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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The UK higher education sector in which I work seems increasingly
marred by structural discontent, social disorder, and psychological vulner-
ability. 74 UK universities were recently involved in a sustained period of
industrial action disputing salary inequalities, pensions, insecure contracts,
and unwieldy workloads.! Distressing (and persistent) cases of sexist, rac-
ist, and xenophobic incidents on university campuses—including latterly
anti-Asian slurs related to the Covid-19 outbreak’—can mark these envi-
ronments as unsafe, toxic, and dangerous for those marked as ‘other’ to a
presumed normative identity. The university sector is also seeing unprec-
edented surges in anxiety and depression: many students struggle to man-
age on a daily basis, or withdraw entirely from their courses, due to mental
ill health; the numbers of students who experience suicidal ideation, and /
or go on to act on this, are alarmingly high.® Such scenarios are regretta-
bly, for many on university campuses, the forbidding current realities.
Many cite the ascendancy of neoliberalism—*a varied collection of
ideas, practices, policies, and discursive representations ... united by three
broad beliefs: the benevolence of the free market, minimal state interven-
tion and regulation of the economy, and the individual as a rational eco-
nomic actor’*—as a political, ideological, and discursive force in higher
education, as in part accountable for this state of affairs. Carol Mutch and
Jennifer Tatebe accordingly posit ‘universities as instruments of neoliber-
alism’, ‘academics as managed subjects’, and ‘students as consumers’.®
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Within such constructions there has been an associated tendency to accen-
tuate education as ‘product’ (a means to employment) as opposed to for-
mative ‘process’s:

Rather than promoting their potential to be uniquely-positioned spaces to
foster empathetic, civically engaged, critically thinking, and globally minded
change-makers, colleges and universities [too often] function as certifiers.
They sustain the ‘information-services-credentialing complex” by marketing
to social fears about gaining and maintain[ing] traction in the economy.”

Henry Giroux, from a US context, talks about the ‘corrosive effects of
corporate culture” which produces ‘self-interested individuals’ who are
content to ‘either ignore or cancel out social injustices in the existing
social order by overriding the democratic impulses and practices of civil
society through an emphasis on the unbridled workings of market rela-
tions’.® Martha Nussbaum similarly in her rousing tract, Noz for Profit:
Why Democracy Needs the Humanitie®—which calls out those neoliberal
dynamics within universities which lead to the perilous neglect of the arts,
humanities, and social sciences—laments the compulsion for voracious
economic gain, and the narrow (and mechanistic) identity models of ‘pro-
ductive citizens’ manufactured and marked by self-interest and disregard
for others:

Thirsty for national profit, nations, and their systems of education, are heed-
lessly discarding skills that are needed to keep democracies alive. If this trend
continues, nations all over the world will soon be producing generations of
useful machines, rather than complete citizens who can think for themselves,
criticize tradition, and understand the significance of another person’s suf-
ferings and achievements. The future of the world’s democracies hangs in
the balance.'®

Others see neoliberal forces as complicit in the marketisation of educa-
tion,'! the global rise of far-right politics leaking into university cam-
puses,'? and mental ill health experienced therein.!?

