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Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective?
[bookmark: _Hlk123496296]Word count: 2250

This essay concentrates on two points Tilley made about the relationship of archaeology and landscape to show how his phenomenological perspective complements Bender’s theory of contested space.[footnoteRef:1] The first is direct human experience of movement of the body through space and time (especially the interpretation of this experience in the present to inform ideas of the past) and secondly, how landscape creates identity and influences social constructs.[footnoteRef:2] Johnson defines phenomenology as the ‘study of the structures of human experience and consciousness’ which means the study can only be a subjective endeavour.[footnoteRef:3] Tilley’s view is that landscape in general ‘has ontological import because it is lived in and through.’[footnoteRef:4] Bender agrees as she is interested in how people living and through a land are affected by how ‘those with economic and political power… appropriate the landscape’ and, particularly, how, these appropriations ‘have been contested.’[footnoteRef:5] People have to live through a land to claim and contest ownership of it. Bender and Tilley both situate the human, thinking and feeling, ‘within’ the landscape rather than operating on a purely objective or materialistic platform where artefacts and finds describe human past.[footnoteRef:6] They do so by lifting-up an ancestor like a doll – a persona useful for assigning traits – with full sensual faculties and has her ‘being’ in the landscape.[footnoteRef:7] Here, space ‘is experienced and created through life-activity, a sacred, symbolic, and mythic space – replete with social meanings.’[footnoteRef:8]  Like Ingold’s idea of the world as being a ‘meshwork of trails, which is continually being woven as life goes on along them’[footnoteRef:9] theirs is a complex perspective encompassing a multitude of voices each with their own and collective stories, interpretations, significance and layers of history where, ‘the world and the subject reflect and flow into each other through the body that provides the living bond with the world.’[footnoteRef:10] The particular sticking place for the ‘living bond’ for this discussion is the megalithic monument Stonehenge.  [1:  Henry Chapman and Benjamin Gearey, ‘Palaeoecology and the perception of prehistoric landscapes: Some comments on visual approaches to phenomenology’, Antiquity, 74.284 (2000), 316-319 (p. 316), <https://www.proquest.com/docview/217559834/fulltextPDF/345E48448139424BPQ/1?accountid=130472> [accessed 10 November 2023]]  [2:  Chapman, ‘Palaeoecology and the perception of prehistoric landscapes’, p. 316]  [3:  Matthew Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 41 (2012), 269–284, (p. 272), <http://www.jstor.org/stable/23270711> [accessed 13 October 2023]]  [4:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 26]  [5:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Oxford: Berg, 1998), p. 98]  [6:  Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, p. 278]  [7:  Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, p. 278]  [8:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 14]  [9:  Tim Ingold, Lines: a brief history, (London: Routledge, 2016), p. 85]  [10:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 14] 


Place v Space
Before comparing the theorists, it would be pertinent to clarify what is meant by space in this context and what particular quality it has. Here the ‘space’ of contested space is defined as a site of significance ‘for people’ in a landscape; further it could be said to become a sacred place because of the ‘relational significance’ it has in people’s lives in terms of producing meaning and memories.[footnoteRef:11] For Bender, Stonehenge ‘is (was) an important meeting-place, a place for spiritual and other sorts of other celebrations,’ ‘psychic forces’ and a ‘temple for the worship of the sun and the moon.’[footnoteRef:12]  Contested space suggests conflict and competition for its use, it is not a neutral space because many groups have staked their claim to the place. In a report for the Gaia Foundation called Sacred Sites, Thorley gives an overview of how particular sites across the world invite multiple claims with the ultimate goal being to encourage governments to protect and conserve these, mainly, indigenous sacred sites at threat of being exploited for their resources.[footnoteRef:13] His definition of a sacred site is useful in this instance to explain what a contested site is by replacing the religious with ownership as a focus: ‘[it] is a place in the landscape... which is especially revered by people, culture or cultural group as a focus of spiritual belief and practice or likely religious observance.’[footnoteRef:14] To further express this point, Ingold describes how the Walbiri people of Central Australia experience a sacred place as not having a boundary, ‘but rather the currents of life itself as it circles around a focus’ in the same way Stonehenge can be seen as a focus for many human groups over time; as such it can be called a sacred space. [footnoteRef:15] Therefore, Stonehenge is a sacred space because it is a contested space.  [11:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 11 and p. 24]  [12:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, pp. 128-129]  [13:  Anthony Thorley, Sacred Sites: An Overview, <http://www.gaiafoundation.org> [accessed 23 
October 2023] (2008), p. 13]  [14:  Thorley,  Sacred Sites: An Overview, p. 12]  [15:  Ingold, Lines: a brief history, p. 102] 


