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Tags for the Identification of Languages
Status of this Memo

Thi s docunent specifies an Internet standards track protocol for the
Internet conmunity, and requests di scussion and suggestions for

i mprovenents. Please refer to the current edition of the "Internet
Oficial Protocol Standards" (STD 1) for the standardi zation state
and status of this protocol. Distribution of this nmeno is unlinted.

Abstract

Thi s docunent describes a | anguage tag for use in cases where it is
desired to indicate the | anguage used in an infornmation object.

It al so defines a Content-language: header, for use in the case where
one desires to indicate the | anguage of something that has RFC 822-

i ke headers, like M ME body parts or Wb docunments, and a new
paranmeter to the Miultipart/Aternative type, to aid in the usage of

t he Content-Language: header

1. Introduction
There are a nunber of |anguages spoken by human beings in this world.

A great nunber of these people would prefer to have information
presented in a | anguage that they understand.

In sone contexts, it is possible to have infornmation in nore than one
| anguage, or it might be possible to provide tools for assisting in
t he understandi ng of a | anguage (like dictionaries).

A prerequisite for any such function is a nmeans of labelling the
information content with an identifier for the | anguage in which is
is witten.

In the tradition of solving only problens that we think we
understand, this docunent specifies an identifier nmechanism and one
possi bl e use for it.
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2. The Language tag

The | anguage tag is conposed of 1 or nore parts: A primary |anguage
tag and a (possibly enmpty) series of subtags.

The syntax of this tag in RFC-822 EBNF is:

Language-Tag = Primary-tag *( "-" Subtag )

Primary-tag = 1*8ALPHA

Subtag = 1*8ALPHA
Wi t espace is not allowed within the tag.
All tags are to be treated as case insensitive; there exist
conventions for capitalization of sone of them but these should not
be taken to carry neaning.

The nanespace of |anguage tags is administered by the | ANA according
to the rules in section 5 of this docunent.

The follow ng registrations are predefined:
In the primry | anguage tag:

- Al 2-letter tags are interpreted according to | SO standard
639, "Code for the representation of nanmes of |anguages" [|SO

639] .
- The value "i" is reserved for | ANA-defined registrations
- The value "x" is reserved for private use. Subtags of "x"

will not be registered by the | ANA

- O her val ues cannot be assigned except by updating this
st andar d.

The reason for reserving all other tags is to be open towards new
revi sions of 1SO 639; the use of "i" and "x" is the m ni mumwe can do
here to be able to extend the nmechanismto neet our requirenments.

In the first subtag:
- All 2-letter codes are interpreted as |1SO 3166 al pha-2
country codes denoting the area in which the |anguage is

used.

- Codes of 3 to 8 letters may be registered with the | ANA by
anyone who feels a need for it, according to the rules in
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chapter 5 of this docunent.
The information in the subtag nay for instance be:

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

- Di al ect or variant information, such as no-nynorsk or en-
cockney

- Languages not listed in |1SO 639 that are not variants of
any |isted | anguage, which can be registered with the i-
prefix, such as i-cherokee

- Script variations, such as az-arabic and az-cyrillic
In the second and subsequent subtag, any val ue can be registered.

NOTE: The |1SO 639/1S0 3166 convention is that |anguage nanes are
written in |ower case, while country codes are witten in upper case.
This convention is recommended, but not enforced; the tags are case

i nsensitive.

NOTE: |1SO 639 defines a registration authority for additions to and
changes in the Iist of |anguages in 1SO 639. This authority is:

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

A- 1021 Wen

Austria

Phone: +43 1 26 75 35 Ext. 312

Fax: +43 1 216 32 72

The foll owi ng codes have been added in 1989 (nothing later): ug
(Uigur), iu (lnuktitut, also called Eskim), za (Zhuang), he (Hebrew,
replacing iw), yi (Yiddish, replacing ji), and id (Ilndonesian
replacing in).

NOTE: The registration agency for |1SO 3166 (country codes) is:

| SO 3166 Mai ntenance Agency Secretari at
c/o DN Deutches Institut fuer Nornung
Bur ggr af enstrasse 6

Postfach 1107

D- 10787 Berlin

Cer many

Phone: +49 30 26 01 320

Fax: +49 30 26 01 231
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The country codes AA, QMt QZ, XA-XZ and ZZ are reserved by | SO 3166 as
user - assi gned codes.

2.1. Meaning of the language tag

The | anguage tag al ways defines a | anguage as spoken (or witten) by
human bei ngs for comunication of information to other human beings.
Conput er | anguages are explicitly excluded.

There is no guaranteed rel ati onshi p between | anguages whose tags
start out with the sane series of subtags; especially, they are NOT
guraranteed to be nutually conprehensible, although this wll

soneti mes be the case.

Applications should al ways treat |anguage tags as a single token; the
division into main tag and subtags is an admi nistrative nmechani sm
not a navigation aid.

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.
So, this section can only give possible exanples of its usage.

- For a single information object, it should be taken as the
set of languages that is required for a conplete
conpr ehensi on of the conplete object. Exanple: Sinple text.

