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Introduction:
This essay evaluates whether Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space is complimented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective. Bender and Tilley both use the theory of phenomenology. This essay begins by defining phenomenology. First the theory of phenomenology as used by archaeologists and anthropologists is briefly given. Summaries of Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space and Christopher Tilley’s research into the phenomenology of landscape are then presented. Finally, the question  if Tilley’s phenomenology perspective compliments Bender’s theory of contested space is explored.

Phenomenology:
Phenomenology is a theory that seeks to understand people’s perception of the world through experience and consciousness.[footnoteRef:1] Unlike the theory of functionalism, which excludes the researcher’s experience, phenomenology includes the experience of the researcher as an aspect of their fieldwork in the research. As a philosophical theory, phenomenology begun through the work of Edmund Husserl. Within archaeology, phenomenology came to prominence in the 1990’s through the work of anthropologists like Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley in their research into how people both interact with and are influenced by place, space and landscapes. The inhabitation of place, space and landscape is subjective, all are created through human activities.   [1:  Tim Darvill, ‘Phenomenology’, Concise Oxford Dictionary of Archaeology, 3rd edn (Oxford University Press, 2021) <https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/acref/9780191842788.001.0001/acref-9780191842788-e-3103?rskey=RfhETR&result=1> [accessed 14 November 2025].] 


Barbara Bender’s Theory of Contested Space:
Bender contends that because people’s viewpoints including their outlook, perceptions, beliefs, politics are all individual and different, and these differences result in space being contested.[footnoteRef:2] Bender has used her theory of contested space in fieldwork including Leskernick Hill on Bodmin Moor in fieldwork that she undertook with Christopher Tilley and Sue Hamilton,[footnoteRef:3] and in her research into Stonehenge as a contested place.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Contested Landscapes Movement Exile and Place, ed. by Barbara Bender and Margot Winer (Berg, 2001). P.4]  [3:  Barbara Bender, Sue Hamilton, and Christopher Tilley, ‘Leskernick: Stone Worlds; Alternative Narratives; Nested Landscapes’, Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 63 (1997), 2014/02/18 edn, pp. 147–78, Cambridge Core, doi:10.1017/S0079497X00002413.]  [4:  Barbara Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge’, Man, 27.4 (December 1992) (1992), pp. 735–55, doi:https://doi.org/10.2307/2804172; Barbara Bender, Landscape: Politics and Perspectives (Explorations in Anthropology), Berg, 1993; Barbara Bender, Stonehenge Making Space (Berg, 1998); Contested Landscapes Movement Exile and Place.] 

Bender has summed up her research into the Stonehenge landscape as: 
[working] … across the grain of historical narrative in an attempt to move towards a more multi-faceted analysis of the ways in which people’s experience of the land is shaped and changed, and the way in which the land engages with experience rather than simply reflecting it.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge’. p.752] 


Bender’s working “across the grain of historical narrative,” [footnoteRef:6] is her attempt to go beyond theories and methodologies especially functionalism which is the most widely used theory in archaeological and anthropological research. Bender is critical of the practice within functionalism where the researcher’s viewpoint and experience are not included in their analysis of their research. Bender argues that the practice of the researcher in keeping their views and experience outside of their research is a limitation of functionalism. She argues that it does not encourage the researcher to think about people’s presence in the landscape or the landscape as an active agent in its relationship with the people who are actively embodied within it.[footnoteRef:7] Bender criticises the British human geographer, W.G. Hoskins as seeing the landscape as being a fossilised element of the past.[footnoteRef:8] In contrast to functionalism, phenomenology is a theory that promotes the inclusion of the researcher’s own experience - making them a participant observer. Bender’s emphasis on the role of landscape as an active agent in shaping / influencing people’s experiences as embodied in the landscape also underlines the place of functionalism as a product of western academic culture that sees landscape as a mute commodity the property of an elite, rather than  seeing landscape as a holistic living entity in which people are an active part and have a living relationship with the landscape.    [6:  Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge’. p.752]  [7:  Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge’. p.735]  [8:  Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge’. p.736] 

A major element of Bender’s theory about contested landscapes and her use of phenomenology in her research on Stonehenge, also allows her to discuss people’s interaction with the landscape as a way of understanding their worldview/cosmology.[footnoteRef:9] Bender notes that people have different views about landscape which results in landscape and the socially constructed elements of space and place being contested. This includes different worldviews/cosmologies. One example of how different world views/cosmologies lead to contested space / contested landscapes that Bender discusses is the clashes between ordinary people and the police in the summer of 1985. This was when access to Stonehenge at the time of the summer solstice was violently contested.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge’. p.752]  [10:  Bender, Landscape: Politics and Perspectives (Explorations in Anthropology); Bender, Stonehenge Making Space; Contested Landscapes Movement Exile and Place.] 

