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Preamble

This Working Paper does not present a finished theory. It is an invitation to think together.

It grows out of practical experience accumulated in collaborative Digital Humanities,
international university cooperation, interdisciplinary research, higher education policy, and
recent discussions on the future of Georgian universities. These different experiences have
gradually converged into a broader question: How should universities reorganise themselves
in an era in which knowledge production, research collaboration and academic freedom
are simultaneously being transformed?

We believe that the current challenges cannot be understood solely as a national crisis affecting
Georgian higher education. Rather, they should be interpreted as part of a broader epistemic
shift that is changing the ways knowledge is produced, organised and shared across the world.

This Working Paper therefore proposes neither a policy programme nor an institutional
blueprint. It seeks instead to develop a common conceptual language through which universities,
research institutes, funding organisations and international partners may begin to rethink
international academic cooperation together.

Our intention is not to defend existing institutional arrangements but to explore how they might
evolve. The following reflections are guided by one central question: How can universities,
together with their partners, strengthen the epistemic autonomy upon which organised critical
inquiry ultimately depends?

The reflections presented here are addressed not only to universities but equally to research
institutes, funding organisations, university alliances and scholarly communities that together
shape the future conditions of international academic cooperation.

The present Working Paper should be understood as one contribution to a broader and evolving
international discussion on academic freedom, institutional resilience, international cooperation,
and the future conditions of reliable knowledge production.

The “we” used throughout this Working Paper expresses its dialogical orientation and its
invitation to collective reflection; responsibility for the argument remains with the author.
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Chapter 1

From Internationalisation to an Epistemic Shift

For more than three decades, the internationalisation of higher education has been one of the
great success stories of European integration. Programmes such as Erasmus, the Bologna
Process, joint degree initiatives and collaborative research funding transformed universities
from largely national institutions into increasingly interconnected academic communities.
International mobility became an integral part of academic careers, research was organised
across national borders, and universities began to regard international partnerships not as
optional additions but as essential components of institutional development.

This transformation was built upon a set of assumptions that reflected the geopolitical
environment of the post-Cold War period. Internationalisation was generally understood as a
gradual expansion of openness: more student mobility, more collaborative research, more
institutional partnerships and more opportunities for mutual learning. Academic cooperation
was expected to contribute simultaneously to scientific excellence, economic innovation and
European integration. Universities became increasingly successful in developing international
networks, while funding organisations created programmes that encouraged collaboration
across institutional and national boundaries.

Many of these assumptions remain valid today. The achievements of European higher education
during the past three decades should neither be underestimated nor abandoned. Yet the context
in which universities operate has changed fundamentally. We suggest that the present moment
should not simply be understood as a series of isolated crises but as part of a broader epistemic
shift that affects the conditions under which knowledge is produced, organised and shared.
These transformations also invite funding organisations to reconsider not only what kinds of
research they support but also which institutional capacities and collaborative infrastructures
they enable.

Several developments illustrate this transformation. Artificial intelligence is changing research
practices and the organisation of scholarly work. Digital infrastructures increasingly
complement—or even replace—traditional institutional boundaries. Climate change requires
long-term interdisciplinary collaboration on a global scale. Geopolitical fragmentation is
reshaping scientific cooperation, while questions of knowledge security and technological
sovereignty have become central concerns of research policy. At the same time, democratic
backsliding and growing political pressures on universities in different parts of the world
remind us that academic freedom cannot be taken for granted.

Taken individually, none of these developments is entirely new. Taken together, however, they
suggest that universities are entering a qualitatively different environment from the one in
which contemporary internationalisation policies were originally designed. The challenge is
therefore not simply to respond to individual crises but to reconsider the institutional
assumptions that have guided international academic cooperation over the past three decades.

The recent reforms of higher education in Georgia illustrate this broader transformation. They
should not be interpreted merely as a national policy debate or as an exceptional case of political
interference. Rather, they demonstrate how rapidly changing political environments can expose
structural vulnerabilities within universities whose international engagement has often
developed through project-based cooperation, bilateral agreements and the remarkable
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commitment of individual scholars. These achievements remain invaluable. Yet they also raise
an important question: are the institutional forms through which international cooperation has
traditionally been organised sufficiently resilient to sustain academic autonomy under
fundamentally altered conditions?

Our answer is that old habits die hard. Universities, like all complex institutions, tend to build
upon organisational practices that have proven successful in the past. The challenge facing
higher education today is therefore not simply one of adaptation but of institutional learning. If
the epistemic environment in which universities operate is changing, internationalisation itself
must evolve. The next phase of international academic cooperation should no longer be
understood primarily as an expansion of existing activities, but as an opportunity to rethink how
universities organise their knowledge, their partnerships and their institutional capacities for an
increasingly interconnected yet uncertain world.

This Working Paper begins from precisely this premise. Before asking how universities should
defend academic freedom or expand international cooperation, we propose that they first ask a
more fundamental question: What Kinds of institutions are required to sustain scholarly
communities in a new epistemic environment? The following chapters argue that answering
this question requires not only new partnerships but also new forms of institutional learning,
reflective collaboration and what we describe as Academic Resilience Architectures.
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Chapter 2

Institutional Learning: Rethinking the University from
Within

One of the unintended consequences of the current debates on academic freedom is that they
often encourage universities to look primarily outward. Governments, legislation, funding
policies and international support undoubtedly shape the environment in which higher
education operates. Yet they should not distract us from another equally important question:
How capable are universities themselves of learning and adapting to changing epistemic
environments?

