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‘Bothy culture’: toward a new ethics for the university 

 

Emerging from the shadows 

Standing on the threshold of a new chapter, our brains swam empty and light. ‘Perhaps we 
can write our way out of the darkness’, said Elizabeth. ‘I love that!’ exclaimed Nini. As a 
counsellor and psychotherapist, Nini was more accustomed to writing her way into things, as 
a way of making darkness visible. ‘We just need to strike a match’, said Annie, rummaging in 
her pockets. ‘The flame won’t last, but then what does? At least we’ll be able to make out 
some vague contours. Who knows, we might even be able to move beyond the shadows and 
advance a more affirmative vision of life and work in the university. Let’s begin.’ Whoosh. 

Suddenly, as if from nowhere, Elizabeth produced a candle. Nini and Annie smiled in gratitude 
at their capable friend. It didn’t occur to them to wonder how or why Elizabeth had a candle 
in her rucksack. They sat around the flickering flame, determined to think their way out of 
their current impasse, to consider forms of resistance to the consumer culture of the 
contemporary university. They were mindful of an observation by a friend and colleague that 
‘acquiring knowledge [or in this case exhibiting knowledge] is often less important than 
learning how to live with our knowledge’ (Smith 2016, p. 278). Immersed in the soft light, 
revelling in the intimacy of the darkness, they soon fell into their old ways, nourished by 
community, conversation and the richness of their differences.  

‘I was thinking back to an episode in The University Listening Project, the short film about the 
purpose of the University made under the auspices of the Chaplaincy at the University of 
Edinburgh’, said Annie.1 The others leant forward and listened in, trusting that their friend 
had a dim awareness of where their conversation was heading. Theirs was a relation founded 
on receptive joy; in the cessation of productive or manipulative activity they would listen and 
hope for understanding to surprise them (Noddings, 2013, p.145). They shared an intuitive 
awareness that there was something inherently nourishing about shadows, doubt and 
hesitation; and something profoundly enlivening about uncertainty. How many times had 
they told each other that not-knowing is nothing to be frightened of? During one of their 
previous encounters, Nini had shed some light on the work darkness does inside us. 
Psychoanalytic thinking, she had pointed out, is an embodied process of intuitive, reflexive 
‘sensing’ rather than a cognitive or investigatory endeavour. Bollas (2017, p.139) refers to this 
as the ‘unthought known’, something that is ‘known’ at an experiential level yet remains 
intellectually and linguistically inaccessible to the conscious subject. The unthought known 
recalls the il y a of Emmanuel Levinas, that is to say ‘what remains after [the] imaginary 
destruction of everything … a presence, as the place where the bottom has dropped out of 
everything, an atmospheric density, a plenitude of the void, or the murmur of silence” 
(Levinas 1987, p. 46).  The unthought known draws us in; it makes us intensely aware of the 
familiar strangeness of things, and, indeed, the strangely familiar. It influences how we think, 
act, perceive and relate to others and to the surrounding world at an implicit level. Embracing 
the unthought known means being able to stand back and yet stay immersed in the world. It 
allows us to rest in the half-light of truthful unknowing, bathed in shadows and light.  

The flickering light of the single candle makes visible the mystery of Nini’s face. There she 
was, their friend and colleague, the very embodiment of the unthought known and the 
unknown known. ‘Only what is human can truly be foreign’, she said. ‘The rest is mixed 
vegetation, subversive moles and wind.’2 They sat in silence for a few moments, conscious of 
the movement of the air outside the bothy and the dim rustlings within.3 
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Psychoanalysis and education play in the dark, explained Nini. They are both fields of inquiry 
that address what commonly eludes sense making, what cannot readily be understood. In 
psychoanalysis as in education – and indeed many other fields of human endeavour – it is 
reverence for what is unsaid yet palpably felt that keeps alive the passion for truth, for human 
connection.  

