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Abst ract

Thi s docunent describes a | anguage tag for use in cases where it is
desired to indicate the |anguage used in an infornation object, how
to register values for use in this | anguage tag, and a construct for
mat chi ng such | anguage tags.

1. Introduction

Human bei ngs on our planet have, past and present, used a nunber of
| anguages. There are many reasons why one would want to identify the
| anguage used when presenting information.

In some contexts, it is possible to have information available in
nore than one | anguage, or it mght be possible to provide tools
(such as dictionaries) to assist in the understanding of a | anguage.

Al so, many types of information processing require know edge of the
| anguage in which information is expressed in order for that process
to be performed on the information; for exanple spell-checking,
conput er - synt hesi zed speech, Braille, or high-quality print

renderi ngs.

One neans of indicating the | anguage used is by labeling the

i nformation content with an identifier for the | anguage that is used
in this information content.
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Thi s docunent specifies an identifier mechanism a registration
function for values to be used with that identifier nechanism and a
construct for matchi ng agai nst those val ues.

The keywords "MJST", "MJST NOT", "REQU RED', "SHALL", "SHALL NOT",
"SHOULD', "SHOULD NOT", "RECOWMENDED', "MAY", and "OPTIONAL" in this
docunent are to be interpreted as described in [RFC 2119].

2. The Language tag
2.1 Language tag syntax

The | anguage tag is conposed of one or nore parts: A primary |anguage
subtag and a (possibly enpty) series of subsequent subtags.

The syntax of this tag in ABNF [ RFC 2234] is:
Language-Tag = Prinmary-subtag *( "-" Subtag )
Primary-subtag = 1*8ALPHA
Subtag = 1*8(ALPHA / DIGT)

The productions ALPHA and DIG@ T are inported from RFC 2234; they
denote respectively the characters Ato Z in upper or |ower case and
the digits fromO to 9. The character "-" is HYPHEN-M NUS ( ABNF
%2D) .

Al tags are to be treated as case insensitive; there exist
conventions for capitalization of sonme of them but these should not
be taken to carry neaning. For instance, [|SO 3166] reconmrends that
country codes are capitalized (MN Mongolia), while [|SO 639]
recomends that | anguage codes are witten in | ower case (mm
Mongol i an) .

2.2 Language tag sources

The nanespace of | anguage tags is administered by the Internet
Assi gned Nunbers Authority (I ANA) [ RFC 2860] according to the rules
in section 3 of this docunent.

The following rules apply to the primary subtag:

- All 2-letter subtags are interpreted according to assignments found
in |1SO standard 639, "Code for the representati on of nanes of
| anguages” [1SO 639], or assignnents subsequently made by the | SO
639 part 1 mai ntenance agency or governi ng standardi zati on bodi es.
(Note: Arevision is underway, and is expected to be rel eased as
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| SO 639-1: 2000)

- Al 3-letter subtags are interpreted according to assignments found
in 1SO 639 part 2, "Codes for the representati on of nanes of
| anguages -- Part 2: Al pha-3 code [ISO 639-2]", or assignnents
subsequently made by the |1SO 639 part 2 nmi ntenance agency or
governi ng standardi zati on bodi es.

- The value "i" is reserved for | ANA-defined registrations

- The value "x" is reserved for private use. Subtags of "x" shal
not be registered by the | ANA

- Other values shall not be assigned except by revision of this
st andar d.

The reason for reserving all other tags is to be open towards new
revisions of |1SO 639; the use of "i" and "x" is the m ni mumwe can do
here to be able to extend the nechanismto neet our imedi ate

requi renents.

The followi ng rules apply to the second subtag:

- All 2-letter subtags are interpreted as | SO 3166 al pha-2 country
codes from[I1SO 3166], or subsequently assigned by the | SO 3166
nmai nt enance agency or governing standardi zati on bodi es, denoting
the area to which this | anguage variant rel ates.

- Tags with second subtags of 3 to 8 letters may be registered with
| ANA, according to the rules in chapter 5 of this docunent.

- Tags with 1-letter second subtags may not be assigned except after
revi sion of this standard.

There are no rules apart fromthe syntactic ones for the third and
subsequent subt ags.

Tags constructed wholly fromthe codes that are assi gnhed
interpretations by this chapter do not need to be registered with
| ANA before use.