Institutional resilience cannot simply be imported through external assistance. Nor can it be
reduced to legal guarantees of autonomy or additional financial resources. Universities are
themselves learning organisations. Their long-term capacity to respond to political,
technological and societal change depends upon their willingness to reassess how they organise
knowledge, cooperation and institutional development.

This perspective invites a different reading of the remarkable internationalisation that many
universities have experienced during the last two decades. Institutions such as Ilia State
University have accumulated an impressive range of academic resources. International
partnerships, Erasmus mobility, interdisciplinary teaching programmes, Digital Humanities
initiatives, research centres, doctoral education, start-up ecosystems and globally connected
alumni networks have all become integral parts of university life. These developments represent
far more than successful individual projects. They constitute a considerable reservoir of
institutional experience.

Yet the existence of institutional resources does not automatically create institutional resilience.
Universities may possess excellent international partnerships, highly committed scholars,
innovative interdisciplinary programmes and globally connected alumni while continuing to
organise these assets largely as separate initiatives. The challenge is therefore not simply to
acquire additional resources but to develop the organisational capacity to connect, coordinate
and strategically integrate them into a shared institutional vision.

This observation reflects a broader principle of institutional learning. Organisations rarely begin
from a blank slate. They evolve by reassessing existing capacities and recombining them in
response to changing environments. Universities are no exception. One of the most significant
obstacles to institutional learning is not a lack of creativity but its fragmentation. Universities
frequently generate highly innovative responses to changing circumstances through individual
scholars, research groups or university leaders. Such initiatives are often indispensable for
institutional survival. Yet they remain vulnerable as long as they depend primarily upon
individual commitment rather than becoming part of a shared institutional strategy. Academic
resilience begins when individual acts of adaptation become institutional capacities for
collective learning. Funding schemes themselves can either reinforce fragmented project
cultures or encourage long-term institutional learning by supporting collaborative capacities
that extend beyond individual grants.

Our own experience in collaborative Digital Humanities illustrates this process. Over the past
years, interdisciplinary projects have increasingly brought together historians, philologists,
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computational linguists, literary scholars, computer scientists, archivists, librarians, GIS
specialists and information experts to work together in new ways. Such collaboration did not
merely produce new research methods. It also transformed our understanding of how
knowledge itself is organised. Research became less dependent upon isolated scholarly
expertise and increasingly embedded in long-term communities of practice supported by shared
infrastructures, digital platforms and collective institutional memory. Looking back, Digital
Humanities can be understood not simply as a methodological innovation but as one of the first
institutional laboratories in which universities experimented with collaborative and
infrastructure-based forms of knowledge production. Digital Humanities should therefore not
primarily be understood as a discipline but as an early institutional laboratory for collaborative
knowledge production under changing epistemic conditions.

This experience has broader implications for universities as organisations. It suggests that
academic resilience is not first and foremost a political problem. It is also an epistemic one. The
ways in which universities organise collaboration, preserve institutional memory and cultivate
communities of scholarly practice significantly influence their ability to respond to external
pressures. Political crises often reveal organisational weaknesses that had previously remained
invisible. Conversely, they may also reveal institutional strengths that universities themselves
have not yet fully recognised.

A similar lesson emerged from our interdisciplinary work on Resilient Bonds. Our analysis of
social cohesion in Georgia suggested that formal institutions and informal personalised
relationships frequently coexist in complex ways. While personal trust and individual initiative
often compensate for institutional weaknesses, they may also inhibit the development of more
durable organisational capacities. Universities are not isolated from these broader societal
cultures. They inevitably reflect them. Institutional learning therefore requires more than
internationalisation. It requires universities to recognise where individual excellence should
gradually become collective institutional capacity.

Reflective partnerships become valuable precisely because they help universities transform
individual experiences into institutional learning. Partners embedded in different organisational
cultures are often able to recognise assumptions and organisational habits that remain largely
invisible from within. International cooperation therefore becomes not simply an exchange of
knowledge but a shared process of institutional self-reflection.

Seen from this perspective, the present challenges facing Georgian universities should not be
understood exclusively as threats. They also invite universities to reassess the institutional
resources accumulated during decades of internationalisation and to ask how these can be
transformed into enduring organisational capacities. The decisive question is no longer whether
universities possess talented scholars, successful projects or international partnerships. Rather,
it is whether they have developed the institutional cultures capable of integrating these assets
into resilient architectures of collaboration that extend beyond individual initiatives and survive
changing political circumstances.

The following chapter therefore moves from institutional learning to the broader scholarly
communities of practice through which such institutional capacities may gradually evolve into
Academic Resilience Architectures.
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Chapter 3

From Scholarly Communities of Practice to Academic
Resilience Architectures

If the changing epistemic environment requires universities to become learning organisations,
a second question naturally follows: What kinds of organisational forms enable such
learning to endure? We suggest that answering this question requires moving beyond an
understanding of universities as collections of individual scholars or isolated organisational
units. Instead, universities should increasingly be understood as environments in which
scholarly communities of practice emerge, evolve and interact across disciplinary,
institutional and national boundaries.