Freud (1937) once described education, psychoanalysis and government as the ‘impossible 
professions.’  What he meant by this was that an unsatisfactory outcome was more or less 
guaranteed in each case. In education and in psychoanalysis, this impossibility ‘resides in the 
fact that they are both oriented towards constructing insights through relational, 
collaborative encounters between, say, a lecturer and students or an analyst and analysand’ 
(Pirrie & Fang 2021). In UK-government circles during the Covid-19 pandemic there was 
widespread evidence of dysfunctionality in relational, collaborative encounters. The vitiation 
of human relationships between those in senior positions in the UK government was 
abundantly clear at a time when the general public was being exhorted to ‘pull together’ and 
to act in the common interest. Freud could not have anticipated that government would have 
become ‘impossible’ in the more recent use of the term, i.e. ‘impossible to deal with or 
recognise’, ‘out of the question’.  

‘I’ve been thinking about listening as a form of attention, a hovering between shadow and 
light’, said Elizabeth, trimming the wick of the dancing candle. ‘It brings with it a far better 
quality of appreciation than reaching a compromise or trading in opposites.’ ‘It’s so 
interesting you should say that’, said Annie, who had been sitting quietly for some time while 
images from the film she had mentioned flickered somewhere in her imagination. ‘I think 
you’re right about dichotomies. You’ve said before that more oscillatory approach to 
dichotomies is required.’ Elizabeth had previously entreated scholars to ‘resist simple 
polarisation and be honest about the terms they use’ (O’Brien, 2021, p. 1). The three friends 
sat in silence once more. ‘Let me tell you about the film, said Annie, suddenly. ‘There were 
some scenes that have stayed with me. I think they might help us navigate the dichotomy 
between shadows and light in the university.’ ‘Look’, exclaimed Nini. ‘There are more candles 
over here, in little glass jars. Pass the matches.’  

Scenes from The University Listening Project 

At a mere 15 minutes long, the film The University Listening Project, which was made under 
the auspices of the Chaplaincy at the University of Edinburgh, addresses what it means to 
‘belong’ to a university. The question that the film-maker Tracey Fearnehough and the 
Chaplain Harriet Harris set out to address in the process of making the film was as follows: 
‘how do we thrive in the contemporary university, and keep doing what we are doing with 
grace and pleasure?’4 This resonates with the central theme of this book, which considers the 
university as a place of shadows as well as enlightenment, and implicitly invites suggestions 
about how we go on in such circumstances. As the editor of this volume has pointed out, the 
university certainly has the potential to be a place for community, for refuge, for 
enlightenment, and for the careful questioning of knowledge. But it can also be a place for 
visceral ambition and intellectual cowardice, blinkered individualism and professional 
competitiveness.  

The intention of the filmmakers was to listen to students and staff, and to record their 
experiences, rendering them visible through a series of arresting images that capture the 
morphology of the university, its form and structure. We are made aware of the sheer scale 
of the enterprise in HiEdBizUK5 without being forced into its shadow. We see serried ranks of 
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students behind banks of flickering screens; the click clicking of the access gates in the 
university library as all those who have their being in the university, students and staff, are 
counted in and counted out, 24/7, clocking on and clocking off. We see the slip-sliding of 
elevators as they glide up and down edifices that seem to have been built on an industrial 
scale. We see shiny surfaces that are frictionless, mechanical, signalling relentless efficiency. 
And yet, we catch glimpses of small intimate gestures, of exasperation or quiet desperation, 
as when a window on a computer screen closes unexpectedly, when something freezes, or 
when hard-wrought text suddenly disappears without warning. We see intimate tête-à-têtes 
between colleagues or classmates as they take a break on a park bench near the university 
library. Last but not least, we see the talking heads, up close and personal. We are made 
gloriously aware of the wonderful diversity of the university community. The participants, the 
people, students and teachers, are filmed at closed range. We can see the texture of their 
skin. We can almost sense its temperature. We note minor imperfections or the glossy 
smoothness of flawless complexions. In short, we see our colleagues in their full humanity. 
We see their blushes, their bristles, their teeth; we hear gales of laughter and note the subtle 
facial movements that indicate quiet resignation or regret, rampant joy or quiet contentment.  

In short, we feel that we are in the same room. It is as if we have been granted access to an 
intimate sphere, where the warmth of humanity contrasts sharply with the smooth 
functioning of a major player in the business-industrial complex. Film is a perfect medium 
through which to explore the interplay between shadows and light, in the literal and 
metaphorical sense. The viewer is also afforded insights into the relationship between public 
spaces and civic society, where the university is a manifestation of the latter. The students 
come and go, talking of Michelangelo perhaps, there outside the Library, fluttering like the 
pigeons filmed against the dull grey sky.  

