A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources


This essay compares and contrasts Barbara Bender’s chapter ‘Contested Landscapes:  Medieval to Present Day,’ from her book Stonehenge: Making Space with Christopher Tilley’s chapter ‘Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives,’ from his book A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments.
 Specifically, it will address the question of whether Bender’s theory of contested space is complemented by Tilley’s phenomenological perspective. In order to do this it will first examine the context of the chapters before briefly summarising them. It will then critically compare the chapters. First, it will use Lane’s framework of approaches to landscape study to examine whether and how Bender’s theory is complemented by Tilley’s perspective, finding that it is but that the reverse is also true. It will then go on to explore the chapters further, arguing that Bender’s narrow focus and political framework compared to Tilley’s wider focus and personal framework are important potential complementary factors.
Context and Summaries


As demonstrated by the overlap in their book and chapter titles, Bender and Tilley were both concerned with the interpretation of landscapes, and space more generally. The context of their work equally shares similarities. They are both professors at University College London, in Heritage Anthropology and Anthropology and Archaeology respectively. Both chapters in question were written in the 1990s, amid and involved in an academic shift regarding approaches to geography and archaeology that will be further explored later. Therefore it is clear that their work was addressed to a scholarly audience, including other academics. Furthermore, they were aware of one another. Stonehenge: Making Space included an interview with Tilley as well as other specialists. A Phenomenology of Landscape cited Bender’s earlier work, including as one of the scholars questioning ‘the usefulness of a “scientific” conception of space.’
 Indeed, the two worked together on an excavation at Bodmin Moor, papers about which were published in the late 90s.


However, the two chapters in question have somewhat different focuses. Bender’s chapter argued that landscapes have always been contested by parties with different agendas. To do so, it described the contests that have occurred around Stonehenge from the medieval to the present day. It focused strongly on the political; indeed she wrote that removing the political from the cultural ‘has to be resisted.’
 Therefore she sketched a contestation that reflects the power exerted over, and reclaimed from, the area from the middle ages to the present day. This was broadly chronological, though occasionally jumped backwards, for example into the fifteenth and then the fourteenth centuries under the heading ‘the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.’
 Reaching the modern day, she argued strongly against Stonehenge’s contemporary situation. (Some of what she covered in this chapter, first published in 1993 and then in this book in 1998, no longer applies, but much of it remains the same.) Here she continued her focus on the political, eventually from an explicitly Marxist view. She argued that Marx’s ‘social processes’ that create different experiences of space for individuals are highly visible at Stonehenge.
 Some of this argument was straightforwardly evidenced, for example in simply who is able to pay to attend.
 At times, however, the argument also appeared to be one of personal preference. Bender called the modern Stonehenge ‘tacky’ and claimed that ‘everyone freely acknowledges’ that the visitors’ centre is ‘botched.’
 Who ‘everyone’ is, and where they are acknowledging this, was not cited. In her conclusion, Bender herself brought in a late moment of reflexology, admitting that the chapter ‘is, towards the end, somewhat polemic…spawned in anger,’ but stated that it was intended to ‘justify the study of landscape…as something political, dynamic, and contested.’


Tilley’s chapter was instead published as the introduction to his book A Phenomenology of Landscape. He argued against the conception of space as neutral and unchanging that was popular in the ‘new’ archaeologies and geographies of the 1970s and 80s.
 Instead, Tilley argued, space is a medium which cannot be separated from the action that occurs within it, and it is entirely socially constructed, meaning that all people experience it differently.
 Therefore, he further argued, it ought to be studied phenomenologically. In his definition, ‘phenomenology involves the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject.’
 Via Heidegger and Merlau-Ponty, he focused on the physicality of phenomenological study, seeing ‘the body as the privileged vantage point from which the world is apprehended.’
 He then moved on to address other concepts that would be further explored in his book, such as the relationship between space and place, the politics of space, and the involvement of narrative in landscape. In all he drew on much previous literature in order to build a foundation that the rest of his book could rest on. Therefore the intention of his chapter was somewhat different from Bender’s. Nonetheless, his conclusion, if less polemical, was still an argument about what landscape is. Among other things, he argued that it is ‘an anonymous ‘text’ to be read and interpreted,’ ‘a mode of experiencing,’ and ‘a signifying system through which the social is reproduced and transformed, explored and structured.’


