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‘Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective?’
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Introduction
Barbara Bender discussed contested space, or landscapes, in her book, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford, Berg 1998). Focusing on a period of several hundred years, she explored how this well-known landmark has been claimed and controlled by those in power and how these attempts to own and use the landscape have been contested the non-ruling classes with differing relations with the place.[footnoteRef:21683] Historical context, Bender claims, is critical to understanding the story of contested landscapes.[footnoteRef:1619]  [21683:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p.98.]  [1619: Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p.100.] 

Another perspective on human relationship with landscape can be found in Christopher Tilley’s book, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994). Phenomenology is a philosophy which understands landscape as non-neutral and existing independently from human perception while emphasizing subjectivity as a critical variable to the study and interpretation of geography.[footnoteRef:15528] Tilley’s work is a discussion on space and place with a focus on the human relationship to each.  [15528:  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, Phenomenology of Perception (London: New York: Routledge & K. Paul; Humanities Press, 1974), p. vii; Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p.12.] 

Although Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum claim ‘Landscape is a study that belongs to nobody,’[footnoteRef:22757]  the adoption of a phenomenological approach to the fields of geography, archaeology and anthropology might also lead researchers to assert that landscape is a study that belongs to everybody. However, the history of these fields challenges both claims as historical context places them within cultural-specific systems of knowledge, methodology and value.[footnoteRef:2685] Through this lens, the politics of a place becomes relevant to its essence and emphasizing subjectivity in interpreting landscapes increases the scope for understanding a place. Invariably, contestations have occurred based on how humans have experienced a place, become attached to it and have kept it in their memories.[footnoteRef:27798] Focusing on Bender’s explorations of power, appropriation and identity over three distinct eras, this paper critically examines if her theory of contested space is complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective. [22757: Tilley, Christopher and Kate Cameron – Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (London: UCL Press, 2017), p.1.]  [2685:  Atalay, Sonya, 'Indigenous Archaeology as Decolonizing Practice', American Indian Quarterly, 30 (2006), pp. 283.]  [27798:  Lane, Beldon C., Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), p. 218.] 


Medieval Stonehenge
Bender’s first era of examination of Stonehenge centers on contestations between the Church and the commoners.[footnoteRef:28143] Although both groups shared a magical understanding of the power of the landscape, the Church made use of their perceived superior authority and began to impose definitions and distinctions over the land and people which served to further divide and create claims to the space. This was achieved through clerical documentation and physical appropriation of the land.  [28143:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 101-104.] 

Belden Lane suggests that, ‘Theologians find it hard to escape the rigid dualism of sacred and profane, subject and object, nature and supernature.’[footnoteRef:28448] So, as the Church looked to distinguish itself from the ways of the old pagan religion it began to more readily assert truths of dualism putting itself on the side of good and those who contested on the side of bad. The common people, necessary yet mere laborers, became grim representations of lower class with the farthest reach to heaven. Despite being eventually forced by the Church to destroy the stones, the local inhabitants retained their respect for the mystical power of the place by treating the dismembering with care and vigilance.  [28448:  Lane, Beldon C., Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), p. 66.] 

Maintaining a phenomenological perspective could support a contextual understanding of the Church’s struggle to control this ancient site and poses dilemmas to real questions of power, appropriation and identity. Phenomenologically, the power of a place is inseparable from the day-to-day lives of those who encounter and associate with it.[footnoteRef:27776] The relationship between a place and its people is mutually created and bonds of meaning are acquired throughout history and in living memories. The Saxons had created a meaningful culture in relation with Stonehenge and this sense of identity was not readily replaced while their lifestyles remained in daily connection to the land. These meaningful attachments to the place were not abstractions, but themselves powerful and tangible forces which affected the reality of the landscape.[footnoteRef:28011] [27776:  Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 27.]  [28011:  Bender, Barbara, 'Time and Landscape', Current Anthropology, 43 (2002), pp. S104.] 