This observation reflects a broader transformation in the organisation of knowledge.
Contemporary research increasingly exceeds the capacities of individual scholars, departments
or even single universities. Whether addressing climate change, biodiversity, digital heritage,
language technologies, artificial intelligence or historical databases, many of today's research
questions require long-term collaboration between different disciplines, institutions and
professional cultures. Knowledge production has become increasingly collaborative,
infrastructure-based and technologically mediated.

The growing importance of such collaboration does not diminish the significance of universities.
On the contrary, it changes their role. Universities remain indispensable as places where
scholarly communities are educated, renewed and institutionally embedded. Yet their
contribution increasingly lies not only in hosting research but also in creating the organisational
conditions under which collaborative knowledge production can flourish over time. The
university thus becomes less an isolated institution than an anchor within a broader network of
scholarly relationships.

Our understanding builds upon Ludwik Fleck's insight that scientific knowledge develops
within Denkkollektive—thought collectives that gradually establish shared ways of observing,
discussing and validating knowledge. Fleck's own biography reminds us, however, that such
collectives have historically been deeply dependent upon the institutions within which they
were embedded. The destruction of universities and research institutions by authoritarian
regimes in the twentieth century demonstrated how vulnerable scholarly communities could
become when their institutional foundations collapsed.

The twenty-first century presents a different historical situation. While universities continue to
face political pressures in many parts of the world, scholarly communities are no longer
confined to the geographical and institutional boundaries within which Fleck worked. Digital
infrastructures, collaborative databases, distributed research platforms, Al-supported analytical
tools, university alliances and transnational research networks increasingly enable scholarly
communities to sustain collaboration across institutional and national borders. Technology
alone does not create resilience. Rather, it expands the organisational possibilities through
which resilient scholarly communities may consciously be built.

In this sense, changing epistemic environments are also transforming orders of knowledge.

Universities are therefore challenged to rethink not only how knowledge is produced but also
how it is institutionally organised. The question is no longer simply how to support individual
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research projects, but how to create organisational environments in which scholarly
communities can continue to generate, preserve and critically reassess knowledge under
changing historical conditions.

For this reason, we propose distinguishing between scholarly communities of practice and
Academic Resilience Architectures. Communities of practice describe the collaborative
relationships through which knowledge is produced. Academic Resilience Architectures
describe the institutional arrangements that enable these communities to persist, adapt and
renew themselves over time.

We therefore define Academic Resilience Architectures as institutionally embedded and
technologically enabled arrangements through which universities, research institutes,
funding organisations and scholarly communities jointly sustain the collective capacity to
produce, preserve, critically evaluate and transmit knowledge under changing political,
technological and societal conditions. Funding organisations become part of these
architectures insofar as they shape the organisational conditions through which scholarly
communities develop, collaborate and endure.

This definition deliberately shifts attention away from individual excellence alone. Outstanding
scholars remain indispensable. Yet resilient academic systems emerge when individual
initiatives gradually become shared institutional capacities supported by durable organisational
structures. Academic resilience therefore depends not only on talented individuals but also on
the conscious integration of people, infrastructures, partnerships and institutional learning into
coherent collaborative architectures.

Digital Humanities offers an instructive illustration of this broader transformation. It should not
be understood simply as a new academic discipline or as the application of digital technologies
to traditional research questions. Rather, Digital Humanities emerged partly as an adaptive
response of the humanities to changing institutional and funding environments. By bringing
together historians, philologists, computational linguists, literary scholars, computer scientists,
archivists, librarians, GIS specialists and information experts around shared digital
infrastructures, it became one of the earliest institutional laboratories in which universities
experimented with collaborative and infrastructure-based knowledge production. Its
significance therefore extends beyond methodology. It demonstrates how new forms of
collaboration can strengthen the long-term epistemic capacities of scholarly communities.

Recent developments in many fields illustrate the same principle. Efforts to preserve publicly
accessible climate datasets, distributed repositories for cultural heritage, international
biodiversity infrastructures, university alliances and collaborative research platforms all point
toward a common organisational logic. Their principal objective is not merely to safeguard
information or individual projects. Rather, they preserve the conditions under which future
knowledge can continue to be produced, verified and critically discussed. In this sense,
digital infrastructures become institutionalised means of sustaining epistemic autonomy.

Academic autonomy itself should therefore be understood as a multidimensional concept. Legal
autonomy protects universities through institutional self-governance. Organisational autonomy
enables universities to manage their resources and strategies. Epistemic autonomy, however,
refers to something different: the collective capacity of scholarly communities to preserve,
produce, critically evaluate and transmit knowledge independently through resilient
institutional and technological infrastructures. While legal guarantees remain indispensable,
they alone cannot ensure the continuity of scholarly work under changing political
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circumstances. The more deeply scholarly communities become embedded within resilient
collaborative architectures extending across institutions and national borders, the more difficult
they become to isolate, fragment or silence.

