Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological perspective?

   Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley are names that often both appear in literature when discussing post-processual and neo-Marxist approaches to landscape archaeology[footnoteRef:1] [footnoteRef:2].  They both offered an alternative perspective to the study of prehistoric society and culture, Bender through her theory of contested spaces, and Tilley through his introduction of phenomenology to archaeological theory. It is natural, then, to ponder whether the perspectives of these scholars are complementary, or if the merits of one should cause it to supersede the other. I posit that these theories are indeed complementary, as they bolster each other to create a framework for studying landscape that is both more theoretically and practically sound than either theory apart. Furthermore, through analysis of the Leskernick Landscape project, it will be seen that the combination of both theories, when applied to real-world research, results in an intriguing and academically valuable study of landscape. [1:  Fleming, Andrew. “Post-Processual Landscape Archaeology: A Critique.” Cambridge Archaeological Journal 16, no.3 (2006): 267–80. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959774306000163.]  [2:  Pearson, Mike, and Michael Shanks. Theatre/Archaeology. Routledge, (2005): 40] 


Bender’s Theory of Contested Landscapes
   In her book “Stonehenge: Making Space”, Bender presents her concept of contested space through an exploration of the history of Stonehenge[footnoteRef:3]. Beginning with medieval period and continuing into the present, Bender shows how groups with different degrees of economic, political, and social power experienced the Stone Stonehenge cite in different, and often conflicting ways. This is achieved through an analysis of both archaeological and literary evidence[footnoteRef:4]. The story that Bender unfolds is one focused primarily upon class struggle, from the ‘half-pagan’ medieval commoner cautiously worshipping the power of the stones and their appropriation by the Church as the work of the Devil[footnoteRef:5], all the way through to the commodification of British heritage and landscapes as resource to be owned and sold as capital[footnoteRef:6]. Bender’s approach takes great inspiration from neo-Marxist ideology, focusing particularly on a renegotiation of Marx’s historical materialism. Whilst Marx’s historical materialism focuses solely on economic and class factors as the primary drivers of societal change[footnoteRef:7], Bender contests that the scope of these factors must be ‘widened’ to include other imbalances of power, such as age, gender, and ethnicity[footnoteRef:8]. This, according to Bender, accounts not only for how society undergoes change, but also causes the narratives of landscapes to become contested. [3:  Bender, Barbara. "Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day." Chap. 4 In Stonehenge: Making Space. Berg, (1998): 100]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Ibid,, 102]  [6:  Ibid., 116]  [7:  Volle, A. "Historical materialism." Encyclopedia Britannica, November 2025. https://www.britannica.com/topic/historical-materialism. Last accessed 11 November 2025]  [8:  Bender, 1998, 131] 

   The most notable example of Bender employing this neo-Marxist historical materialist viewpoint can be seen when she examines the increase in willingness to damage the stones of Stonehenge up to the 18th century. Bender attests that as capitalist ideology began to flourish within society, that notion of the magic or deified power of nature, and in extension that of Stonehenge, were slowly abandoned in favour of viewing land as detached, impersonal and only useful in terms of its resource[footnoteRef:9]. However, this change in the narrative happened at different rates, depending on the socio-economic class in question.  For example, the lower ‘peasant’ classes, who were most likely farmhands and thus more situated in within the natural world, were less ready to abandon their reverence of the land as the more literate upper classes were. They shifted instead to view the perceived magic of the Stones as a resource, with records of people chipping off pieces of bluestone for their reported medicinal qualities[footnoteRef:10]. This is a stark difference in behaviour to the late medieval commoner, who worshipped the stones instead of destroying them. This is also a different narrative to the more literate, upper classes of the time, who had more quickly dismissed the ‘magic’ power of the stones, and instead sought the land and the physical material from Stonehenge As such, Benders theory of contested space attributes the unequal power dynamics between different socio-political groups as the driving factor towards the and interpretation (and appropriation) of landscapes.  [9:  Ibid., 106]  [10:  Ibid., 104] 

   A critic to Bender’s work may argue that her work is too subjective and emotionally charged in tone to be considered unbiased. Bender is certainly a passionate writer, even going as far as admitting that her work on the contested landscape of Stonehenge was conceived partially out of anger[footnoteRef:11]. It is clear from her writing that she believes in, and cares deeply about, what she’s saying. This should not be used as a critique against her work. Equating her passion to a lack of authority in her work perpetuates the harmful stereotype of the hysteric woman[footnoteRef:12], which is not only morally reprehensible but also falls for the ad hominem, or personal attack, logical fallacy. As such, this is not a valid critique of Bender’s theory of contested space. A more credible critique of Bender’s position would be to question how one should determine which narrative(s) or history(ies) of a given landscape provide the correct perspective. Bender presents us with multiple, contradictory voices, but provides us with no justification as to which we should listen to, thus weakening her theory.  [11:  Ibid,. 131]  [12:  Kaasila-Pakanen, A.-L., & Mandalaki, E. “Hysterically y-ours: Reclaiming academic writing as a hysterical practice”. Organization, 32(1), (2023): 53-79. https://doi.org/10.1177/13505084231198436 ] 