A phenomenological, or material perspective requires a physical relationship to a landscape through the sensing body.[footnoteRef:24239] During this time, clerics and commoners were physically engaging with Stonehenge in separate ways. Although Bender wrote that the ’Church physically appropriated the stones,’[footnoteRef:9023] it was the bodily labor of the local laypeople who were tasked with the building up or breaking down. The landscape and the common people remained physically unified despite attempts to define and retain the power of the place within the confines of the Church narrative. Meanwhile, the Church had already associated the stones with the Devil creating a complicated relationship for itself with the place, one which required proximity for power and appropriation, but distance from ideological evil to serve identity with the holy.  [24239:  Tilley, Christopher and Kate Cameron – Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (London: UCL Press, 2017), p. 5.]  [9023:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 102.] 

Bender’s account of Stonehenge during this medieval period is in alignment with Tilley’s phenomenological claim that the experience of a place is not neutral, but deeply informed by sociopolitical and economic relations amongst the inhabitants of the place and between the inhabitants and the place itself.[footnoteRef:13137] However, it is still uncertain that a phenomenological methodology is sufficient for understanding Bender’s contested spaces. Even though the memory of Stonehenge could be said to have lived on in those who were forced to dismantle it, if phenomenology is a return to the physicality of a space, the space was still destroyed by the will of a particular group, thus redefining its very existence into non-existence. Perception remains important in the continued study of Stonehenge in this historical context and ’perception is defined as access to the truth.’[footnoteRef:10233] For whom and by what means access is acquired and how and which truths are believed are essential information to the study of knowing a place.  [13137:  Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 11.]  [10233:  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, Phenomenology of Perception (London: New York: Routledge & K. Paul; Humanities Press, 1974), p. xvi.] 


The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries
Bender continues her anthropologic account of Stonehenge in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by focusing on the remaining tension between the Church and the commoners.[footnoteRef:19759] Midway through this period, the Church’s aim to demonize pagan beliefs and center spiritual power within their own system had been somewhat of a success, as many of the local inhabitants of the land no longer appeared to regard the stones as spiritually significant. Although a utilitarian approach to the stones became more common, the Church continued targeting pagan beliefs which paradoxically served to make pagan associations with the stones more powerful.[footnoteRef:30533] Tilley’s phenomenological perspective explains that different perceptions of a landscape simultaneously exist and define because landscape is not only part of ourselves but also both inside and outside of each individual body.[footnoteRef:8095]  [19759:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 104-112.]  [30533:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 105.]  [8095:  Tilley, Christopher and Kate Cameron – Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (London: UCL Press, 2017), p. 5.] 

Thus, the varying social classes, with varying bodily relations to the land, contributed to the changing of the landscape in numerous ways. Along with the Church’s abiding interventions, the literate class began to adopt a kind of anti-phenomenological perspective, one in which nature became something detached from themselves. Here, Bender introduces the State as a key player in contextualizing Stonehenge as part of an emerging national identity.[footnoteRef:3982] She outlines how improvements in surveying, mapping and dividing the landscape as well as the in increased flow of capital into the countryside contributed to control and distribution of knowledge, resources and nature itself.  [3982:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 107-109.] 

Tilley’s phenomenological perspective regards a space not as a container for the actions of others, but as a subject in and of itself, inseparable from the others and a co-creator in said actions.[footnoteRef:7242] In this approach there is an understanding that one’s subjective experience of a place is real; however, it is one of potentially infinite experiences which are also real and could align or seem paradoxical but are nonetheless just as true. To apply this perspective to Bender’s theory of Stonehenge as a contested space, it must be understood that the perspectives of all players matter equally to defining the space and that ’the house itself is not the house seen from nowhere, but the house seen from everywhere’.[footnoteRef:5927] The evidence of this time period disputes this perspective.  [7242:  Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 10.]  [5927:  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, Phenomenology of Perception (London: New York: Routledge & K. Paul; Humanities Press, 1974), p. 69.] 