Bender and Tilley
Bender is an archaeologist and anthropologist based at UCL where she worked, it can be said, closely, with Tilley who is also an anthropologist, on landscape phenomenology. In 2008 they published a book called Stone Worlds together with Sue Hamilton that was a culmination of five years field study of Bronze Age settlements at Leskernick on Bodmin Moor.[footnoteRef:16] When not collaborating, they both tended to study similar Neolithic landscapes, usually close to London, and Johnson writes that these locations have contributed significantly to the whole field of landscape phenomenology.[footnoteRef:17] He called Bender and Tilley and their group - the ‘British post-processualists’  suggesting that Bender’s work on contested space at Stonehenge is one of the ‘background influences which fostered a climate in which interest in human subjectivity in the landscape’ in turn enabled the phenomenological approach to ‘flourish’ and become in vogue. [footnoteRef:18]  It cannot be denied that Bender and Tilley work collaboratively, therefore it follows that they influence and complement the other.  [16:  John Barrett, ‘Book Reviews’, American Journal of Archaeology, 113.3 (2009), 481–82 (p. 481) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/20627601> [accessed 13 November 2023]]  [17:  Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, p. 271]  [18:  Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, p. 271] 


A Non-reductionist Perspective[footnoteRef:19] [19:  John Barrett, ‘Book Reviews’, p.481] 

Tilley presents an alternative theory to the ‘new’ (yet still largely traditional) material archaeology and geography of the 70s and 80s where space was seen as a container set apart from the action of people inside it. In Tilley’s form of archaeology what people do ‘cannot be divorced’ from the landscape.’[footnoteRef:20] Bender seems to agree with this point as she criticises objective and traditional archaeological methods and approaches as failing ‘to promote a sense of the active presence of landscapes.’[footnoteRef:21] Bender focuses on the ‘cultural perceptions,’ experiences and descriptions of the people of Stonehenge.[footnoteRef:22] Tilley believed that academics would not be able to understand people's experiences of the past by looking at material remains – the researcher would have to take an interpretive leap where something ‘new transforms… understanding of place’.[footnoteRef:23] More on this in the following paragraph. This non-reductionist approach, focusing purely on imagining what our ancestors experienced has some critics in the field.  For example, notwithstanding the exclusion of the non-human, other perspectives such as astro-archeological or ecological ones are not accounted for and Chapman and Geary criticise the dominance of ‘considerations of topography,’ and ‘visibility’ which is ‘potentially flawed’ as well as the ‘lack of appreciation of environmental factors.’ [footnoteRef:24] Their paper outlines how Tilley, while walking in Bodmin Moor, describes a view over grassland that an ancestor would have experienced only for this theory to be questioned after archaeologists tested Neolithic bee pollen discovered in the area and found it contained mostly tree pollen, thus suggesting that there were no wide open vista as the landscape would have been covered in trees.[footnoteRef:25] They make a fine point that if ‘scientific data’ such as pollen finds are not a priority any understanding of the past will be ‘incomplete.’[footnoteRef:26] The last point to make about potential shortfalls of the phenomenological perspective is that it is essentially a ‘bottom-up construction’ and it may be unwise to construct a story of ‘collective representation’ of the culture of past from the individual who is based in the present.[footnoteRef:27] [20:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 10]  [21:  Barbara Bender, ‘Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge’, Man, 27.4 
(1992), 735–55 (p. 735) <https://doi.org/10.2307/2804172> [accessed 13 November 2023]]  [22:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 121]  [23:  Christopher Tilly and others, ‘Art and the Re-Presentation of the Past’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 6.1 (2000), 35–62, (p. 35) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/2660764> [accessed 13 November 2023]]  [24:  Chapman, ‘Palaeoecology and the perception of prehistoric landscapes’, p. 318]  [25:  Chapman, ‘Palaeoecology and the perception of prehistoric landscapes’, p. 318]  [26:  Chapman, ‘Palaeoecology and the perception of prehistoric landscapes’, p. 318]  [27:  Lionel Sims, ‘Entering, and Returning from, the Underworld: Reconstituting Silbury Hill by 
Combining a Quantified Landscape Phenomenology with Archaeoastronomy’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 15.2 (2009), 386-408, (p. 387) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/20527714> [accessed 20 October 2023]] 