The information in a subtag may for instance be:

- Country identification, such as en-US (this usage is described in
| SO 639)

- Dialect or variant information, such as en-scouse
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- Languages not listed in 1SO 639 that are not variants of any listed
| anguage, which can be registered with the i-prefix, such as i-
t sol yani

- Region identification, such as sgn-US-MA (Martha' s Vineyard Sign
Language, which is found in the state of Massachusetts, US)

Thi s docunent | eaves the decision on what tags are appropriate or not
to the registration process described in section 3.

| SO 639 defines a mai ntenance agency for additions to and changes in
the list of languages in |SO 639. This agency is:

International Information Centre for Terminology (Infoterm
P. O Box 130

A-1021 Wen

Austri a

Phone: +43 1 26 75 35 Ext. 312
Fax: +43 1 216 32 72

| SO 639-2 defines a mai ntenance agency for additions to and changes
in the list of languages in I SO 639-2. This agency is:

Li brary of Congress

Net wor k Devel opnent and MARC Standards O fice
Washi ngton, D.C. 20540

USA

Phone: +1 202 707 6237
Fax: +1 202 707 0115
URL: http://ww. | oc.gov/standards/iso639

The mai nt enance agency for |1SO 3166 (country codes) is:

| SO 3166 Mai ntenance Agency Secretari at
c/o DI N Deutsches Institut fuer Nornmung
Bur ggr af enstrasse 6

Postfach 1107

D 10787 Berlin

Ger many

Phone: +49 30 26 01 320
Fax: +49 30 26 01 231
URL: http://ww. di n.de/greni en/ nas/ nabd/i so3166na/

| SO 3166 reserves the country codes AA, QW @, XA-XZ and ZZ as user-
assi gned codes. These MJST NOT be used to form | anguage tags.
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2.3 Choice of |anguage tag

One may occasionally be faced with several possible tags for the sane
body of text.

Interoperability is best served if all users send the same tag, and
use the sane tag for the sanme | anguage for all docunents. |[If an
application has requirenments that nmake the rul es here inapplicable,
the application protocol specification MIST specify how the procedure
varies fromthe one given here.

The text below is based on the set of tags known to the tagging
entity.

1. Use the nost precise tagging known to the sender that can be
ascertained and is useful within the application context.

2. Wien a | anguage has both an |1SO 639-1 2-character code and an | SO
639-2 3-character code, you MJST use the tag derived fromthe |1SO
639-1 2-character code.

3. Wien a | anguage has no |1 SO 639-1 2-character code, and the |1SO
639-2/ T (Term nol ogy) code and the |SO 639-2/B (Bibliographic)
code differ, you MJST use the Term nol ogy code. NOTE: At present,
all languages for which there is a difference have 2-character
codes, and the displeasure of devel opers about the existence of 2
code sets has been adequately comunicated to 1SO.  So this
situation will hopefully not arise.

4. \Wen a | anguage has both an | ANA-regi stered tag (i-sonething) and
a tag derived froman | SO regi stered code, you MJST use the | SO
tag. NOTE: Wien such a situation is discovered, the | ANA-
regi stered tag SHOULD be deprecated as soon as possible.

5. You SHOULD NOT use the UND (Undeterm ned) code unless the protoco
in use forces you to give a value for the | anguage tag, even if
the |l anguage is unknown. Onitting the tag is preferred.

6. You SHOULD NOT use the MJL (Multiple) tag if the protocol allows
you to use nultiple |languages, as is the case for the Content-
Language: header

NOTE: In order to avoid versioning difficulties in applications such
as that of RFC 1766, the |SO 639 Registration Authority Joint

Advi sory Conmittee (RA-JAC) has agreed on the follow ng policy

st at enent :
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"After the publication of 1SOD S 639-1 as an Internationa
Standard, no new 2-letter code shall be added to | SO 639-1 unless a
3-letter code is al so added at the same time to 1SO 639-2. In
addition, no |language with a 3-letter code available at the tinme of
publication of SO 639-1 which at that tinme had no 2-letter code
shal | be subsequently given a 2-letter code."

This will ensure that, for exanple, a user who inplenments "hw "
(Hawai i an), which currently has no 2-letter code, will not find his
or her data invalidated by eventual addition of a 2-letter code for
that | anguage.™

2.4 Meaning of the |anguage tag

The | anguage tag al ways defines a | anguage as spoken (or witten,

si gned or otherw se signal ed) by human bei ngs for comunication of
information to other human beings. Conputer |anguages such as
progranm ng | anguages are explicitly excluded. There is no
guaranteed rel ati onshi p between | anguages whose tags begin with the
same series of subtags; specifically, they are NOT guaranteed to be
mutual ly intelligible, although it will sonetinmes be the case that
they are.