One of the participants in the film, a lecturer well into his middle years, attributed the 
challenges faced by the university to issues of scale.  

‘It’s about the scale of internationalisation. Over the last ten years we’re heading fast for 
50 per cent international students. The scale of the university is very different, the sheer 
size is order of magnitude different. It’s the difference between a village and a city. It’s 
very hard to have a single, cohesive community of about 50,000 people, from all around 
the world, with innumerable different backgrounds and interests.’ 

‘It’s the difference between a village and a city’, said Annie to no-one in particular. Before she 
could go on Elizabeth looked across to Nini and said ‘You’re cold. I can see that you’re 
shivering.’ Nini lowers her head, burrowing deeper into the spin of her chequered scarf, 
hunching her shoulders. ‘I’ll light the fire’, said Elizabeth. The keeper of the flame set to work 
while Nini cradled a candle in a glass jar. They sat in silence for quite some time, caught up in 
the myriad relations Annie had described, staring into the flames, basking in the warm 
atmosphere of the bothy. 

Mothlight: navigating the dichotomies between shadows and light 

Mothlight, said Annie, out of the blue. Nini and Elizabeth looked quizzically at their friend, her 
face partially illuminated by the light of the fire. They were used to her flying off at a tangent, 
but they had learned just to let her roll. She always came back to them in the end.  

‘Mothlight is the name of a short experimental film (4 mins) made in 1963 by Stan Brakhage’, 
explained Annie. She went on to describe how there was no narrative in Mothlight, as in the 
rest of his oeuvre: there were no characters, and there was no sound – except for the whirring 
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of the projector which simulated the sound of the beating wings of an insect. For Brakhage 
was prompted to make the film by observing moths flying into candlelight or lightbulbs and 
burning themselves to death: a fateful collision of shadows and light. This wasn’t a film in the 
ordinary sense of the term. Entranced by the sublime in everyday life, Brakhage meticulously 
collected the wings of the dead insects and pressed them between two strips of 16mm 
splicing tape, along with flower petals and blades of grass and other minute objects found in 
nature. The strips were then contact-printed to allow projection and the film was shown at 
art-house cinemas and film festivals all across Europe and the U.S. Like the other ‘films’ made 
by Brakhage, Mothlight comprises a series of flickering images. There is a constant interplay 
of shadows and light as minute and inert objects are enlivened by a flickering oscillation 
between the figurative and the abstract. Brakhage claimed that his films showed us ‘what 
thinking looks like’.6  

Nini glanced across at Annie and smiled. ‘I love the way you are attending to the sublime in 
what’s around us all along’, she said. Annie laughed. ‘I have no doubt that you have more to 
say on revitalising the sublime’, said Annie. ‘But for a moment I thought you were going to 
compare two ‘impossible’ women from two impossible professions with moths to a flame’. 
Nini smiled as she recalled the occasions when they had ‘gone too far’ in the exercise of their 
professions. Professing too much can be a cardinal sin in the contemporary university. 
‘Heaven preserve us from the egomaniacal inferno of the ‘luminary’, said Elizabeth softly, as 
she probed the fire with a long stick. ‘Moving from light into shadow is certainly one way of 
thinking about following a train of thought into a place of questions’, she observed. ‘It is not 
intuitive to seek a position where educators and their students see less clearly, but Simone 
Weil challenges the advantage clarity affords.’  

Nini listened intently. She listened to what the others were saying, and to what was going on 
inside her. Elizabeth’s observations touched upon the fundamental issue of how we make 
ourselves available to be ‘used’ by the other (Winnicott 1969). It is the therapist’s speculative 
playfulness that enables her to navigate the unlit realm of the client’s unconscious world. The 
therapist, through attending to and sitting with a client, listens to the feelings and internal 
disturbances aroused in her by the person sitting opposite her. She endures this unsettling 
state of ‘not-knowing-yet-experiencing’. Only then she can truly allow herself to sense into 
the silent agonies of the client and facilitate authentic dialogue with them. This is a place 
where old relational wounds may be revealed and explored in the present. This is where the 
client is welcome to play with the therapist’s tentative wonderings of ‘perhaps’, ‘maybes’, 
and ‘as-ifs’. There is nothing to teach the client that they don’t already know. 