In her research into contested space, Bender has also sought to include examples of contested space as a global issue and in this to include the voices of indigenous non-western researchers most of whom are researching and writing from the viewpoint of belonging to an oppressed group/society who have a past of repression by western colonial powers in which they lost the landscapes in which they were traditionally embedded in. This aspect of Bender’s research not only underlines her theory that space, place and landscape are contested, but it also an element of the phenomenological tenant that  includes the researcher’s experience. In this instance through the inclusion of the viewpoint of formerly repressed peoples. 
In her introduction to the edited volume ‘Contested Landscapes Movement, Exile and Place,’[footnoteRef:11] Bender explains that this edited volume is the product of WAC – World Archaeological Congress that was held in Cape Town in South Africa in 1999. Bender provides a summary of how WAC came to be founded in 1986 following a dispute over whether South African academics should or should not be included at the IUPPS – International Union of Pre and Protohistoric Societies conference that was due to be held at Southampton University in 1986. Bender talks about how WAC 1999 in Cape Town was populated by many white archaeologists and anthropologists who were in Bender’s words “tourists” in a country that had a long history of colonial repression, and which was then emerging from that past – a contested past in a contested landscape.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Contested Landscapes Movement Exile and Place.]  [12:  Contested Landscapes Movement Exile and Place. pp.1-2] 

What Bender doesn’t say in her summary is that the late Peter Ucko, an anthropologist was the driving force in the foundation of WAC. In the period 1981-1996, Peter Ucko held a chair in the archaeology department at Southampton University, and he was my personal tutor. From a phenomenological perspective I am discussing here my experience of WAC as the student of Peter Ucko. This was a narrative that was about creating a space / conference where the voices of non-western indigenous peoples and academics could be heard, as Peter Ucko was passionate about promoting opportunities for  repressed and underrepresented peoples. This is why the archaeology department at Southampton University in the 1990’s accepted students with disabilities onto the courses that the department offered. For me, reading Bender’s summary of WAC shows me that WAC impacted not only on non-western indigenous peoples, but also on many archaeologists and anthropologists. For Bender and her colleagues, the WAC meeting in 1999 allowed her to present her theory about contested space as an aspect of a living landscape.  

Bender formed her theory of contested space using phenomenology a theory which promotes the inclusion of the researcher’s experience. Bender’s theory of contested space provides a framework for understanding how space, place and the landscape are not mute, inanimate, but are active agents in an integral ecosystem. All three are constructed through the actions of people. This social construction is not always common; it can and often is contested. In studying how space is contested, Bender has sought to move academic understanding of space, place and landscape beyond the confines of the functionalist theoretical framework which has dominated archaeology and anthropology since the later nineteenth century. Bender’s discussion about the experience that she and her colleagues encountered at WAC in 1999 also underlines how academic research and knowledge including the act of presenting academic research can happen in a contested space.
To answer if Bender’s theory of contested space is complimented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenology perspective, a brief examination of Tilley’s work is required. 


Christopher Tilley’s Phenomenological Perspective:

Tilley’s research appears to be more theoretically based with less fieldwork than Bender. However, Tilley’s use of a phenomenological perspective was rooted in the fieldwork that he undertook in the 1980’s and early 1990’s in Cymru de / South Wales and in Wiltshire and which forms three chapters in his seminal publication on the phenomenology of landscape published in 1994.[footnoteRef:13] Tilley also worked within the framework of the Longue Durée that was developed by historians of the Annales School in France and used by many archaeologists.[footnoteRef:14] This also adds to the initial impression that Tilley’s research is more theory and little fieldwork. Rather than contested space, in his book about phenomenology and landscape, Tilley considers the place of the theory of phenomenology of landscape in small scale (non-western) societies and the role of landscape as an integral part of the cosmology of the members of the small-scale society. For example, Tilley explores the place of landscape amongst hunter-gatherer peoples such as the indigenous peoples in Australia in their cosmology of the Dreamtime.[footnoteRef:15] Tilley’s focus is solely on the elements of the cosmology of the indigenous peoples there is no discussion about the history of European settlement in Australia and how this impacted on the indigenous peoples in Australia.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, Berg, 1994.]  [14:  Christopher Tilley, Landscape in the Longue Duree: A History and Theory of Pebbles in a Peebled Heathland Landscape, UCL Press, 2017.]  [15:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Explorations in Anthropology), Berg, 1994. Pp.37-57]  [16:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Explorations in Anthropology). pp.37-57] 