The rel ati onship between the tag and the information it relates to is
defined by the standard describing the context in which it appears.
Accordingly, this section can only give possible exanples of its
usage.

- For a single information object, it could be taken as the set of
| anguages that is required for a conpl ete conprehension of the
conpl ete object.

Exanmpl e: Plain text docunents.

- For an aggregation of information objects, it should be taken as
the set of |anguages used inside components of that aggregation
Exanpl es: Docunent stores and libraries.

- For information objects whose purpose is to provide alternatives,
the set of tags associated with it should be regarded as a hint
that the content is provided in several |anguages, and that one has
to inspect each of the alternatives in order to find its |anguage
or languages. 1In this case, a tag with nmultiple | anguages does not
nean that one needs to be nulti-lingual to get conplete
under st andi ng of the docunent.

Exanpl e: M ME nultipart/alternative.
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- In markup | anguages, such as HTM. and XM., |anguage infornmation can
be added to each part of the document identified by the nmarkup
structure (including the whol e docunment itself). For exanple, one
could wite <span | ang="FR'>C est |a vie.</span> inside a Norwegi an
docunent; the Norwegi an-speaki ng user could then access a French-
Norwegi an dictionary to find out what the marked section neant. |If
the user were listening to that docunent through a speech synthesis
interface, this formation could be used to signal the synthesizer
to appropriately apply French text-to-speech pronunciation rules to
that span of text, instead of m sapplying the Norwegi an rul es.

2.5 Language-range

Since the publication of RFC 1766, it has becone apparent that there
is a need to define a termfor a set of |anguages whose tags al
begin with the same sequence of subtags.

The foll owi ng definition of |anguage-range is derived fromHITP/ 1.1
[ RFC 2616] .

| anguage-range = |anguage-tag / "*"

That is, a | anguage-range has the same syntax as a | anguage-tag, or
is the single character "*".

A | anguage-range mat ches a | anguage-tag if it exactly equals the tag,
or if it exactly equals a prefix of the tag such that the first
character following the prefix is "-"

The special range "*" natches any tag. A protocol which uses

| anguage ranges may specify additional rules about the senmantics of
"*"- for instance, HTTP/1.1 specifies that the range "*" matches only
| anguages not matched by any other range within an "Accept-Language:"
header .

NOTE: This use of a prefix matching rule does not inply that |anguage
tags are assigned to | anguages in such a way that it is always true
that if a user understands a | anguage with a certain tag, then this
user will also understand all |anguages with tags for which this tag
is a prefix. The prefix rule sinmply allows the use of prefix tags if
this is the case

3. I ANA registration procedure for |anguage tags
The procedure given here MJST be used by anyone who wants to use a

| anguage tag not given an interpretation in chapter 2.2 of this
docunent or previously registered with | ANA.
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This procedure MAY al so be used to register information with the | ANA
about a tag defined by this docunment, for instance if one wi shes to
make publicly available a reference to the definition for a | anguage
such as sgn-US (Anerican Sign Language).

Tags with a first subtag of "x" need not, and cannot, be registered.

The process starts by filling out the registration formreproduced
bel ow.

LANGUAGE TAG REQ STRATI ON FORM

Nane of requester

E-mai| address of requester:

Tag to be registered

Engl i sh nane of | anguage

Nati ve name of |anguage (transcribed into ASCII):

Ref erence to published description of the | anguage (book or article):
Any ot her relevant information:

The | anguage form nmust be sent to <ietf-languages@ana.org> for a 2-
week review period before it can be submitted to IANA.  (This is an
open list. Requests to be added should be sent to <ietf-I|anguages-
request @ ana. org>.)

When the two week period has passed, the |anguage tag revi ewer, who
is appointed by the | ETF Applications Area Director, either forwards
the request to | ANA@ ANA. ORG, or rejects it because of significant
objections raised on the list. Note that the reviewer can raise
objections on the list hinself, if he so desires. The inportant
thing is that the objection nmust be made publicly.

The applicant is free to nodify a rejected application with

additional information and submt it again; this restarts the 2-week
conment peri od.
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Deci sions nade by the reviewer nay be appealed to the | ESG [ RFC 2028]
under the sane rules as other |ETF decisions [RFC 2026]. Al

regi stered fornms are available online in the directory
http://wwv. i ana. or g/ nunbers. ht M under "l anguages".

Updates of registrations follow the same procedure as registrations.
The | anguage tag revi ewer deci des whether to allow a new regi strant
to update a registration nmade by sonmeone el se; in the normal case,
objections by the original registrant would carry extra weight in
such a deci sion.