Using reason ‘makes things transparent to the mind’, which does not make the problem 
clearer, but rather removes the dust from the window of our thinking (Weil 2002: 132). We 
see through that which is transparent, just as Brakhage affords us access to the sublime by 
rendering those moth wings translucent. Seeking clarity may move the thinker on from their 
question, but in fact the clarity gained partly determines the lens through which they view 
the world. Gaining clarity in this way both allows one to see and changes how one sees. Weil 
warns that reason should be employed respectfully, that the view it provides is of ‘the true 
undemonstrables, which are reality’ (ibid). Reason and ‘mothlight’, the dappled interplay of 
shadows and light, enable us to understand that we might better appreciate and attend to 
the incomprehensible. Weil invites us to imagine vision and understanding in a new way, by 
being open to seeing while not understanding, and to the power of our attention.  
‘Absolutely’, said Annie, embracing the categorical in an entirely uncharacteristic manner. She 
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recalled a question posed by a student to a colleague in another institution: ‘Is it supposed to 
be this hard?’ Annie had previously reflected on what made this student’s question so 
intriguing. Questions like this can make educators feel uncomfortable as they force them to 
attend to what the question does (or even what it ‘knows’) rather than to treat as a request 
for ‘explanation, clarification, or perhaps even simplification’ and to counter it ‘with an 
invitation to knowledge’ (Pirrie 2018, p.9). Questions of this type challenge the ‘reactionary 
order that characterises contemporary education: namely, the primacy accorded to students’ 
steady and disciplined progress towards the realisation of pre-determined learning outcomes’ 
(ibid.) ‘Staff aren’t immune from these pressures either’, Elizabeth observed. As Mahon and 
Henry (2021) point out, the pressure to produce ‘research outputs’, generate ‘impact’ and 
meet ‘targets’ in respect of income generation positions ‘Humanist scholarship closer to 
archery than human understanding’. 

‘Did someone mention soup earlier?’, asked Nini. ‘I’m starving. I was rather hoping that dinner 
was a pre-determined outcome of this modest gathering.’ They set to it: assembling the stove; 
decanting the soup and warming it up; assembling a bare minimum of crockery and cutlery; 
attending to the fire and trimming the wicks of the candles. ‘I know that lentil soup “sticks to 
your ribs” as Annie puts it’, said Nini, ‘but I’ve brought some onigiri to cleanse our palates. 
They were made with plum vinegar brewed by my mum’, she said, cocking her head and 
flicking her ponytail. Elizabeth pulled from her bag a bottle of pale gold liquor. Annie and Nini 
stared at their friend in admiration. Sitting there in a remote hut in the middle of the 
Cairngorm mountain range, immersed as they were in ‘the quiet generosity of the visible and 
tangible world’ (Shepherd 1987, p.6) Annie recalled how the writer and educationalist Nan 
Shepherd (1893-1981) described Martha, the protagonist of The Quarry Wood.7 Like Martha, 
Elizabeth was ‘absolutely herself’. There was a ‘white flame of sincerity in her.’ ‘She’s like – 
well, if one could imagine it – a crystal of flame. Perfectly rigid in its own shape, but with all 
the play and life of flame’ (Shepherd 1987, p. 49). You’re the epitome of ‘moral liveliness’ said 
Nini, winking at Elizabeth, recalling one of their earlier exchanges. ‘You have the quietness of 
a steady flame in you’.  