This book will give clear instances and specific examples where universi-
ties can be perceived as serving neoliberal purposes, but it will also suggest
that university campuses are contested spaces, where neoliberal demands
frequently and uncomfortably co-exist alongside other more affiliative val-
ues. Moreover, it is often these affiliative values which are under particular
strain from a neoliberal frame and therefore need specific defence and
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support as a primary objective and viable and meaningful operative mode
for higher education institutions. Accordingly I will ask how can the sector
reclaim the ‘university’, as the Latin etymological origins of this word indi-
cates—universus (‘whole, entire’)—as a collective, inclusive, safe, and
healthy community of ‘persons associated into one body, a society, com-
pany, community, [or] guild’?* I will also probe what moral principles and
competencies would need to be championed and instilled in university
cultures to build inclusive citizenship, positive associations with others,
and models of other-regard for campus communities to flourish.
‘Compassion’ will be posited as such a value, and bodies of emergent work
on compassion from diverse disciplinary perspectives will be drawn upon
here in reflecting on institutional, cultural, pedagogical, and lived experi-
ences within universities. Compassion, a term derived from the Latin ‘com-
patd’, meaning to ‘suffer with’, is understood in transdisciplinary terms “as
the noticing of distress and /or disadvantage to self or others, and a com-
mitment to take action to reduce it”.* Compassion is an ‘other-regarding’
response and prompt to action that bridges the interpersonal, intercul-
tural, and international. It stands in many ways counter to neoliberal
dynamics which focus on marketisation and competitive individualism. It
is also a value which is too scarcely taught, experienced, or advocated as a
principal purpose in higher education contexts. Kathryn Waddington calls
out this ‘Compassion Gap’ within the sector where instrumental views of
education in economic terms identify students as ‘consumers rather than
learners with power’.!® She invites reparative compassionate academic
reflection and practice through a threefold lens: (a) using narrative meth-
odologies and critical appreciative inquiry to ‘reveal, and rectify, failures of
compassion’, (b) encouraging brave whistle-blowing with regard to ‘dys-
functional organisational systems and processes’, and (c¢) promoting lead-
ership development to ‘include the application of skills of compassion in
organisational settings’.!” These lenses will be important and recurring
stimuli for reflection throughout the ensuing chapters of this book.
Tllustrations and case studies herein will be drawn primarily from my
own research fields and location: (i) theology, religion, and biblical stud-
ies, and (ii) disability studies. These fields can aid in tracing cultural, spiri-
tual, embodied, and material archaecologies of compassion. Beyond nested
illustrations, these disciplines too, I maintain, offer useful resources to
critically think with in relation to compassion and neoliberal university
dynamics, discourses, relationships, and values. Compassion has been pos-
ited as a trait common to many religions,'® particularly popularised within
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Karen Armstrong’s work on the Charter of Compassion (sece Chap. 3).Y
This Charter’s rallying call is

to make compassion a clear, luminous and dynamic force in our polarized
world. Rooted in principled determination to transcend selfishness, compas-
sion can break down political, dogmatic, ideological and religious boundar-
ies. Born of our deep interdependence, compassion is essential to human
relationships and to a fulfilled humanity. It is the path to enlightenment, and
indispensable to the creation of a just economy and peaceful global
community.?

Beyond a focus on compassion, Timothy Peters maintains that neoliberal-
ism itself functions in some ways as a quasi-‘religion’: ‘one which intensi-
fies liberal individualism and involves a faith in the market redefining all
social interactions in terms of contract’.?! And therefore ‘part of the solu-
tion may be a theological[ly reflective | one” in imagining alternative values
and forms of inclusion, participation, community, authority, sociality, and
corporate-ness to those centred on ‘neoliberal state’, ‘corporation’, or the
‘contracting individual’.?? Disability studies too resists neoliberal focus on
hyper-productivity, individual meritocracy, and a valuing of individual
bodies through capitalist economic lenses. Akemi Nishida, among others,
has shown not only how neoliberalism feeds ableism and sanism (prejudice
and discrimination against those bodies and minds perceived as ‘non-
normative’) but also how the social model of disability, and disability
advocacy, offers alternative models to a biomedical model which views
individual minds and bodies as problematic and in need of cure, to rather
celebrate diversity, justice, and ‘democratic ways of living’*® within organ-
isations and learning communities. In this sense, disability studies is poten-
tially incredibly useful in identifying and framing ways in which types of
‘othering’ occurs (in relation to ‘other’ non-normative—*‘dis-abled’ bod-
ies—often marked along intersectional lines of gender, race, mental ill
health, etc.) in neoliberal institutions. The European, and more broadly
Western, academy traces its origins to an Enlightenment scientific para-
digm which constructed the disembodied (and often white, male, able,
and sane) scholar as a ‘rational subject positive outside of time and space’.?*
This has inevitably mitigated against an embodied regard for the other in
both practice and certain cultural discourses within the academy.

