[footnoteRef:51] combining post-processual approaches with a wider range of methods and methodologies to build more ‘complex and nuanced arguments.’[footnoteRef:52] [47:  Barbara Bender, Sue Hamilton, and Christopher Tilley, ‘Leskernick: Stone Worlds; Alternative Narratives; Nested Landscapes’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 63 (1997), pp.147–78. ]  [48:  Bender, Stonehenge.]  [49:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.38.]  [50:  Jeremy Burchardt, ‘From Field Walking to Phenomenology: A Review of Recent British Landscape Historiography’, The Historical Journal, 67 (2024), pp.583–609, p.603.]  [51:  Moyes, ‘The Life and Afterlife of Phenomenology’, p.317.]  [52:  Moyes, ‘The Life and Afterlife of Phenomenology’, p.317.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, both Bender and Tilley base their approaches on a view of landscapes as subjective, and seek to understand the ways in which relationships between people and landscapes are created and re-created. Both authors argue that the physical material landscape is not passive but is co-creative of place. Where the authors differ is in methodology and emphasis, and their approaches can be brought together to build a more nuanced and complex understanding of landscapes, helping to address some of the criticisms that have been levelled at each approach. Bender’s theory of contested space suggests ways in which power, politics and social relations can influence different people’s experience of the meaning of place, whilst Tilley’s phenomenological perspective helps to foreground the physical relationships and subjective personal experiences that help people and physical landscape co-create contested biographies of place. The approaches can thus be argued to be mutually supportive and complementary. However, it has also been suggested that those wishing to develop deeper, more nuanced insights into relationships between people and landscapes could go further still in layering multiple theories, methods and methodologies. 
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