Post-processual Archaeology
   Before we begin to discuss Tilley’s phenomenological perspective of archaeology, we must first understand the intellectual movement that his work was born out of. As the name suggests, post-processual archaeology was developed in answer to processual archaeology, an intellectual tradition dating to the 1950s and 60s predicated on the positivist view that objective knowledge of past socio-cultural dynamics can be attained through applying the scientific method to the archaeological record[footnoteRef:13]. The processual framework emphasises the use of a hypothetico-deductive approach, where researchers begin with a hypothesis about past societies, deductively reasoning what archaeological evidence would be found if this hypothesis were true, and, finally, reviewing the archaeological record to determine whether the hypothesis can be validated. Archaeologist Lewis Binford was the driving force behind this approach, attesting that this framework could transform the practice of archaeology into a rigorous science[footnoteRef:14]. [13:  Johnson, Amber L. "Processual Archaeology." In Encyclopedia of Archaeology, edited by Deborah M. Pearsall, New York: Academic Press, (2008): 1894-96]  [14:  Britannica Editors. "Lewis R. Binford." Encyclopedia Britannica, (April 2025). https://www.britannica.com/biography/Lewis-R-Binford. Last accessed 10 November 2025] 

   However, a group of Cambridge archaeologists in the 1980s, including Tilley, argued that this positivist stance of archaeology ultimately fails to provide the objective truths it purports to uncover[footnoteRef:15].  Instead, post-processualism was conceived on upon the importance of interpretation, with varying levels of ‘radical’ shift from the logical positivist perspective[footnoteRef:16]. Tilley held a particularly strong relativist view of archaeology, attesting that there is no rational way to assign truth or falsehood to opposing accounts of the past, and such interpretations are always done through the interpreter’s political or moral system[footnoteRef:17]. This relationship between the human interpreter and the pasts they wish to understand underpins Tilley’s subsequent work, including his phenomenological perspective of landscape.  [15:  Hodder, Ian. "Burials, Houses, Women and Men in the European Neolithic." In Ideology, Power and Prehistory, edited by Daniel Miller and Christopher Tilley, Cambridge University Press, (1984): 53]  [16:  Shanks, Michael. "Post-Processual Archaeology and After." In Handbook of Archaeological Theories, edited by R. Alexander Bentley, Herbert D. G. Maschner and Christopher Chippindale, Bloomsbury Publishing, (2007):135]  [17:  Shanks, Michael, and Christopher Tilley. Social Theory and Archaeology. Polity Press Cambridge, (1987): 195] 


Tilley’s Phenomenology of Landscape
  Tilley’s “A Phenomenology of Landscape” is considered to be the first instance of phenomenology, the study of structures of experience as they appear to their subject or experiencer[footnoteRef:18], being introduced into archaeological methodology[footnoteRef:19]. Tilley begins his treatise by considering the nature of space, and how it is experienced. One perspective he explores is that of empiricist objectivism, which would attest that there is a purely objective reality, in which ‘perception’ is simply a causal action upon an organ that then registers as sensation[footnoteRef:20]. In this view, there is no subject who perceives, just objects exerting forces upon one another. Diametrically opposed to this the cognitive idealist view that reality is ultimately constructed by the mind, and as such objects, and the spaces they are situated, exist only in relation to the subject or consciousness perceiving them[footnoteRef:21]. These views, Tilley argues, are insufficient in conceptualising what it means to experience space, because they fail to address systematically evade the problem of the phenomenon of perception[footnoteRef:22] Instead, Tilley employs the works of philosophers Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty to argue that conscious subjects are “beings-in-the-world”, with fundamental condition of their existence predicated on their integration and engagement with the spaces they inhabit[footnoteRef:23].   [18:  Smith, David Woodruff, "Phenomenology", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/phenomenology/ accessed 10 November 2025]  [19:  Rowlands et al, 2024]  [20:  Tilley, Christopher. "Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives." A phenomenology of landscape: Places, paths and monuments (1994): 13]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  Ibid., 13-16] 

  Tilley then applies this understanding of space and place to anthropological and archaeological understandings of landscape. Tilley argues that the relationships between peoples and landscapes were traditionally interrogated from a functional or adaptive perspective, disregarding cosmologies and symbolism attached to the land.[footnoteRef:24] This creates a view of landscapes as passive, with human activity occurring within them only to the extent of their ‘usefulness’. However, Tilley attests that this is of limited usefulness as a perspective, as it separates the mental processes of the conscious being from the world they inhabit, instead of honouring the integrated nature of both the being and the world they move through. As “beings-in-the-world”, human activities are imprinted into the landscapes, which can hold these echoes to be re-experienced by a future “being-in-the-world”[footnoteRef:25]. As such, Tilley advocates for the archaeological researcher to use their body as an instrument to engage with the landscape as a means of understanding past human activity.  [24:  Ibid., 22]  [25:  Ibid., 27 ] 