This perspective also changes our understanding of international cooperation. Partnerships
should no longer be viewed primarily as mechanisms for mobility, project funding or
institutional visibility. Their deeper significance lies in their capacity to connect scholarly
communities, share infrastructures, cultivate institutional learning and strengthen epistemic
autonomy. International collaboration thus becomes not merely an instrument of academic
exchange but an essential component of resilient knowledge production.

The examples emerging across Europe illustrate different dimensions of this development. The
University Alliance Ruhr demonstrates how several universities can institutionalise
cooperation while preserving their individual identities. Internationally embedded research
institutes such as the LIB Leibniz Institute for the Analysis of Biodiversity Change illustrate
how long-term research infrastructures create institutional continuity that transcends individual
projects.  Bilateral  scholarly  networks, such as the Deutsch-Georgisches
Wissenschaftlernetzwerk initiated at the Friedrich Schiller University Jena, show how trust,
regional expertise and sustained academic commitment can strengthen scholarly communities
beyond formal institutional agreements. At the same time, new conceptual initiatives aimed at
building collaborative digital research infrastructures in fields such as Caucasus Studies suggest
possible directions for future institutional innovation. Their importance lies less in their present
organisational form than in the institutional imagination they represent: the capacity to
recombine existing expertise, infrastructures and partnerships into new architectures of
collaborative knowledge production.

If the twentieth century taught us that knowledge is socially produced within scholarly
communities, the twenty-first century challenges us to organise consciously the institutional
and technological conditions that allow these communities to endure. Academic Resilience
Architectures are not designed primarily to protect organisations. Their purpose is to sustain
the collective capacities through which scholarly communities continue to produce, preserve,
critically examine and renew knowledge together. In this sense, the future of academic
autonomy may ultimately depend less upon the isolation of individual institutions than upon
the strength, solidarity and institutional embeddedness of the transnational epistemic
communities they cultivate.
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Chapter 4

Building Academic Resilience Architectures: Co-designing
the Future of International Academic Cooperation

If Chapter 3 argued that epistemic autonomy constitutes the most durable foundation of
academic resilience, the remaining question becomes how such autonomy can be consciously
built and sustained. We suggest that epistemic autonomy should not be understood as a legal
status or institutional privilege. It is a collective capacity that requires appropriate institutional
architectures, long-term resources and reflective partnerships. The purpose of Academic
Resilience Architectures is therefore not simply to organise cooperation but to sustain the
conditions under which epistemic autonomy can flourish across changing political and
technological environments.

The first generation of internationalisation was largely organised through projects. European
mobility programmes, collaborative research grants and bilateral agreements profoundly
transformed higher education and created unprecedented opportunities for scholarly exchange.
Yet projects are, by definition, temporary. They generate valuable experiences and networks,
but their organisational continuity often depends upon individual commitment and limited
funding cycles. The next phase of international academic cooperation should therefore
complement project-based collaboration with long-term institutional infrastructures capable of
sustaining scholarly communities beyond individual projects, leadership changes and political
cycles.

This transformation also requires a broader understanding of responsibility. Academic
resilience should not be regarded as the exclusive task of universities. It is jointly produced by
a wide range of actors that contribute different but complementary capacities to the organisation
of knowledge. Universities educate future scholars, renew disciplines and provide institutional
homes for academic communities. Research institutes contribute long-term continuity,
specialised infrastructures and stable research agendas. University alliances create
organisational spaces for institutional learning across universities. Funding organisations shape
the conditions under which collaborative knowledge can emerge. Foundations provide
opportunities for experimentation and institutional innovation. Digital infrastructures preserve
the collective memory of scholarly communities, while alumni, civil society organisations and
philanthropic initiatives increasingly contribute to the long-term sustainability of academic
networks.

Understanding these contributions as complementary rather than competing changes the logic
of international cooperation. Funding organisations, for example, should not be seen merely as
providers of financial resources. Through their funding priorities, evaluation criteria and
programme designs they actively shape the organisational ecology of knowledge production.
As constitutive actors within Academic Resilience Architectures, they therefore need to reflect
not only on what and whom they support, but also on how their own funding instruments
respond to changing geopolitical and institutional conditions. This may require greater
flexibility in funding periods, eligibility rules and risk assessment, as well as mechanisms
capable of sustaining scholarly communities when established forms of cooperation come under
pressure. Such adaptation must itself remain subject to reflection, since funding organisations
operate within political, legal and financial dependencies of their own.
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Similarly, research infrastructures are more than technical facilities. They preserve datasets,
methodologies, collaborative routines and institutional memory that enable future generations
of scholars to continue asking new questions. Recent initiatives to preserve publicly accessible
scientific datasets in response to political intervention illustrate that protecting knowledge
increasingly means protecting the infrastructures through which knowledge remains
reproducible, verifiable and openly accessible.

The same applies to collaborative university structures. Experiences such as the University
Alliance Ruhr demonstrate that cooperation itself can become institutionalised without
dissolving the identities of participating universities. Long-term research organisations such as
the LIB Leibniz Institute for the Analysis of Biodiversity Change illustrate how internationally
embedded research infrastructures can provide continuity beyond individual research projects.
Bilateral initiatives, including the Deutsch-Georgisches Wissenschaftlernetzwerk (DGW),
show that sustained scholarly commitment and trust remain indispensable components of
resilient international cooperation. Emerging concepts for collaborative digital research
platforms similarly demonstrate how universities may creatively recombine existing expertise,
partnerships and infrastructures into new institutional forms. Their importance lies not simply
in the projects they may eventually produce, but in their capacity to cultivate institutional
learning and collective strategic imagination.