Perception
Academics such as Johnson, Chapman & Geary and Fleming who criticise the phenomenological perspective conflate Bender and Tilley’s viewpoints because they have complementary theories. Fleming writes that theirs is an ‘imaginative’ approach.[footnoteRef:28] It is useful to look at interpretation here to see the similarities in the theories. Tilley and Bender put themselves into the landscape: Tilley walks and writes what he is experiencing through his five senses and Bender positions herself from the perspective of each group who contests the appropriated landscape. The difference is how they record their interpretations. Tilley’s writing is complex and difficult to read and it is sometimes hard to grasp the meanings as they are subjective to him, the writer as thinker, as walker, and not the actual Bronze Age ancestor he aims to be intuiting. The difficult language reflects the complexity of his theories; indeed Johnson argues that the texts are ‘deliberately poetic and allusive.’[footnoteRef:29] The danger of this is that it makes the writing and ideas expressed exclusive as if Tilley is maintaining ownership of the meaning where the interpretation remains with the writer and not the reader. This reader found Tilley’s writing complex and had to invest a lot of time making sense of his words.[footnoteRef:30] In comparison, Bender’s chapter on Stonehenge is punctuated with images such as photographs, drawings and cartoons to help with understanding her concepts. Not only does this reinforce her messages it is friendlier to people with different learning styles tying-in with the socialism of her multifaceted theories themselves where ‘a multitude of voices and landscapes through time’ mobilise, ‘different histories, differentially empowered.’[footnoteRef:31]  [28:  Andrew Fleming, ‘The Future of Landscape Archaeology’, in Landscape Archaeology between Art 
and Science: From a Multi- to an Interdisciplinary Approach, ed. by S.J. Kluiving and E.B. Guttmann-Bond, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012), pp. 461–470 (p. 463)]  [29:  Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, p. 274]  [30:  Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, p. 273]  [31:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 131] 

Although Bender’s work is more approachable, she also privileges a specific viewpoint of academic witness to class conflict and by doing so she excludes others. The art installations linked with Leskernick interpretations have been accused of ‘sensory hierarchy’ where adopting only visual perception means never getting the full picture.[footnoteRef:32] In the conclusion of her chapter, Contested Landscapes Bender reveals the reason for her study – it was ‘spawned in anger’ at ‘the Establishment’ of the modern day because of the unfairness of the class system that rewards the rich with ownership of the landscape.[footnoteRef:33] Thus, she was politically motivated. It is ultimately Bender and Tilley, with the privilege of academia who have the power over what is seen, spoken, heard, thought and felt in this particular view of the landscape and perhaps, because of this privilege, they are blind to their own influences of what they observe and bear witness to.  [32:  Yannis Hamilakis and others, ‘Art and the Re-Presentation of the Past’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 7.1 (2001), 153–156 (p. 154) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/2660841> [accessed 30 October 2023]]  [33:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 131] 