  One critique of Tilley’s phenomenological perspective is that it misunderstands Heideggerian phenomenology. Scholars Barrett and Ko distilled Tilley’s phenomenological perspective into the following three claims:
1)  The archaeological record cannot be understood without a human presence. Meaning arises in a human engagement with material conditions.
2)  The body is the medium through which this engagement occurs.
3)  By using his or her own body as the medium of engagement, the archaeologist can encounter a past Being-in-the-world, and in doing so, grasp the meaning of the archaeological record. (Barrett and Ko, 2006)[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Barrett and Ko, 2006] 

  It is the third claim, Barrett and Ko argue, that is flawed, as they view this as a subjective epistemological claim, which conflicts with Heideggerian phenomenology[footnoteRef:27]. However, this critique is only valid if Tilley is asserting that “truth” is to be found through his methodology. However, Tilley does not assert this and is clear in his belief that no interpretation of the past can be lorded as ‘absolute truth’ over others. As such, this critique of Tilley’s phenomenological perspective is flawed. [27:  Barrett and Ko, 2006] 


  Another critique of Tilley’s phenomenology of archaeology is that whilst it presents an interesting approach for analysing contemporary world, it fails to provide a framework of the right order for archaeological investigations. Archaeologist Chris Chippindale argues this point, attesting that “Very good work in, for instance, architectural history - such as Franklin's recent study of the Victorian social order as that is shown in the plans of country houses - gets by perfectly well without much interest in theory at all (Chippindale, 1984: 229)[footnoteRef:28]. This argument alone is not very compelling, as its underlying sentiment of ‘if it isn’t broken, don’t fix it’ fails to engage with Tilley’s argument at all. However, it does bring to light that Tilley’s phenomenological perspective in this form, whilst it has a strong philosophical grounding, lacks a practical application to bolster its defence. [28:  Chippindale, Christopher. "Daniel Miller & Christopher Tilley (eds): Ideology, power and prehistory.” Cambridge: University Press, 1984. Antiquity 58, no. 224 (1984): 229-230.] 

  In summary, Tilley argues that spaces are not containers for human action, but rather are mediums for and outcomes of it[footnoteRef:29]. Landscapes, in this schema, are understood as the physical and visual form of the earth as a setting in which human-created locales are both situated, shaped and linked together by movements and narratives [footnoteRef:30]. As such, Tilly attests that investigations of landscapes should be structured around the placement, orientation and movement of conscious subjects moving with and through these spaces. [29:  Ibid., 10]  [30:  Ibid,. 34] 


The Leskernick Landscape project
  Given that Bender and Tilley were contemporaries with similar scholarly interests, it is unsurprising that they in fact collaborated, alongside archaeologist Sue Hamilton, on the Leskernick Landscape Project on Bodmin Moor. Their paper “Leskernick: The Biography of an Excavation” is based on their first season of work surveying and excavating at Leskernick Hill, Bodmin Moor, and serves both as a preliminary report of their findings, and a treatise for their methodology[footnoteRef:31]. [31:  Bender, Barbara, Sue Hamilton, and Christopher Tilley. "Leskernick: the biography of an excavation." Cornish Archaeology 34: 58-73, (1995): 58] 

  The resulting work combines quantifiable data with subjective observations; in one paragraph we learn both that the Leskernick stone row is approximately 300 metres long, and that Rough Tor to the east has a “spiky fugitive silhouette” (Bender et al, 1995)[footnoteRef:32] . This shows the team’s commitment to honouring the value of multiple research methodologies. The work itself is interspliced with diary entries and even poetry, preserving the mental processes of the team as they experienced and were impacted by the landscape. And, most importantly, their paper displays the process of interpretation and re-interpretation by each individual researcher as they experience the land in their own way. The Leskernick project therefore combines both Bender and Tilley’s theories to create an immensely valuable piece of scholarly work. [32:  Ibid] 

  To conclude, Bender’s theory of contested spaces provides a valid and insightful explanation for how multiple conflicting narratives of landscapes arise through the employment of a modified version of Marxist historical materialism. What Bender does not do, however, is provide a philosophical justification for selecting the ‘correct’ narrative, or explain the existence of multiple, conflicting ‘truths’. On the other hand, Tilley presents a theory for the introduction of phenomenology into archaeology that, whilst it is theoretically sound, requires more in-world context to bolster. Apart, these are two controversial but interesting theories, however combined, as in the case of the Leskernick project, they flourish. Bender’s and Tilley’s theories are therefore not only compatible but also mutually reinforcing, fostering a deeper and more comprehensive approach to landscape archaeology. 
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