There is no deletion of registrations; when sonme registered tag
shoul d not be used any nore, for instance because a correspondi ng | SO
639 code has been registered, the registration should be anmended by
adding a remark |ike "DEPRECATED: use <new code> instead" to the
"other relevant information" section.

Not e: The purpose of the "published description"” is intended as an
aid to people trying to verify whether a | anguage is regi stered, or

what | anguage a particular tag refers to. |n npbst cases, reference
to an authoritative grammar or dictionary of the | anguage will be
useful; in cases where no such work exists, other well known works

descri bing that |anguage or in that |anguage may be appropriate. The
| anguage tag reviewer decides what constitutes a "good enough"
reference materi al

4. Security Considerations

The only security issue that has been raised with | anguage tags since
the publication of RFC 1766, which stated that "Security issues are
believed to be irrelevant to this nenp", is a concern with | anguage
ranges used in content negotiation - that they nmay be used to infer
the nationality of the sender, and thus identify potential targets
for surveill ance

This is a special case of the general problemthat anything you send
is visible to the receiving party; it is useful to be aware that such
concerns can exist in some cases.

The eval uati on of the exact magnitude of the threat, and any possible
counterneasures, is left to each application protocol

5. Character set considerations
Language tags may al ways be presented using the characters A-Z, a-z,
0-9 and HYPHEN- M NUS, which are present in npst character sets, so

presentation of |anguage tags should not have any character set
i ssues.
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The issue of deciding upon the rendering of a character set based on
the |l anguage tag is not addressed in this neno; however, it is

t hought inpossible to make such a decision correctly for all cases
unl ess neans of switching | anguage in the mddle of a text are
defined (for exanple, a rendering engine that decides font based on
Japanese or Chinese | anguage may produce subopti nal output when a

m xed Japanese- Chi nese text is encountered)
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Appendi x A: Language Tag Reference Materia

The Li brary of Congress, nmintainers of 1SO 639-2, has made the |ist
of

| anguages regi stered available on the Internet.

At the time of this witing, it can be found at
http://ww. | oc. gov/ st andards/i s0639- 2/ | anghone. ht n

The 1 ANA registration fornms for registered | anguage codes can be
found at http://wwmv i ana. org/ nunbers. html under "I anguages"”.

The 1 SO 3166 Mai ntenance Agency has published Wb pages at

http://ww. di n. de/ grem en/ nas/ nabd/i so3166ma/

Appendi x B: Changes from RFC 1766
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Emai |l |ist address changed fromietf-types@ninett.no to ietf-
| anguages@ ana. or g

Updat ed aut hor’ s address

Added | anguage-range construct fromHITP/ 1.1

Added use of |SO 639-2 | anguage codes

Added reference to Library of Congress lists of |anguage codes
Changed exanples to use registered tags

Added "Any other information" to registration form

Added description of procedure for updating registrations

Changed target category for document from standards track to BCP

Moved the content-|anguage header definition into another docunent

Added nunbers to the pernitted characters in | anguage tags
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Ful | Copyright Statenent
Copyright (C The Internet Society (2001). Al Rights Reserved.

Thi s docunent and translations of it may be copied and furnished to
ot hers, and derivative works that conment on or otherwi se explain it
or assist inits inplenentation may be prepared, copied, published
and distributed, in whole or in part, without restriction of any

ki nd, provided that the above copyright notice and this paragraph are
i ncluded on all such copies and derivative works. However, this
docunent itself may not be nodified in any way, such as by renoving
the copyright notice or references to the Internet Society or other
I nternet organi zati ons, except as needed for the purpose of
devel opi ng Internet standards in which case the procedures for
copyrights defined in the Internet Standards process nust be
followed, or as required to translate it into |anguages ot her than
Engl i sh.

The Iimted perm ssions granted above are perpetual and will not be
revoked by the Internet Society or its successors or assigns.

Thi s docunent and the information contained herein is provided on an
"AS | S" basis and THE | NTERNET SOCI ETY AND THE | NTERNET ENG NEERI NG
TASK FORCE DI SCLAI M5 ALL WARRANTI ES, EXPRESS OR | MPLI ED, | NCLUDI NG
BUT NOT LI M TED TO ANY WARRANTY THAT THE USE OF THE | NFORVATI ON
HEREI N W LL NOT | NFRI NGE ANY RI GHTS OR ANY | MPLI ED WARRANTI ES OF
MERCHANTABI LI TY OR FI TNESS FOR A PARTI CULAR PURPCSE
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