Although phenomenology can be considered inclusive or even egalitarian, it has been criticized for a lack of supportive evidence and self-reflection.[footnoteRef:1923] It might be argued that those who embody the Church, State, common class and new wealthy class of the seventeenth and eighteen centuries individually experienced the collapsed mind/body dualism[footnoteRef:29920] and defined the place subjectively with their corporeal relations to the Stonehenge. However, this perspective lacks sufficiency and depth to alone compliment Bender’s theory.  [1923:  Johnson, Matthew H., 'Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology', Annual Review of Anthropology, 41 (2012), pp. 276-277.]  [29920:  Tilley, Christopher and Kate Cameron – Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (London: UCL Press, 2017), p. 6.] 

Although Bender attempts to draw attention to the contestations of the lower classes, it is clear that, ‘some voices remain muted. The voice of the labourer, or of women of any class,’ are omitted completely from the records.[footnoteRef:5114] The study and methodology of indigenous archaeology is all too familiar with the exclusionary dominion of the ”others’” narrative, perspective, actions and records of a place.[footnoteRef:29353] Bender reveals that the silencing of certain voices is important to the struggle for power, appropriation and identity. This silencing, a willful denial of the subjectivity of all human inhabitants, along with the omission of any acknowledgement of agency from the Stonehenge itself makes applying a phenomenological perspective to the case study during this era unsatisfactory.  [5114:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 112.]  [29353:  Atalay, Sonya, 'Indigenous Archaeology as Decolonizing Practice', American Indian Quarterly, 30 (2006), pp. 282.] 


Contemporary Stonehenge
Bender’s final era of exploration centers on the tension between the establishment of private and public property and the efforts to protect Stonehenge based on concepts of identity.[footnoteRef:1741] As discussed, the previous centuries saw the landscape around and including Stonehenge divided and sold. After the Industrial Revolution working-class citizens began to demand restored access to the land. The idea of Stonehenge as a commons for the people of the nation was debated philosophically and financially in the final decades of the 1800s. Eventually, preservation prevailed via exclusion and capitalism when Stonehenge became a museum, accessed only by payment and in a sense, severing it corporeally from the common people.  [1741:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 112-130.] 

The concept that a person or an organization can own the landscape is not universal.[footnoteRef:26456] There is a divide between indigenous and western archaeological views of the landscape which are embodied intergenerationally and still, in the living people called to a place.[footnoteRef:12096] In this modern era, many have made claim to Stonehenge and some get to go in, and some do not.[footnoteRef:29970] The State has attempted to define Stonehenge as part of a shared national identity however, the prioritization of those with power and wealth in the decision-making process has excluded those who may claim rightful access due to a phenomenologically intersubjective relationship with the place. [26456:  Tilley, Christopher and Kate Cameron – Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (London: UCL Press, 2017), p. 11.]  [12096:  Johnson, Matthew H., 'Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology', Annual Review of Anthropology, 41 (2012), pp. 275; Ingold, Tim, Lines: A Brief History (New York: Routledge, 2007), p. 103.]  [29970:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 122-130.] 

The sacred memory of a place and the subjective will to retain, preserve, reclaim and practice that sacredness is a challenge to capture.[footnoteRef:8637] Phenomenological perspectives have broadened archaeological and anthropological understandings of a place, but indigenous people and their descendants still require a need for the self-determined reclamation of embodied experiences which are directly related to Stonehenge.[footnoteRef:13520] Tilley asserts that a, ’centered and meaningful space involves specific sets of linkages between the physical space of the non-humanly created world, somatic states of the body, the mental space of cognition and representation and the space of movement, encounter and interaction between persons and between persons and the human and non-human environment.’[footnoteRef:14538] If each of these criteria must be met to satisfy a phenomenological perspective, the contemporary history and present management of Stonehenge may therefore call into question its very essence as a meaningful place since those who contest its appropriation and control remain excluded from physically engaging with it freely.  [8637:  Lane, Beldon C., Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), p. 217.]  [13520:  Northwood, Lucy, ‘Sacred Bodies in Sacred Spaces: Investigating whether western body theory is a valuable tool for interpreting Hindu ritual space’, International Journal of Student Research in Archaeology, 1 (2016), pp. 80; Redvers, Nicole, The Science of the Sacred: Bridging Global Indigenous Medicine Systems and Modern Scientific Principles (Berkley: North Atlantic Books, 2019), p. 109.]  [14538:  Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 10.] 