These examples suggest that future international cooperation should increasingly be understood
as the governance of collaborative knowledge production. Rather than asking how individual
institutions can maximise their own international visibility, we propose asking how different
organisations can jointly strengthen the epistemic capacities upon which scholarly communities
depend. Academic resilience therefore becomes a shared institutional responsibility rather than
a competitive institutional objective.

From this perspective, we propose the following guiding principles for building Academic
Resilience Architectures.

Guiding Principles for Academic Resilience Architectures
To strengthen epistemic autonomy:

Institutional Principle 1 — Invest in scholarly communities rather than only
projects.

Projects generate innovation, but scholarly communities generate continuity. Long-term
investment should therefore strengthen the collaborative capacities that survive individual
funding cycles.

Institutional Principle 2 — Build infrastructures rather than only outputs.

Research databases, digital repositories, shared platforms, libraries and collaborative
environments constitute essential conditions for future knowledge production rather than
merely technical support services.

Institutional Principle 3 — Transform individual excellence into institutional
capacity.
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Outstanding individuals initiate change. Resilient universities create organisational cultures in
which successful initiatives become shared institutional resources that survive personnel
changes and political transitions.

Institutional Principle 4 — Promote institutional learning as a strategic objective.

International cooperation should enable universities not only to exchange students and research
results but also to learn from one another's organisational experiences, governance models and
institutional cultures.

Resource Principle 5 — Diversify resource architectures.

Academic resilience increases when universities combine public funding, international grants,
research institutes, philanthropic support, alumni engagement and collaborative infrastructures
into complementary rather than dependent resource portfolios. Diversification should therefore
be understood as a shared responsibility: while academic institutions need to reduce one-sided
dependencies, funding organisations should consider how their own instruments can provide
greater continuity, flexibility and responsiveness under changing conditions.

Partnership Principle 6 — Build reflective partnerships.

International partnerships should become spaces for reciprocal institutional reflection. Their
greatest value lies not in transferring institutional models but in helping partners recognise
assumptions and opportunities that remain invisible within their own organisational
environments.

Partnership Principle 7 — Design for epistemic autonomy.

Every institutional innovation should ultimately be evaluated by one central question: Does it
strengthen the long-term collective capacity of scholarly communities to produce,
preserve, critically evaluate and transmit knowledge independently?

These principles deliberately move beyond conventional understandings of internationalisation.
They do not advocate replacing universities with networks, nor reducing public responsibility
for higher education. On the contrary, they reaffirm the university as the indispensable
institutional home of scholarly communities while recognising that no university alone
possesses all the capacities required to respond to contemporary epistemic challenges. The
future of academic autonomy therefore depends not only upon preserving existing institutions
but also upon consciously designing the collaborative architectures through which universities,
research institutes, funding organisations and scholarly communities learn to sustain one
another.

Germany and Georgia offer a particularly instructive laboratory for this approach. Their
academic systems differ substantially in scale, institutional history and political context, yet
these differences create opportunities for mutual learning rather than one-sided transfer.
German experience with university alliances, long-term research organisations and diversified
funding structures complements the flexibility, interdisciplinary experimentation and
international engagement that have characterised parts of the Georgian university system over
the last two decades. Reflective partnerships between such institutions therefore become more
than instruments of cooperation; they become laboratories for the co-design of resilient
academic futures.

Academic Resilience Architectures should ultimately be judged not by the number of projects
they generate or the partnerships they establish, but by the extent to which they strengthen
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epistemic autonomy. Their success lies in enabling scholarly communities to continue
producing, preserving, critically evaluating and renewing knowledge together despite changing
political, technological or institutional conditions. Universities, research institutes, funding
organisations and international partners thus become co-designers of the institutional conditions
under which epistemic autonomy becomes a durable collective achievement rather than a fragile
institutional privilege.
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Invitation for Discussion

Toward a Reflective Epistemic Community

This Working Paper deliberately concludes with an invitation rather than a conclusion.
Throughout the preceding chapters, we have argued that universities are entering an epistemic
environment in which academic resilience can no longer be understood solely in legal,
organisational or financial terms. We have suggested that the long-term autonomy of
universities increasingly depends upon their ability to cultivate epistemic autonomy: the
collective capacity of scholarly communities to produce, preserve, critically examine and renew
knowledge through institutional learning, collaborative infrastructures and reflective
international partnerships.

This proposition remains intentionally provisional. Rather than presenting a finished theory or
a comprehensive programme of reform, we hope to offer a conceptual language through which
scholars, universities, research institutes, funding organisations and international partners may
begin to reflect together upon the changing conditions of knowledge production. If the
challenges we face are genuinely epistemic, then our responses must also become epistemic:
they require shared reflection, institutional experimentation and the willingness to learn from
one another across disciplinary, institutional and national boundaries.

