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Typical Questions

• I really only want to use two-letter 
codes. Why do we need three-letter 
codes?

• I want a two letter or three letter code to 
cover more than just language.

• Can’t “en” be defaulted to en-US or en-
UK in my own environment?



Rejection of Complexity

• I only need about 40 languages. Why 
should we have to contend with 6800?

• It is simply unacceptable that language 
codes and identifiers remain in flux so 
much of the time.

• I don’t really understand the difference 
between language codes, language 
tags, and locales.



Terms

• Language, country, script codes
– Values specified in mostly ISO standards

• Language tags
– Full form consisting of language + region (IETF 

RFC 3066)
– Expanded in IETF RFC 4646 (RFC 4645, RFC 4647)

• Values for the lang attribute and for xml:lang
– IETF RFC 3066 language tag or its successors

• Locale identifiers
– Easily confused with language tags



Core Specifications: Codes

• ISO 639-1, 2, 3 (4, 5, 6)
– 2, 3 letter codes, comprehensive 3 letter 

codes (sometimes called symbols)
– Groups and dialects

• ISO 15924 – scripts (4-letter)
• ISO 3066 – countries
• UN M.49 – regions (three-digit 

numerical codes)



Code Elements
• Later standard lists (3-6) are called 

codes.
• Individual languages are represented 

by code elements or symbols.
• Common parlance (supported by early 

titles) tends to call the individual 
elements codes .

• In the new IETF registry, they manifest 
themselves as subtags.



Language Tags

• Language tags can be (and should be ) used to 
indicate the language of text in HTML and XML 
documents. 

• Used also, e.g., in a web service interaction, such  
as in a SOAP header, or in HTTP accept-language 
header, where potentially no text is involved. 

• Language tags use the code elements from the 
core standards to compile more complex 
information units 

• Language tags specify only language information 
with respect to a region.



Original Forms

• ISO 639-2 and IETF RFC 3066, xml:lang:
– Two part language tags 
– Language code + country code

• Examples
– fr-FR
– en-US



Conventions

• Language codes
– Lowercase : fr, en, zh

• Country codes
– Uppercase : FR, GB, CH

• Script codes
– Title case : Latn, Hant, Hans

• Parsing determined by order and 
format, not by capitalization





Organizations

• ISO TC 37, TC 46
• Various Registration Authorities
• UN Statistics Division
• IETF & IANA
• W3C i18n working group
• Unicode



Communities of Practice

• Terminology (lexicography) – ISO 639-1
– Classifying terms and words in language 

resources
– Originally: human users

• Library science – ISO 639-2
– Classifying and retrieving printed resources and 

other physical objects
– Originally human users
– Tendency to group things together based on 

existing collections



Communities of Practice

• Information technology
– Electronic media
– Machine readability and parsability
– Robust stability
– Inclusivity
– Multifaceted aspects

• Dialects
• Supranational regions
• Groupings for special interests



Documents

• 6 Parts to 639 Family of Language 
Standards

• Two/three Parts to IETF RFC for 
Language Tags

• Unicode UTS # 35, CLDR
• W3C – citation in multiple documents
• UN M.49
• Multiple other standards



ISO / IETF / Unicode

• ISO-related committees administer the 
core specifications (codes).

• IETF BCP 47 administers the language 
tags, represented currently by RFC 
4646 and RFC 4647
– Used to tag text for language
– Used in http headers, etc.
– Comprised of subtags derived from core 

standards



ISO / IETF / Unicode

• Unicode administers the LDML (locale data 
markup language) , which is a standard for 
the creation of locale information. It uses 
RFC 4646 tags as the core for identifying 
locale information. 

• The Unicode sponsored CLDR (Common 
Locale Data Registry) is an application of 
LDML which gathers various locale data.  