History and Power
Tilley suggests that places that are contested are divided between western or capitalist and non-western or pre-capitalist places and that they are ‘value-laden.’ [footnoteRef:34] Here, value is connected to ownership. As such, access to these places need to be controlled and managed and are ‘unlikely to be equally shared and experienced by all,’ because of the dominant social system in place.[footnoteRef:35] In the UK this system is capitalism.[footnoteRef:36] Bender makes the study of landscape political too: the word ‘landscape’ itself belongs to the ruling class who value it, she writes.[footnoteRef:37] Bender describes the history of sacred spaces such as Avebury and Stonehenge through ownership from medieval times to date (in this case, 1998 when she finished writing). Historically, organised religion, royalty and landowners battled with the commoners over access and claim to Avebury attempting to appropriate or destroy the stones[footnoteRef:38] until finally, the enclosure movement forced the commoners off the land altogether and solved the problem for them.[footnoteRef:39] Stonehenge, Bender wrote has claims on it from English Heritage, The National Trust and tourists (where access is controlled by the cost of the tickets where those who pay more get closer to the stones) as well as pagan and spiritual groups and travellers who converge at Stonehenge to celebrate summer solstice and other such rituals.[footnoteRef:40] But the group with the most power in this, as in most instances, is the owner of the stones: English Heritage.  Capital controls the history of Stonehenge by selling the experience that feeds into and reinforces the system by giving attention to ‘building, construction, planning, control’ that disappears the labour that ‘created the wealth.’[footnoteRef:41] [34:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 20]  [35:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, pp. 20-21]  [36:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 27]  [37:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 98]  [38:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 103]  [39:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 110]  [40:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 120]  [41:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, pp. 112 and 118] 


Identity
Here the discussion centres on the theme of identity across three modes - collective, cultural and individual. When it comes to places like Stonehenge, people engage and re-engage, appropriate and contest it and wherever they do, people create and dispute a sense of identity: whether it is to define a sense of self (my ancestors lived here) or to form a group identity (such as Druids or archaeologists who like to converge on such places) or to develop a national identity that helps a person describe herself as British or Celtic because they come from that particular place.[footnoteRef:42] A visit to such places creates memories and forms connections, it situates a person in history and establishes a lineage.[footnoteRef:43] For Tilley, ‘place is about situatedness in relation to identity and action.’[footnoteRef:44] Thorley explores this idea in relation to sacred space where the place is ‘the source of power and knowledge for a particular culture’ and this same dynamic happens in contested spaces like Stonehenge and Avebury. [footnoteRef:45] People return to a sacred place like Stonehenge to engage with it as it reaffirms who they are, as well as where and when they are in the world. It grounds them and enables them to feel attached to their ancestors.[footnoteRef:46]  Therefore, from a phenomenological perspective Stonehenge is always changing. It is multi-layered and a human-defined ‘social space’ where human experience creates and projects meaning that can define both the person herself, any groups or culture she belongs to as well as define the sacred place though time.[footnoteRef:47] [42:  Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’, p. 273]  [43:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 125]  [44:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 18]  [45:  Thorley, Sacred Sites: An Overview, p.  31]  [46:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 18]  [47:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 10] 


Conclusion 
This essay has argued that Bender’s theory of contested space is complemented by Tilley’s phenomenological approach as they are both concerned with human consciousness. It has focused on themes where the theorists are united: 1. the importance of imagination in interpreting the past (while situated in the present); 2. prioritising a particular social and political history and 3. highlighting the importance of sacred and contested place in identity formation. Bender and Tilley are colleagues who conduct field studies together and Bender’s work on Stonehenge was instrumental popularising subjectivity and human interaction with the landscape as basis for academic research in a variety of disciplines. Both researchers value subjectivity such as social context and experience through the body over objective facts and materialism like discoveries and ‘finds’ at individual sites. Although their approach is popular and has been for the past 20 years a few critics such as Johnson, Chapman and Geary have argued that it is only a blended approach encompassing both human experience and what they leave behind in physical objects that will give the most complete picture of the past.  
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