We therefore propose to think of international academic cooperation not simply as a collection
of projects or mobility programmes, but as a long-term process of co-designing Academic
Resilience Architectures. Such architectures are not built to preserve institutions for their own
sake. Their purpose is to sustain the collective capacities through which scholarly communities
continue to pursue organised critical inquiry despite changing political, technological and
societal environments.

Throughout this Working Paper, we have repeatedly returned to one conviction: academic
resilience begins when individual acts of adaptation become institutional capacities for
collective learning. We would now add a second proposition that follows naturally from the
first: epistemic autonomy becomes durable only when these institutional capacities are
consciously embedded within reflective epistemic communities that extend beyond
individual universities and national borders.

The emergence of such communities cannot be planned administratively, nor can it be achieved
by any single institution acting alone. They develop through long-term relationships of trust,
shared intellectual commitments, collaborative infrastructures and reciprocal institutional
learning. Universities remain indispensable as the institutional homes of these communities.
Yet the strength of universities increasingly depends upon the strength of the scholarly
communities they cultivate together.

We therefore invite colleagues from universities, research institutes, funding organisations,
university alliances, scholarly associations, libraries, archives, digital infrastructures and civil
society to continue this conversation with us. In particular, we invite discussion around the
following questions:
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e How can universities strengthen epistemic autonomy under changing political and
technological conditions?

e How should funding organisations evolve from supporting individual projects
toward sustaining long-term scholarly communities and collaborative
infrastructures?

o What forms of institutional learning enable universities to transform individual
excellence into enduring collective capacities?

o How can digital infrastructures and artificial intelligence strengthen rather than
weaken scholarly communities and organised critical inquiry?

e How should international partnerships evolve from mechanisms of academic
exchange into reflective partnerships for mutual institutional learning?

e What new forms of governance are required to sustain Academic Resilience
Architectures across universities, research institutes and funding organisations?

We deliberately formulate these questions without presuming final answers. Reflective
epistemic communities are characterised not by unanimity but by their willingness to question
assumptions, learn from different institutional experiences and continually reassess their own
conceptual frameworks. In this sense, organised self-reflection is not an accessory to academic
life; it is one of its defining institutional virtues.

The examples discussed throughout this Working Paper—from collaborative Digital
Humanities and research infrastructures to university alliances, bilateral scholarly networks and
emerging collaborative platforms—should therefore not be understood as models to be copied.
They are invitations to institutional imagination. They demonstrate that new organisational
forms are already emerging across different academic cultures. The challenge before us is to
recognise these developments, connect them through reflective partnerships and consciously
integrate them into more resilient architectures of collaborative knowledge production.

Ultimately, our proposal is guided by a simple normative conviction. Universities have never
existed to preserve themselves. They exist because societies entrust them with a unique
responsibility: to cultivate organised critical inquiry as humanity's most reliable means of
understanding and responsibly orienting itself within an ever-changing world. Institutional
forms, technologies and funding models will continue to evolve. What must endure is the
collective capacity to question, to learn, to revise our assumptions and to pursue knowledge
according to scholarly principles rather than political, ideological or economic expediency.

If the twentieth century taught us that scientific knowledge is produced within scholarly
communities, the twenty-first century challenges us to organise consciously the institutional,
technological and international conditions that enable those communities to remain
epistemically autonomous. We regard this not as a task for individual universities or individual
countries, but as a shared responsibility of an emerging international scholarly community.

We therefore offer this Working Paper not as a conclusion, but as a beginning.

Let us continue this conversation together.

Comments, critical reflections and proposals for further conceptual development are
warmly invited. Please contact: oliver.reisner@iliauni.edu.ge
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of Academic Resilience Architectures
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Reliable knowledge for society emerges through the interaction of epistemic autonomy,
Academic Resilience Architectures and Reflective Epistemic Communities.
Together, these three dimensions create the institutional conditions under which
organised critical inquiry can be sustained and continuously renewed.

Figure 1 summarises the conceptual architecture developed throughout this Working Paper

and illustrates

how Epistemic Autonomy, Academic Resilience Architectures and Reflective

Epistemic Communities together sustain Reliable Knowledge.
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Conceptual Notebook

Working Concepts for an Emerging Reflective Epistemic Community

Introduction

The concepts assembled in this notebook are deliberately presented as working concepts rather
than fixed definitions. They have emerged through an ongoing dialogue among scholars and
practitioners reflecting on the future of international academic cooperation under changing
epistemic conditions. We regard them not as a finished vocabulary but as an invitation to
develop a shared conceptual language capable of supporting further discussion, collaborative
experimentation and institutional learning.

Like the Working Paper itself, this notebook remains intentionally open to revision. Its purpose
is not to establish a new orthodoxy but to make explicit the concepts that currently guide our
thinking. We hope that they will be refined, challenged and expanded through future
conversations within an emerging reflective epistemic community.

0. Reliable Knowledge
Working definition

Reliable knowledge is knowledge produced through organised critical inquiry according to
scholarly standards that remains open to continuous examination, revision and renewal.

Why it matters

Reliable knowledge constitutes the normative purpose of universities and scholarly
communities. Epistemic autonomy, Academic Resilience Architectures and Reflective
Epistemic Communities are not ends in themselves; they are institutional means through which
reliable knowledge can continue to be produced under changing historical conditions.