I will also critically reflect on illustrations and incidents from within the
particular institution in which I am employed—the University of Exeter—a
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Russell Group, research-intensive university, in the South West of
England.?® The University of Exeter has in particular advocated compas-
sion and intercultural competence and sought to develop (among other
initiatives) compassionate anti-racist pedagogies and compassionate
approaches to mental ill health, within its institutional culture. In this
sense, it offers an illuminating case study for this book. Much of my work
here is drawn from my experience in institutional educational leadership,
and therefore accents and focuses on student voices, lived experiences, and
practical interventions within programmes. As Covid-19 erupted, certain
themes in this project have been sharpened and given greater urgency as I
wrote the manuscript. Reflection on an emerging re-imagination of values
based on collaboration and connectivity within the pandemic, as opposed
to individual competition, offers a unique opportunity to re-imagine and
re-figure higher education along more compassionate lines. This book’s
aims can therefore be summarised as threefold:

(a) To trace selected cultural constructions of compassion within my
own field of biblical studies. Employments of compassion within
Western discourses can often be traced in some way to classical and
biblical texts, including in the current Covid-19 era which has vari-
ously cited compassion as a primary objective in different spheres.

(b) To ofter through the examples of disciplinary case studies in theol-
ogy, religion, and biblical studies, and disability studies, the valuing
of compassion as a primary objective in affiliative communities pos-
its this as both challenge and alternative to neoliberal dynamics and
discourses.

(c) To trace and evaluate, through the University of Exeter institu-
tional case study, the beginnings of a move to embed compassion
within a whole institutional approach. Also the practical interven-
tions, challenges, and transformations that have been (and con-
tinue to be) demanded as a result. Whilst there has been a lot of
literature generated in different disciplinary domains on compas-
sion, seldom are these transdisciplinary insights critically synthe-
sised in relation to diverse aspects of a single institution’s life (from
curricula to sexual misconduct).
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OVERVIEW OF Book

Chapter 2, ‘A Prolegomenon to Refiguring the Neoliberal University:
Reading with Early Christian Traditions of Compassion in the Throes of a
Pandemic’, will seek to trace the emergence of so-called catastrophe com-
passion (affiliative responses within and after crisis situations). Tracing
selected cultural histories of compassion within biblical traditions (in par-
ticular ‘the view from the ditch’ in the parabolic ‘Good Samaritan’ tradi-
tion) and their ‘afterlives’ and receptions (including in the midst of
Covid-19), this chapter will argue that the present moment provides an
opportunity, like never before, for neoliberal imaginaries to be transformed.

Chapter 3, ‘Envisioning Compassionate Campuses: Critically Probing
Organisational Values and Mission Statements’, will posit compassion as a
value which has been at the fore-front of instruction for affiliative com-
munity development in many spiritual and religious traditions, profes-
sional care bodies, and justice systems throughout history.?® Most crucially,
the tutelage and conventions of compassion in such traditions often delib-
erately develop mutual regard for those beyond the known or agreeable
(unmarked) ‘us’.?” Visions of modern secular universitics as sites of forma-
tion for ‘intellectual virtue, in sustaining vibrant communities of inquiry,
and in serving the public good’*® and for the development of ‘moral com-
passion” will be central. Compassion-centred institutional examples out-
side higher education, including Armstrong’s ambitious development of a
‘Charter of Compassion’, a principle she sees as lying at the heart of many
religious, ethical, and justice-driven traditions, and Britain’s National
Health Service (NHS), will be employed as examples to ‘think with’.?
This chapter will then trace higher education institutions across North
America and the UK, who have variously signed up to or sought to imple-
ment the charter or moralised compassion, within their organisational
cultures.

Chapter 4, ‘Compassionate Curricula? Northern and Southern
Epistemologies and Cognitive [In-]Justice’, will employ southern, femi-
nist, and postcolonial perspectives to trace the outcomes of global knowl-
edge economies patterned by colonial histories and north-south
inequalities. Focusing on biblical studies and disability studies, here south-
ern perspectives will be seen as important stimulants for destabilising and
limiting the dominant and dominating ‘global north’ patterns of know-
ing.%® Such perspectives are critical sites for cultivating compassionate and
intercultural competent modes of learning. Attuned to the politics of
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citation with regard to geography, gender, race, ability, and epistemologi-
cal diversity, we must honestly ask ‘Whose methodologies and worldviews
do we privilege?” ‘Who are we reading?’ “Who is excluded?” “‘Why and how
can we address this?”3!