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

- For information objects whose purpose in life is providing
alternatives, it should be regarded as a hint that the
material inside is provided in several |anguages, and that
one has to inspect each of the alternatives in order to find
its language or | anguages. In this case, nultiple |anguages
need not nmean that one needs to be multilingual to get
conmpl ete understandi ng of the docunent. Exanple: M ME
mul tipart/alternative.

- It woul d be possible to define (for instance) an SGW. DTD
that defines a tag for indicating that follow ng or
contained text is witten in this | anguage, such that one
could wite "Cest la vie"; the Norwegi an-
speaki ng user could then access a French-Norwegi an dictionary
to find out what the quote neant.
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3. The Content-language header
The Language header is intended for use in the case where one desires
to indicate the | anguage(s) of sonmething that has RFC 822-1i ke
headers, |like M ME body parts or Wb docunents.
The RFC-822 EBNF of the Language header is:
Language- Header = "Content-Language" ":" 1#lLanguage-tag

Not e that the Language-Header is allowed to |list several |anguages in
a conma-separated |ist.

Wi t espace is allowed, which neans also that one can place
par ent hesi zed conments anywhere in the | anguage sequence.

3.1. Examples of Content-language values

NOTE: NONE of the subtags shown in this docunent have actually been
assigned; they are used for illustration purposes only.

Norwegi an of ficial document, with parallel text in both official
versi ons of Norwegian. (Both versions are readable by al
Nor wegi ans) .
Content-Type: nultipart/alternative;
di f f erences=cont ent - | anguage
Cont ent - Language: no-nynor sk, no-boknmaa
Voi ce recording fromthe London docks

Content-type: audi o/ basic
Cont ent - Language: en-cockney

Docurent in Sami, which does not have an | SO 639 code, and is spoken
in several countries, but with about half the speakers in Norway,
with six different, mutually inconprehensible dialects:

Content-type: text/plain; charset=iso-8859-10
Cont ent - Language: i-sam -no (North Sam)

An English-French dictionary

Content-type: application/dictionary
Cont ent - Language: en, fr (This is a dictionary)

An official EC docunent (in a few of its official |anguages)
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Content-type: nultipart/alternative
Cont ent - Language: en, fr, de, da, el, it

An excerpt from Star Trek

Content -type: video/ npeg
Cont ent - Language: x-klingon

4. Use of Content-Language with Multipart/Alternative

Wien using the Multipart/Alternative body part of MM, it is

possi ble to have the body parts giving the sanme informati on content
in different | anguages. In this case, one should put a Content-
Language header on each of the body parts, and a summary Content-
Language header onto the Multipart/A ternative itself.

4.1. The differences parameter to multipart/alternative

As defined in RFC 1541, Multipart/Alternative only has one paraneter:
boundary.

The conmon usage of Multipart/Alternative is to have nore than one
format of the sane nessage (f.ex. PostScript and ASCII).

The use of |anguage tags to differentiate between different
alternatives will certainly not lead all MME UAs to present the nopst
sensi bl e body part as default.

Therefore, a new paraneter is defined, to allow the configuration of
M ME readers to handl e | anguage differences in a sensible nanner.

Nanme: Differences

Val ue: One or nore of
Cont ent - Type
Cont ent - Language

Furt her values can be registered with 1ANA; it nust be the nane of a
header for which a definition exists in a published RFC. |If not
present, Differences=Content-Type is assuned.

The intent is that the M ME reader can | ook at these headers of the
message conponent to do an intelligent choice of what to present to
the user, based on know edge about the user preferences and
capabilities.

(The intent of having registration with I ANA of the fields used in
this context is to maintain a |ist of usages that a mail UA may
expect to see, not to reject usages.)
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(NOTE: The M ME specification [RFC 1521], section 7.2, states that
headers not beginning with "Content-" are generally to be ignored in
body parts. People defining a header for use with "differences="
shoul d take note of this.)

The mechani sm for deci ding which body part to present is outside the
scope of this docunent.

M ME EXAVPLE

Content-Type: nultipart/alternative; differences=Content-Language;
boundary="limt"
Cont ent - Language: en, fr, de

--limt
Cont ent - Language: fr

Le renard brun et agile saute par dessus |le chien paresseux
--limt

Cont ent - Language: de

Cont ent - Type: text/plain; charset=iso-8859-1

Cont ent - Tr ansf er - encodi ng: quot ed-pri ntabl e

Der schnell e braune Fuchs h=FCpft =FCber den faul en Hund
--limt
Cont ent - Language: en

The quick brown fox junps over the |azy dog
--limt--

When conposing a nessage, the choice of sequence may be somewhat
arbitrary. However, non-M ME nmail readers will show the first body
part first, meaning that this should nost |likely be the |anguage
under st ood by nost of the recipients.

5. IANA registration procedure for language tags
Any | anguage tag nust start with an existing tag, and extend it.

This registration formshould be used by anyone who wants to use a
| anguage tag not defined by ISO or | ANA
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