While it may be possible to apply a phenomenological, or subjective and material approach, to the contemporary study of Stonehenge, it is important to acknowledge that the sensing phenomenologist himself often shares the same demographic with those historically in power and control of contested landscapes.[footnoteRef:31281] Thus, conclusions about a place whether reached phenomenologically or not should be critical of the temptation to explain a place in universal terms such as of ’our’ deeply held national heritage.[footnoteRef:7091] If phenomenological landscapes are experienced in practice, in the lived experience of those in relationship with a place,[footnoteRef:26853] then a complimentary phenomenological approach to Stonehenge as a contested landscape would be served by more emphasis on the silenced perspectives of those who have, over the centuries, contested. [31281:  Johnson, Matthew H., 'Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology', Annual Review of Anthropology, 41 (2012), pp. 277.]  [7091:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 120.]  [26853:  Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 23.] 


Conclusion
Barbara Bender’s theory of Stonehenge as a contested landscape is an anthropological study seen through a sociopolitical lens. She followed the power-over, appropriation of, attempts to define and resulting contestations of Stonehenge over three distinct eras and acknowledged that the historical change in people’s perspectives of the landscape depended on who they were and where they were found within systems of religion, class and national identity.[footnoteRef:10435] It was a seminal work which aimed to give voice to the historically silenced.  [10435:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 106-107.] 

Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective holds that landscapes are defined by subjective perception. Phenomenological landscapes acquire a history through the interconnectedness of events experienced there and the identities, biographies and actions of the people in relationship with them.[footnoteRef:24991] In a later work, when discussing the phenomenological perspective on embodiment he concludes that ’landscapes are invariably contested,’ essentially agreeing with Bender that political and economic interests inform how people view a landscape.[footnoteRef:27357] [24991:  Tilley, Christopher, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 27.]  [27357:  Tilley, Christopher and Kate Cameron – Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (London: UCL Press, 2017), p. 10.] 

By examining both theorists’ works it is clear that Tilley’s phenomenological perspective does compliment Bender’s theory of contested spaces, however it is not a sufficient methodology in and of itself to satisfy her anger towards English Heritage and Establishment.[footnoteRef:12812] She makes distinctions between different kinds of landscapes, phenomenological and others, and shares a plea for ’more open-ended theorizing that questions disciplinary boundaries’.[footnoteRef:19725] This makes space for more fields to support both the studies of contested spaces and phenomenology such as, sensory anthropology, somatic ecology and indigenous archaeology. For a more complete examination of contested spaces and phenomenological landscapes, multi-disciplinary ’methodology for collaboration of descendent communities and stakeholders around the world’[footnoteRef:22881] is needed. Then, researchers would be better equipped to simultaneously consider the agency of landscapes themselves, the perspectives of the historically marginalized and more of the ways in which bodily experience, memory, culture, gender and time contribute to the study of spaces and places.  [12812:  Bender, Barbara, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chap 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’), p. 131.]  [19725:  Bender, Barbara, 'Time and Landscape', Current Anthropology, 43 (2002), S103-S108]  [22881:  Atalay, Sonya, 'Indigenous Archaeology as Decolonizing Practice', American Indian Quarterly, 30 (2006), pp. 292.
] 
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