Open question

e How can scholarly communities maintain the reliability of knowledge in rapidly
changing epistemic environments characterised by political pressures, technological
transformation and competing truth claims?

1. Epistemic Shift
Working Definition

An epistemic shift describes a historical transformation in the conditions under which
knowledge is produced, organised, communicated and evaluated. Such shifts are driven not
only by scientific developments but also by changes in technology, institutional arrangements,
political environments and global patterns of collaboration.

Why it matters

Universities have always adapted to changing historical environments. The current
transformation differs in that several changes—digitalisation, artificial intelligence,
geopolitical fragmentation, new funding landscapes and attacks on academic institutions—are
occurring simultaneously. Recognising this shift is the first step toward institutional learning.
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Open Questions

e  Which elements of the current transformation are temporary and which represent
structural change?
o How do different academic disciplines experience this shift differently?

2. Academic Resilience
Working Definition

Academic resilience is the capacity of scholarly communities and their institutions to sustain
organised critical inquiry despite changing political, technological and societal environments.

Why it matters

Resilience should not be understood as resistance to change. Rather, it refers to the ability to
learn, adapt and reorganise while preserving the conditions necessary for independent scholarly

inquiry.
Open Questions

e What distinguishes resilience from mere institutional survival?
e Which capacities prove most important under different kinds of external pressure?

3. Academic Resilience Architectures
Working Definition

Academic Resilience Architectures are institutionally embedded and technologically enabled
arrangements through which universities, research institutes, funding organisations and
scholarly communities jointly sustain epistemic autonomy.

Why it matters

The concept shifts attention from isolated institutions toward collaborative ecologies of
knowledge production. It emphasises relationships rather than organisational boundaries.

Open Questions

e Which architectural principles prove most effective across different national contexts?
o How can such architectures remain flexible while providing long-term continuity?

4. Reflective Partnership
Working Definition

A Reflective Partnership is an international academic relationship in which institutions
support one another's organisational learning through reciprocal reflection rather than one-
directional transfer.

Why it matters

Partnerships become laboratories of institutional learning rather than vehicles for exporting
institutional models.

Open Questions

e How can asymmetries in resources become opportunities for reciprocal learning?
e Which organisational formats best encourage reflective exchange?
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5. Reflective Epistemic Community
Working Definition

A Reflective Epistemic Community is a transnational scholarly community committed to
organised critical inquiry, institutional learning and the continuous co-development of
Academic Resilience Architectures. Such communities are not communities of prior agreement,
but relational spaces in which heterogeneous actors can subject knowledge claims, institutional
practices and their own assumptions to critical examination. Their cohesion rests not on
substantive consensus, but on sufficient trust, procedural fairness and a shared commitment to
maintaining the conditions of inquiry, disagreement and revision.

Why it matters

Communities rather than isolated institutions increasingly become the principal carriers of
resilient knowledge production.

Open Questions

e How do such communities emerge?
e Which forms of governance preserve openness without losing coherence?

6. Institutional Learning
Working Definition

Institutional learning is the capacity of universities and research organisations to reinterpret
their missions, reassess existing resources and transform accumulated experience into shared
organisational capacities.

Why it matters

Learning institutions are better able to respond creatively to changing epistemic environments
than institutions that merely defend existing structures.

Open Questions

e Which organisational cultures encourage institutional learning?
e How can learning survive leadership changes?

7. Organised Critical Reflection
Working Definition

Organised Critical Reflection is the collective capacity of scholarly communities to examine
not only their research questions and findings but also the institutional assumptions,
organisational practices, conceptual frameworks and societal contexts through which
knowledge is produced. It extends critical inquiry from scientific results to the conditions that
make scholarly knowledge possible.

Why it matters

Academic resilience requires more than the ability to produce knowledge. It also depends upon
the willingness of institutions to question their own routines, organisational cultures and
strategic assumptions. Organised critical reflection enables universities to reinterpret their
missions, recognise changing epistemic environments and transform experience into
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institutional learning. It therefore constitutes one of the central mechanisms through which
epistemic autonomy can be maintained over time.

Open Questions

o How can universities institutionalise critical reflection without turning it into a
bureaucratic exercise?

e Which organisational cultures encourage honest self-assessment and mutual learning?

o How can reflective practices become part of everyday academic life rather than
remaining exceptional moments of institutional reform?

8. Institutional Recombination
Working Definition

Institutional recombination describes the creative reorganisation of existing expertise,
infrastructures, partnerships and scholarly communities into new institutional forms in response
to changing environments.

Why it matters

Innovation frequently emerges not from creating entirely new resources but from recombining
existing ones in novel ways.

Open Questions

e Under which conditions does recombination become possible?
e How can universities consciously cultivate this capacity?

9. Scholarly Community of Practice
Working Definition

A Scholarly Community of Practice is a collaborative community whose members jointly
develop knowledge through sustained interaction, shared scholarly standards and reciprocal
learning across disciplinary, institutional and national boundaries.

Why it matters

Knowledge production increasingly depends upon long-term collaborative communities rather
than isolated researchers.

Open Questions

o How do scholarly communities differ from professional networks?
e Which institutional arrangements best support their long-term development?