Old 3066 Environment

• Stability  (problems with reassignment of 
country codes)

• Accessibility
• Ambiguity (reassignments, overlapping 

usage)
• Slow, complex registration procedures
• Adding script identification
• Extensibility 

– New parts to 639
– Private use tags



Generative vs Registered Tags

• Free-formed generation of language 
tags based on sub-tags, which are 
comprised of the identifiers from the 
core specifications

• Language-region: fr-FR, fr-CA
– Set down in ISO 639-1 and 639-2
– Established as language tag in IETF RFC 

3066
– Recognized as the content of xml:lang



Registry Field Types

• language
• extlang
• script
• region
• variant
• grandfathered
• redundant
• private use



Subtags

• language -script -region- variant -
extension -privateuse (Ishida)

• zh-Latn-CN-variant1-a-extend1-x-
wadegile

• sr-Latn-RS
• sl-IT-rozaj
• [Possible: sl-Latn-IT-rozaj, but Latn is 

properly suppressed]



Principle of Truncation

• zh-Latn-CN-variant1-a-extend1-x-
wadegile

• zh-Latn-CN-variant1-a-extend1
• zh-Latn-CN-variant1
• zh-Latn-CN
• zh-Latn (zh-Hant, zh-Hans)
• zh



Simplicity

• fr
– French as a non-differentiated language.

• fr-FR: French as spoken in France

• fr-LATN-FR
– Superfluous because fr is virtually always in Latin 

script, therefore, suppress script option
– But zh-hant and zh-hans are meaningful
– ja is meaningful by itself because Japanese is not 

the official language of any other country.



Subtag Registry

• ISO 639-1, 2 letter codes
• ISO 639-2, 3 letter codes not included in 

the two-letter codes
• ISO 639-3, 3 letter codes not already 

included from 639-2
• Thus: only one code is allowed per 

language
• Other elements



Locales

• Some experts define a locale as a set of 
parameters that defines the user's 
language, country or region, and any 
special user preferences. 

• A “set of things” common to a group 
targeted for a localization product.

• Common agreement: language is 
usually the core component.



Locales

• Usually a locale identifier consists of at 
least a language code and a region 
code or identifier

• Looks a lot like a language tag, but 
serves to identify a set of functional 
information, not just a language in a 
region



Locale Identifiers

• ID that refers to a set of preferences, 
possibly including some of the following:
– Formatting & parsing of dates, times, numbers & 

currencies
– Measurement units
– Sort order (collation)
– Translated names for time zones, languages, 

countries, scripts
– Text transformations & transcriptions
– Other support services



Difference in the Region Component

• In language tags and locales, the region 
code indicates variation in language (as 
with regional dialects) or presentation 
and format (such as number or date 
formats). 

• In a locale, the region code is also 
sometimes used to indicate the 
physical location, market, legal, or 
other governing policies for the user. 



Common Locale Data Repository 
(CLDR)

• Key building blocks for software to 
support the world's languages

• Conventions of different languages for 
such common software tasks as 
formatting of dates, times, time zones, 
numbers, and currency values; sorting 
text

• Choosing languages or countries by 
name; and many others. 



ISO 639 Family
• ISO 639-1:1988. Codes for the representation of nam es of 

languages � Part 1: Alpha-2 code . 
• ISO 639-2:1998. Codes for the representation of nam es of 

languages � Part 2: Alpha-3 code.
• ISO 639-3:2007. Code for the representation of names  of 

languages � Part 3: Alpha-3 code for comprehensive 
coverage of languages.

• ISO 639-4:200?. Code for the representation of names of 
languages� Part 4: Implementation guidelines and general 
principles for language coding.

• ISO 639-5:200?. Code for the representation of names of 
languages� Part 5: Alpha-3 code for language families and 
groups.

• ISO 639-6:200?. Code for the representation of names of 
languages� Part 6: Alpha-4 code for dialects. 



IETF Recommendations

• RFC 4645 Language Subtag Registry
– Compendium of permissible codes from the 

various resources

• RFC 4646 Tags for Identifying 
Languages
– Tag Structures

• RFC 4647 Matching of Language Tags
– Procedures for processing tag information



Unicode Documents

• Unicode Technical Standard #35: 
Locale Data Markup Language (LDML)

• Common Locale Data Repository 
(CLDR) Project



Useful References
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