 In his foreword to the edited volume by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady, ‘Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains.’ [footnoteRef:17] Tilley talks about the view that he had from his study window of the north facing scarp of the South Downs: [17:  Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady, Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, Bloomsbury Academic, 2021. Kindle edition] 

As I am writing this I can see the ridge top of the South Downs through my study window…Threaded               like pearls by Neolithic long barrows & far more numerous Bronze Age round barrows the ridge forms a memorious ancestral landscape in which temporality has seemingly been arrested.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Christopher Tilley, ‘Foreword’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady, Bloomsbury, 2021. Kindle edition location 130 of 6296] 

I grew up on the South Downs and this experience piqued my interest in landscape archaeology so Tilley’s account of his relationship and view of with the scarp of the South Downs and the many Neolithic long-barrows and numerous Bronze Age round-barrows on the South Downs evoked an emotional response in me because from my childhood home in the South Downs I could see the landscape of the part of the South Downs that was in my neck of the woods. 
Tilley is very eloquent in his description of what he can see. The use of description or as the anthropologist Clifford Geertz termed it ‘thick description,’ [footnoteRef:19]enables the researcher to express their own and others experience in a detailed way that conveys the environment and viewpoints of the action. Tilley provides an example of thick description when he refers to the “memorious ancestorial landscape in which temporality has seemingly been arrested.” [footnoteRef:20] This is a reference to the Long Neolithic the idea that the Neolithic remains in the numerous Neolithic monuments that are still found in the landscape.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  Clifford Geertz and Robert Darnton, The Interpretation of Cultures, Basic Books, 2017.]  [20:  Christopher Tilley, ‘Foreword’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady, Bloomsbury, 2021. Kindle edition location 130 of 6296]  [21:  Hookland, ‘The Long Neolithic: Notes From the Wyrd Lab Archaeologica Hookland, Dr K. Brophy and Putting the “Long Neolithic” into People’s Mouths’, letter, 27 August 2023 <www.x.com>. X / Twitter Message accessed on 15 November 2025] 

Tilley places himself within his research and in the landscapes that he has undertaken fieldwork in. The only exception is the chapter in his book where he discusses the use of a phenomenological perspective in small scale societies. Here he cites other archaeologists and anthropologist’s work. But the value of this chapter is that Tilley shows how the phenomenological perspective can be used to draw conclusions from others work. Tilley’s aim is to show the value of phenomenology as a theory and methodology in the study of landscape and place and space within the cosmology of the people who live in and an integral part of the landscape.
Is Barbara Bender’s Theory of Contested Space Complimented by Christopher Tilley’s Phenomenological Perspective?
Barbara Bender’s theory of Contested Space is complimented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective. While Bender uses phenomenology to show that in the landscape in places like Stonehenge space has in the past and remains contested by different groups of people. Bender uses phenomenology to show the contestations that have happened over landscapes and places such as Stonehenge over the Longue Durée. Bender also uses her own experience as a western anthropologist of presenting a conference paper at a place (South Africa) in a contested landscape. 
In contrast, Christopher Tilley’s work has not focused on contested space. Rather his research has used and contributed to the perspective of phenomenology of landscape to understand and show how landscape has been experienced by people in the past. In his research Tilley has also used phenomenology with the framework of  both the Longue Durée and although he doesn’t acknowledge it, Tilley is effectively using Clifford Geertz ‘thick description’ theory to show how it is possible to experience the landscape. Tilley shows how people are an integral part of the landscape, a landscape with which they have a relationship with – focusing on the cosmology of people especially those in modern small scale non-western societies such as the indigenous peoples in Australia. By focusing on these other areas that are alternative areas of research to the ways in which space is contested, Tilley’s use of phenomenology therefore compliments Bender’s theory of contested space. 
Unfortunately, there is not space in this essay to explore this topic further, but further exploration would include the work of authors who argued that place and space are social and culturally constructed. This includes the work of  Edward Casey,[footnoteRef:22] and  Denis Cosgrove.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  Edward S. Casey, The Fate of Place a Philosophical History (University of California Press, 1998).]  [23:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred (John Hopkins University Press, 2001).] 

Conclusion:
Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley have both undertaken their respective research using the theory of phenomenology in which they both place themselves as integral to their research. Bender has focused on the topic of contested space and landscape, while Tilley’s focus has been on the experience of landscape as a component of people’s cosmologies. In this Tilley’s use of phenomenology as a perspective does compliment Bender’s theory of contested space.
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