In summary, the context of these two chapters is quite similar. There was also some agreement between the two arguments, specifically that space is not neutral and is instead informed by the cultural, social, political, and personal experiences of anyone encountering it. However, Bender’s chapter had a narrower focus – primarily the history of the contestation of Stonehenge – while Tilley’s chapter took a wide ranging view in order to situate the rest of his book. These similarities and differences will form the basis of the analysis section of this essay, in order to explore whether and how the two chapters complement one another. 
Who complements whom?

Belden Lane wrote in Landscapes of the Sacred that there are three main approaches to landscape study: ontological, cultural, and phenomenological.
 Tilley’s chapter is professedly phenomenological. As for Bender, Lane defines the cultural approach as exploring ‘specifically [sites’] contested character, attending to the conflicting discourses continually staking claim and counterclaim to their efficacy and control.’
 This is what Bender’s chapter explored at Stonehenge, therefore it can be argued that hers is, by Lane’s definition, a cultural approach. Lane further stated that all three approaches were important for gaining a fuller understanding of space; that an ‘incisive reading’ could only come from ‘the multifaceted conversation’ of these ‘mutually self-correcting tools.’
 In short, in Lane’s view, the two chapters take approaches that complement one another. Moreover, Lane later argued that these categories are somewhat hierarchical, with phenomenology in part correcting for the limitations of the other approaches. To focus on the two in consideration here, Lane stated that phenomenology was ‘necessary’ for ‘taking the place itself into account’ where the cultural approach could give too much leeway for twisting a place into ‘anything one makes of it.’
 To complement implies a similar kind of directionality; one chapter would contribute additional context to the other in order to give the reader a fuller understanding. Under Lane’s framework, it would indeed be Bender’s cultural approach that is complemented by bringing in the context of Tilley’s phenomenology, and not (or to a lesser extent) vice versa.


However, the two chapters do not fit exclusively within these categories. Tilley’s chapter is in some parts cultural. He wrote that ‘spatial experience is not innocent and neutral, but invested with power relating to age, gender, social position, and relationships with others.’
 Though he did not focus on the contestation that arises from these experiences, he did occasionally refer to them, for example when he discussed the tensions between capitalist exploitation of landscapes and the environmental lobby that opposes this.
 It could therefore be argued that Tilley’s phenomenological approach is secondarily cultural. Conversely, where Bender’s chapter is primarily cultural, it also used some aspects of a phenomenological approach. In Tilley’s words, phenomenology is ‘the understanding…of things as they are experienced by a subject.’ 
 This is reflected where Bender admitted that the anger she experienced fuelled her understanding of Stonehenge’s contestation. Furthermore, Christopher Chippindale, in a review of the total book, called it ‘autobiographical self expression in the spirit, “This is what Stonehenge did for me.”’
 In short, it appears that Bender was in part using a phenomenological approach throughout the book. It may therefore be said that Tilley’s perspective complements Bender’s theory of contested space because she in fact uses it in order to make her argument. However, Bender has also been cited as an influential scholar in the field of phenomenology in her own right. While Tilley’s influence may be more straightforward - Matthew H. Johnson in his overview ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology,’ credited Phenomenology of Landscape as one of the foundational works that brought phenomenology from the philosophical tradition (first presented by Husserl) into landscape studies - Bender has also been credited as part of the same trend. 
 For example, Johnson included her in a group of postprocessural archaeologists who invested ‘much of the initial interest in the phenomenology of landscape.’
 He further called her earlier work at Stonehenge a ‘background influence’ on the development of landscape phenomenology.
 Therefore, while it can still be argued that Bender’s theory of contested space is complemented by Tilley’s phenomenological perspective, it can also be argued that Tilley’s phenomenological perspective is also complemented by Bender’s theory of contested space as it gives context as part of the scholarly backdrop into which he was publishing. Moreover, Bender’s aim with her chapter was to ‘justify the study of landscape…as something political, dynamic, and contested.’ 
 This is a part of what Tilley’s study of landscape aimed to do, as seen in his concluding argument that ‘landscape is…a signifying system through which the social is reproduced and transformed, explored and structured.’
 Therefore it may be complementary to read these chapters as part of the same call towards scholars to begin looking at landscapes in a new, specifically subjective, way. Given this, the following section will examine some of the ways each chapter complements the other.
In what ways?