10. Digital Research Infrastructures
Working Definition

Digital Research Infrastructures comprise repositories, databases, collaborative platforms,
Al-supported environments and other technological systems that sustain collaborative
knowledge production and preserve institutional memory.

Why it matters

They should not be understood primarily as technical tools but as institutional means of
strengthening epistemic autonomy.
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Open Questions

e How can digital infrastructures remain open while ensuring long-term sustainability?
o What new responsibilities emerge through Al-supported research environments?

11. Epistemic Autonomy
Working Definition

Epistemic autonomy is the collective capacity of scholarly communities to produce, preserve,
critically evaluate and renew knowledge according to organised critical inquiry and scholarly
principles rather than external political, ideological or economic pressures.

Why it matters

Legal and institutional autonomy remain indispensable. Yet they become meaningful only
insofar as they enable epistemically autonomous scholarly communities to continue organised
critical inquiry under changing historical conditions.

Open Questions

e Which institutional arrangements best strengthen epistemic autonomy?
e How can epistemic autonomy be assessed without reducing it to bureaucratic indicators?

12. Organised Critical Inquiry
Working Definition

Organised Critical Inquiry is the enduring scholarly commitment to question, test, revise and
expand human understanding through collective, self-correcting and evidence-informed inquiry.

Why it matters

This concept expresses the normative foundation of the Working Paper. Universities exist not
primarily to preserve themselves but to sustain organised critical inquiry as humanity's most
reliable means of understanding and responsibly orienting itself within an ever-changing world.

Open Questions

e How should organised critical inquiry evolve under conditions of rapid technological
transformation?

o Which institutional arrangements best protect its independence while encouraging
innovation?

13. Academic Mission
Working Definition

Academic Mission refers to the enduring societal responsibility of universities to cultivate
organised critical inquiry through research, education and public engagement. While
institutional forms, technologies and governance structures evolve, this mission remains the
normative orientation that guides universities in responding to changing historical and
epistemic environments.

Why it matters

Mission statements should not be understood as static declarations but as living expressions of
a university's identity and purpose. They require continuous reinterpretation in light of changing
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societal challenges, scientific developments and institutional experiences. A reflective
university therefore preserves its mission not by repeating established formulations but by
adapting the organisational means through which that mission can be fulfilled. Academic
resilience is ultimately measured by the extent to which institutional change strengthens rather
than weakens this enduring mission.

Open Questions

e How should universities periodically reinterpret their missions without abandoning
their core academic commitments?

e Which institutional practices translate mission statements into everyday organisational
behaviour?

o How can international partnerships contribute to renewing rather than merely
promoting institutional missions?

14. Enabling Institutions
Working Definition

Enabling Institutions are organisations whose primary contribution lies in creating the
institutional, financial, technological or organisational conditions through which scholarly
communities can sustain organised critical inquiry and strengthen epistemic autonomy. They
do not primarily produce scholarly knowledge themselves but enable the long-term capacities
through which knowledge can be collaboratively generated, preserved and renewed.

Why it matters

Academic resilience depends not only upon universities and research institutes but also upon a
wider institutional ecology that provides continuity, resources and opportunities for institutional
learning. Funding organisations, university alliances, research infrastructures, libraries,
archives, foundations and other enabling institutions contribute complementary capacities that
no single university can develop alone. Recognising their role shifts our understanding of
international academic cooperation from isolated project funding toward the co-design of
resilient architectures that sustain epistemic autonomy over time.

Open Questions

o Which institutional arrangements enable funding organisations and other enabling
institutions to support long-term epistemic autonomy rather than primarily short-term
project outcomes?

e How can enabling institutions encourage institutional learning and collaborative
capacity-building without compromising the academic independence of the scholarly
communities they support?

o How can different enabling institutions coordinate their complementary roles while
preserving the diversity and openness that characterise resilient academic ecosystems?

15. Funding Organisations as Epistemic Actors
Working Definition

Funding Organisations are not merely external providers of financial resources but epistemic
actors whose funding priorities, eligibility criteria, evaluation procedures, programme durations,
risk assessments and reporting requirements actively shape the conditions under which
knowledge is produced, organised and sustained. As constitutive actors within Academic
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Resilience Architectures, they therefore participate in shaping the epistemic capacities and
dependencies of the scholarly communities they support.

Why it matters

Funding architectures can strengthen epistemic autonomy by enabling continuity,
experimentation and international cooperation, but they can also unintentionally reproduce
dependencies, encourage institutional risk avoidance or disadvantage scholarly communities
operating under political and institutional pressure. Reflective Partnerships therefore require
funding organisations to examine not only what and whom they support, but also how their own
instruments might need to evolve under changing conditions. At the same time, funding
organisations themselves operate within political, legal and financial frameworks that may
constrain their capacity for adaptation.

Open Questions

e How autonomous are funding organisations themselves, and which political, legal and
financial dependencies shape their capacity to respond to changing conditions?

¢ How can funding instruments become more flexible and responsive without
compromising accountability, academic standards and procedural fairness?

e How can funding organisations support scholarly communities and institutions under
pressure without creating new dependencies or politically selective forms of support?

e Which forms of coordination between funding organisations could provide continuity
in situations where established mechanisms of international academic cooperation
become disrupted?

To be continued
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