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The UNIDELIB network of deliberative universities is organizing its second international
conference on June 15, 2026, in Fontainebleau, at the Institut d'Etudes Politiques of the Université
Paris Est Créteil (UPEC). The aim of this day is to take time to reflect on the political nature of
the deliberative assemblies organized in several universities in the network and elsewhere since
2020. Despite the transformative ambitions of these mechanisms for university functioning, are
they in fact political spaces? Here, political spaceis taken in the broad sense of having a
transformative capacity, however minimal, on the balance of power within the university
governance system, the policies adopted, and/or the participants themselves. Alternatively, are they
more accurately considered educational spaces capable of supporting students and staff in learning
how to deliberate and/or explore certain collective issues related to the functioning of the
university? Or even as mechanisms that are particularly useful for social science research? That
would be a less ambitious but perhaps more realistic goal.

The goal of this conference is to refine our understanding of how the university's space, hierarchies,
budgetary constraints, and daily practices affect the deliberative mechanisms within it. This will
clarify the expectations and ambitions surrounding these mechanisms.

We are launching this Call For Papers within the member universities of the network, but also
outside it, and we welcome proposals that shed light on any aspect of these issues. The disciplines
of sociology, political science, education science, urban studies, anthropology, philosophy, social
psychology, environmental studies and history are particularly targeted, but proposals from other
disciplines may also be considered. The deadline for applications is Friday, February 27th.
Proposals should be sent by email to selma.tilikete(@u-pec.fr and chloe.santoro@u-pec.fr

Argument

Since 2020, there has been a proliferation of experiments with deliberative assemblies
within universities mainly in Western European countries. They are inspired by deliberative and
participatory theories and procedures developed in part in universities since the 1980s, but this
time they are no longer intended to be experiments for the outside world, but rather to influence
the functioning of the university itself. Participants are students and sometimes staff members, and



they deliberate on issues that concern their own university: environmental impact, campus and
student life, space management, training programs, student rights, political functioning etc. Many
different formats are being tried out. As a result, questions are beginning to arise about the political
significance of these new spaces. While organizers often work with or at the request of the
university's administration, the way in which these assemblies fit into the university's governance,
how participation is exercised and how it relates to existing university bodies is often unclear. These
experimental assemblies often combine scientific, educational, informative, transformative,
participatory, and community-building goals, raising questions on how these different ambitions
interact and influence the process at large.

For example, we might ask whether the aforementioned goals are always compatible. Also,
can we use the same design to influence central decision-making and to introduce students to
deliberative practices? Will a small, mixed assembly have the same impact as a large system
involving hundreds of participants? Besides, clarifying the political nature of these spaces may
influence the design process by affecting the selection method, media coverage, decision-makers'
involvement, or topic selection.

These issues are part of a broader context of tension between democratic aspirations and
innovations outside the university and the hierarchical governance specific to the university.
Additionally, teaching and research conditions have been severely challenged by budget cuts and
political pressures. One might also wonder if the concept of the university community blinds us to
the differences in status, capital, decision-making power, and perhaps political legitimacy, among
its members. If university assemblies are modelled on citizens’ assemblies, should students be
considered “provisional citizens” of universities? Could assemblies be spaces for pacification
between staff bodies with conflicting interests? How should we think about relationships with
professional organizations? Should the interests of certain external parties, such as society at large,
natural entities or future generations, be taken into account? In addition, many of the current
assemblies within university have a certain inward focus. This poses the question of what kind of
effect these assemblies have on the university as an organization and how these processes are or
are not embedded structurally in the university governance.

These and many other questions arise when we consider the extent to which university
assembly experiences are political. This conference will be an opportunity to reflect on these
institutional innovation practices, their potential, and the ambivalence surrounding them.

Presentation of UNIDELIB

The Deliberating Universities Network (UNIDELIB) brings together 25 academic institutions
from around the world that aim to promote and introduce deliberative experimentations in
universities.

Launched in November 2023, during the “Deliberation in action” conference organized by the
Paris-Est Créteil University (UPEC, LIPHA) in France, the Deliberating Universities Network
engages an ever-growing number of universities in France and around the world. Since September
2024, the network has been funded by Erasme Program at UPEC, thanks to France 2030 national
research agency funding,.

The network members believe that universities have a key role to play in forging a path to more
sustainable democracy and to address climate change issues, beginning by transforming their own
institution. Drawing from the French experience of the Climate change citizens' assembly, the
network members promote and introduce, in their own university, deliberative processes in the
form of student and academic staff citizens assemblies. These assemblies offer an innovative
framework for student engagement and collective decision-making for all university actors, to
address the ecological, social and democratic challenges in universities transformation process.
The first UNIDELIB international conference was organized in May 2025.

Morte information on the network can be found on its wiki: https://citizens-assembly.org/start



https://citizens-assembly.org/start

Scientific Committee:

Lucile Boure (UPEC, LIPHA, France)

Emilie Frenkiel (UPEC, LIPHA, France)

Volkan Gl (Kitahya Dumlupinar University, Turkey)
Ivar Maas (VU, Netherlands)

Pierre Moy (UPEC, LIPHA, France)

Chloé Santoro (UPEC, LIPHA, France)

Selma Tilikete (UPEC, LIPHA, France)

Practical Information:

Date of the event : Monday, 15th June

Venue: Université Paris-Est Créteil, Institut d'Etudes Politiques de Fontainebleau, 10 rue du
Docteur Clément-Matry, 77300 Fontainebleau, FRANCE

Deadline for the submission of proposals: Friday, 27th February

Accepted language: English

Sending of the proposals: selma.tilikete@u-pec.ft ; chloe.santoro@u-pec.fr

The proposals have to include the following elements:
- Title, abstract and keywords (500 words max)
- Short bio of the author
- Possible proposal for a discussant
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