Chapter 5, ‘Compassionate Campus Climates: Confronting Privilege
and Prejudice with Compassionate Citizenship’, will focus on the han-
dling, fallout, and institutional reforms emerging from highly publicised
racist incidents on campus at Exeter.?? It explores the prejudices arising
from both ‘whiteness’ and ‘laddish masculinities” and interventions based
on compassion and other-regard which have been integrated institution-
ally to seck to prevent prejudice, bigotry, and hate speech/crime.3?

Chapter 6, ‘Compassion and Kindness: Refiguring Discourses of
Student Mental Health and Wellbeing’, traces an institutional response to
the Universities UK Stepchange: Mental Health in Higher Education
Framework’* particularly regarding (a) neoliberal discourses surrounding
student mental (ill) health and wellbeing within the institution and (b)
whole campus ethos and interventions, with compassion, care, and kind-
ness in particular promoted. Informed by critical disability studies, this
chapter will outline associated models of slow scholarship—subverting
neoliberal transcripts of time, performance, and hyper-productivity—
which are known causes of distress.

Chapter 7, [ Mis|Directed Compassion? Power, Sexual Violence, and
Misconduct in the Neoliberal Academy’, will take a number of high-profile
cases in biblical studies, religion, and theology relating to sexual violence
and staff sexual misconduct. It will petition for a ‘detoxifying’ of the cur-
riculum whereby individual convicted scholars’ ideas, despite their indi-
vidual renown or celebrity, are not preserved or perpetuated at the expense
of their victims. It will also explore compassionate reforms in the Church
of England in this area, to think about ways in which restorative practice,
focusing not just on individuals involved nor single case management but
rather more thoroughgoing processes of collective and cultural change
within institutions, can be achieved.

In short, this book is an invitation to critically reflect on selected aspects
of the neoliberal identity, discourses, and practices of the higher education
sector, and propose compassion (focusing attention on those frequently
rendered ‘other’ by dominant transcripts) as a viable alternative and mean-
ingful operational mode and purpose for universities. Whilst ‘suffering’
might well be an inevitable part of all organisational lives,® surely higher
education should never be a perpetrator, but rather always an incubator of
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preventative forces against such suffering. In William Kahn’s terms, uni-
versity campuses must re-conceive of themselves as ‘care-giving institu-
tions’*® in which human beings in all their diversity can feel safe, flourish,
and succeed. Leaders of compassionate campuses would not fear stepping
outside the dominant neoliberal transcripts, or venturing beyond the rou-
tinely accepted, to rediscover, imagine, or co-design inclusive models of
citizenship, that have at their centre values which generate kindness,
respect, and genuine openness to collaborate and connect with others, and
serve the public good.
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CHAPTER 2

A Prolegomenon to Refiguring
the Neoliberal University: Reading with Early
Christian Traditions of Compassion
in the Throes of a Pandemic

In spring 2020, amidst UK lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic,’
medical students at the University of Exeter opted to graduate early and
join colleagues in the National Health Service (NHS) caring for commu-
nities across the UK. The Vice-Chancellor commended their compassion,
courage, and service to others, and how ‘humbled and inspired” he felt ‘by
their selflessness’:

Now, in the time of our greatest national and global crisis since the Second
World War, we see the young people of this country and of our University
standing up to be counted and making huge personal sacrifices.?

Whilst ‘the themes involved [in] plague[s] and people are ancient’ (divine
wrath and judgement, and /or protection of elect and apocalyptic refigur-
ing of future worlds),* the ways in which roles and identities can transform
in such situations continue to be enlightening and instructive. Covid-19
will be posited here as a ‘prolegomenon’ to refiguring the identity and
vision of the neoliberal university: in particular, in relation to northern
hegemony, discourses of mental ill health, and systems of prejudice and
privilege (all themes to be developed in later chapters of this book). The
pandemic provides an opportunity to address the vision of the modern
UK neoliberal university and promote compassion as the centre of this re-
imaging. In this current moment within higher education, delivery and
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