Digital Preservation and Revitalisation of Endangered Scripts: An International Sino-
European Conference

From 23 to 24 October 2026, scholars and practitioners from China and Europe will meet to
address an urgent question: how can the world's endangered writing systems survive, and
even thrive, in a digital landscape largely built for dominant languages? Hosted by the
Confucius Institute at the University of Geneva in collaboration with East China Normal
University, the international Sino-European conference Digital Preservation and Revitalisation
of Endangered Scripts will explore this question from historical, technical, educational and
community perspectives.

The conference will open on Friday 23 October with remarks by the organisers, Jue Wang-
Szilas (University of Geneva) and Chunfeng Zhang (East China Normal University), and by Tim

Brookes of the Endangered Alphabets Project. Three keynotes will frame the discussions. Joél
Bellassen (INALCO) will discuss the fate of Chinese writing in the 20th century, tracing how
Chinese characters went from being targeted for abolition in the wake of the May Fourth
Movement to being denied in language pedagogy. Long Congjun (Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences) will speak about the intelligent processing of Classical Tibetan texts, drawing on his
experience of applying computational methods to historical documents. Philippa M. Steele

(University of Cambridge) will consider how writing systems of the past emerged, spread and
disappeared, and what this means for the digitisation and revitalisation of minority scripts
today.

Over two days, papers selected through an open call will be presented in panels addressing
four themes. The digitisation and encoding panel will cover multilingual ancient document
image recognition, the digital revival of Dongba through the Electronic Dongba (Edongba)
input software, why Al cannot 'solve' endangered scripts without typographic encoding, and
a decentralised approach to computer text encoding. The script studies sessions will examine
Khitan Large Script—Chinese bilingual seals, Nishu characters and songs, the application of
Tangut script to modern Horpa languages, the Poya-Babao pictographic symbols of the Zhuang,
the ideographic logic of the Yi script of Guizhou, and Dongba and Geba manuscripts. A
dedicated Dongba session will explore the protection and transmission of Naxi Dongba
culture on the Yunnan-Sichuan border, the Naxi language and Dongba script on social
networks, digital preservation and international cooperation in Lijiang, and two MOQCs that
teach the script online, Initiation a I'écriture Dongba and Digital Dongba Art. Finally, sessions
on type, tools and transmission will bring together typeface designers working on Tangut and
traditional ideographic Yi, studies of the writing culture of China's multiethnic frontier, a
searchable knowledge base for the Shui script. They will also look at how Yunnan minority-
script shop signs render the word 'coffee’, the digitisation and revitalisation of endangered
iconographic writings in Southwest China, and script revitalisation reconsidered in terms of
context, agency and local functionality. The conference will close on Saturday 24 October with
a full-conference roundtable, chaired by Tim Brookes, on digital practice, intelligent reflection
and script revitalisation. In-person participants will also be able to enjoy short performances
and interactive script games.
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This fully hybrid conference is free of charge and will be held in English and Chinese, in person
by Lake Geneva and online. In-person places are limited due to the capacity of the venue,
while online attendance is unlimited; the Zoom link will be sent upon registration. To register,
please write directly to ic@unige.ch, or contact Jue Wang-Szilas (jue.wangszilas@unige.ch) or

Chunfeng Zhang (cfzhang@zhwx.ecnu.edu.cn). More information can be found at

https://www.unige.ch/ic/endangeredwriting2026/en.
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