Building and dwelling: tales of the city 

‘I’ve been thinking back to that distinction between the village and the city’, said Annie, 
dreamily. They were cradling their glasses and sipping the amber liquid. ‘I can see what the 
person in the film was getting at, but at the same time the very idea of “a single, cohesive 
community of about 50,000 people” is unsettling, to put it mildly. ‘Yes indeed’, said Nini. ‘And 
just how likely is that in any case, given that the university population is “from all around the 
world”? ‘How can we make a place that offers a congenial environment for people with  
“innumerable different backgrounds and interests”?’ Elizabeth topped up their glasses. Annie 
was in a curiously expansive mood, no doubt due to having imbibed copious amounts of the 
amber liquid so generously dispensed. ‘Precisely’, said Annie. ‘I think there are some 
important lessons to be drawn from urbanism here. Let me try to explain.’ She had noticed 
that Elizabeth, the designated keeper of the flame, hadn’t stoked the fire for some time. This 
was a sure sign that the evening was wearing on and that their time in the bothy was drawing 
to a close. The fire was licking itself towards glowing embers and the crystal flame was leaving 
well alone.  

In Building and Dwelling. Ethics for the City, Sennett (2018, p.1) explores the different 
dimensions of the city and the forms of life within it. The city comprises ‘two different things 
– one a physical place, the other a mentality compiled from perceptions, behaviours and 
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beliefs.’ This distinction is encapsulated in two different words: ville and cité. Initially these 
named big (the overall city) and small (a particular place). Gradually, however, the words took 
on rather different meanings. Sennett recounts how in the sixteenth century ‘the cité came 
to mean the character of life in a neighbourhood, the feelings people harboured about 
neighbours and strangers and attachments to place’ (ibid). He points out that this older usage 
has faded today, at least in France, and that the term is now commonly used to describe ‘grim 
locales which warehouse the poor on the outskirts of towns’ (ibid). The denizens of the cité 
are citoyens, whereas those who occupy the ville are often only passing through (comparisons 
with the international market in higher education come to mind here). Sennett points out 
that the term ‘built environment’ doesn’t capture the essence of the ville, as ‘buildings are 
seldom isolated facts (ibid, p. 2). As he explains: 

Urban forms have their own inner dynamics, as in how buildings relate to each other, or 
to open spaces, or to infrastructure below ground, or to nature … It might seem that cité 
and ville should fit together seamlessly: how people want to live should be expressed in 
how cities are built. But just here lies a great problem. Experience in a city … is rarely 
seamless, it is much more often full of contradictions and jagged edges. (Sennett 2018, 
p. 2) (our emphasis) 

If Kant was right in suggesting that no straight thing ever emerged out of the ‘crooked timber 
of humanity’, then there can be no seamless fit between ville and cité, despite the grandiose 
aspirations of city planners armed with masterplans.  ‘More luminaries’, sighed Elizabeth. 
‘The only viable option is the one presented by Sennett’, said Annie, namely ‘to devise a 
system for fitting together the odd, the curious, the possible’ (ibid, p. 5). By this point 
Elizabeth was arranging neat piles of crooked timber for the next set of bothy-dwellers. The 
three friends sat in silence for a moment or two, staring into the embers of the fire. 

‘The University Listening Project captures the richness of the cité and the functionalism of the 
ville perfectly’, said Nini, proffering exquisite Matcha mochi from an elaborately decorated 
little tin. ‘Precisely so’, said Annie. ‘The film affords us glimpses of the crooked timber of 
humanity and the frictionless running of a well-oiled machine, vividly bringing out the 
incommensurate nature of these two worlds.’ ‘The question then arises of how we work with 
these complexities’, said Elizabeth. ‘I think it might have something to do with celebrating 
making rather than planning, and acknowledging that the former encompasses the pragmatic 
and the practical. It offers scope for the ambiguous and contradictory, complex and 
uncertain.’ Nini smiled. As a psychotherapist, ambiguity, complexity and uncertainty were 
familiar terrain for her. Sennett (2018, p. 9) suggests that ‘the maker follows a crooked path 
from the possible to the doable’. Experiments in form, working with resistance are part of the 
process. In contrast, the rationale for the type of urban planning embraced by modernists like 
Le Corbusier in France and Robert Moses in New York was to straighten out complexity; to 
disentangle the knotted fabric of lived experience by creating additive grids; to construct 
boulevards or motorway systems that criss-cross the urban space; and to elevate the spaces 
where people lived high above the ground plane, leaving the streets and highways for the 
rapid transit of cars and trains.  