Within the context explored above, the two papers’ contents may additionally be read as a complementary pair. Bender’s focus was narrow. Stonehenge was used as an example for a wider phenomenon of contested space, but even this broader argument remains predominantly centred on the political. Moreover, the projection of her argument was external. Though in part driven by her experience (her ‘anger’) it is an analysis of the forces that influence people to experience the site in particular ways.
 These may be religious, as in the case of the medieval church.
 In more recent times, she argued, Stonehenge has become a site of performed nationalism, as well as a place at which tourists could reflect on their own identities.
 Though she noted that ‘it is a mistake to assume that people are the passive recipients or dupes of the heritage industry,’ her primary focus was nonetheless on how this heritage industry (and prior exertions of power over the space) shaped its perception.
  Conversely, Tilley’s focus was wide. His chapter explores the idea of phenomenology, rarely using specific examples and never in as much depth. He mentioned the political forces that may influence the experience of an area, as well as arguing that ‘place is frequently derived from the stability of meanings associated with it.’
 However, the main projection of his argument was internal. His argument was one for personal, bodily experience of the landscape, of studying places that can be ‘visited, seen and touched.’
 Certainly this may be said to complement Bender’s concern for the ‘roped-off’ Stonehenge.
 It may be argued that Bender was calling for the public to be able to experience Stonehenge fully phenomenologically, rather than at a distance. However, Tilley’s internal projection and prioritisation of personal experience here is one of the things that critics of phenomenology have written about. In his literature review, Johnson puts forward his own critique that phenomenology ‘tends to assume…an unproblematic subjectivity.’
 Critics along these lines may argue that this is one way in which Bender’s work complements Tilley’s; its narrow focus and external projection drawing attention to the limits of subjectivity in anyone influenced by culture. 


In summary, as explorations of forces that lead to landscape interpretation, the two chapters may be argued to complement one another’s explorations by focusing in different directions. Earlier work by Bender on her specific example was part of the influence for Tilley’s wider perspective. Bender’s external projection, on the politics and culture that shape individuals’ perceptions of space, is complemented by Tilley’s argument to use these perceptions more deeply in landscape study. However, conversely, Tilley’s wider focus is complemented by the specificity of Bender’s study. Moreover, his potential unexplored subjectivity may be brought into focus through Bender’s direct exploration of the influence of politics and culture on individual perception.

Conclusion


This essay critically compared and contrasted Barbara Bender’s chapter ‘Contested Landscapes:  Medieval to Present Day,’ with Christopher Tilley’s chapter ‘Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives.’ By placing them in their scholarly context and summarising them, it found that there were basic agreements between the two arguments made, though their focuses were quite different. By using this as a foundation, it explored the question of whether Bender’s theory of contested space was complemented by Tilley’s phenomenological perspective. To do so it first explored them using Lane’s approach to categorising landscape studies. Lane had argued that phenomenological studies brought more context to cultural ones like Bender’s. Therefore, in Lane’s view, Bender’s theory was indeed complemented by Tilley’s perspective. However, this essay argued that Bender’s chapter also contained phenomenological elements, while Tilley’s contained cultural ones. Combined with the context of the development of landscape phenomenology, it could therefore also be said that Tilley’s perspective was complemented by Bender’s theory. From there, the essay briefly examined some of the ways each chapter could be complementary of the other by critically comparing their focuses and directionality. Where Bender’s focus was narrow and her argument externally directed, Tilley’s focus was wide and his argument more internally directed. Therefore, and in summary, the pair could be considered complementary as two chapters that argued for a new, ultimately influential shift in landscape studies from different angles. 
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