The Human Scale (2012), a documentary on the work of the Danish urbanist Jan Gehl vividly 
demonstrates the catastrophic legacy of modernism across the world, particularly across the 
global south where the movement of populations to the cities has been most in evidence – in 
China, India, Mexico, Brazil, Bangladesh. There are obvious parallels between the rate of 
urbanisation and the process of massification in higher education. Moreover, the separation 
of functions that blighted urban planning for many decades after the signing of the Charter 
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of City Planning in 1933, under the auspices of the Congrès International d’Architecture 
Moderne (CIAM) is evident in the contemporary university. In this barren landscape, those 
virtual high rises, the pillars of ‘internationalisation’, ‘marketization’, ‘innovation’ and ‘global 
reach’ and the crude and poorly designed instruments devised to measure progress in these 
areas have rendered the spaces in-between a virtual no-man’s land. Moreover, the rapid 
expansion in high-end student housing to service the lucrative housing market has distorted 
city centres, ‘[supplanting] facilities which served a more permanent community’ 
(Jacquemond 2019). This has impeded the development of what the pioneering Danish 
architect and urban planner Jan Gehl describes as Cities for People, and what his colleague 
David Sim calls the ‘soft city’, which is ‘about moving closer, getting together, connecting 
people to one another and to all of the aspects of life around them’ (Sim 2019, p. 3). ‘That’s 
exactly what the participants in The University Listening Project were talking about’, 
exclaimed Nini. ‘Precisely so’, said Annie. Nini couldn’t help noticing that as the evening wore 
on her dear friend’s use of the word ‘precisely’ was inversely proportionate to her ability to 
formulate her ideas in such a way. 

 ‘It’s people who matter’, said Annie, ‘not “progression” or “outputs” or “deliverables” or 
“impact” or all the other wretched words we stub our toes against. The genius of Gehl and 
others like him is that they created a new framework for quantitative data gathering, focusing 
how people engage with place.’ ‘Look at life before you plan and design’, he writes in the 
introduction to David Sim’s Soft City (ibid, p. xii). ‘First we make our cities, and then they make 
us’ is the title of the first ‘chapter’ in the film The Human Scale. The corollary of this in relation 
to higher education is that if you impose poorly-designed platforms on the university 
population, then you will generate alienation, disaffection, despondency, despair. ‘WAM!’ 
grimaced Nini.8 Annie smiled in gentle recognition. ‘Gehl’s injunction to “measure what you 
care about” (i.e. the movement of people rather than traffic) reminds me of something 
Elizabeth said when we first met’, said Annie. Elizabeth smiled and continued the train of 
thought: ‘We need to push back against accumulating what is measurable [and] instead 
become engrossed in what counts’ (O’Brien 2019). 

 

Calling time 

‘We need to call time on this fascinating conversation and get some rest’, said Nini. ‘Yes, we 
have a long walk out of here tomorrow, down the glen, through the Quarry Wood, across the 
river at Margaret’s Ford and down the track towards the road’, said Annie. ‘At least we 
managed to write our way in to the chapter’, said Elizabeth. ‘And we’ll know how to start the 
next one’, said Nini. We need to go and talk to some architects. I think that architecture might 
be the fourth impossible profession’. 

And with that they settled down to rest. 
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3 ‘Bothy’ is a Scots word (from the Gaelic bothan) used to refer to ‘a rough hut used as temporary 
accommodation e.g. by shepherds, salmon-fishers, mountaineers. Source: The Concise Scots Dictionary, 1985. 
Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press. 
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4 The University Listening Project: a conversation about the film https://www.teaching-matters-
blog.ed.ac.uk/the-university-listening-project-a-conversation-about-the-film/ 
5 This is the title of Chapter 8 of What are Universities For? by Stefan Collini (2012). 
6 Reflecting thought: Stan Brakhage (USA, 1985, 28 mins). Creator and writer: Howie Movshovitz; producer and 
director Jason Starr.  
7 The Quarry Wood is one of three novels that made Nan Shepherd’s reputation as one of the leading figures in 
the literary movement known as the Scottish Renaissance (the Scottish version of modernism) which 
flourished in the early to mid-twentieth century. 
8 Nini is referring to the Workload Allocation Model (WAM). See Fang et al, 2019. 

https://www.teaching-matters-blog.ed.ac.uk/the-university-listening-project-a-conversation-about-the-film/
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