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Foreword

ISO (the International Organization for Standardization) is a worldwide federation of national standards
bodies (ISO member bodies). The work of preparing International Standards is normally carried out
through ISO technical committees. Each member body interested in a subject for which a technical
committee has been established has the right to be represented on that committee. International
organizations, governmental and non-governmental, in liaison with ISO, also take part in the work.
ISO collaborates closely with the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC) on all matters of
electrotechnical standardization.

The procedures used to develop this document and those intended for its further maintenance are
described in the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 1. In particular, the different approval criteria needed for the
different types of ISO document should be noted. This document was drafted in accordance with the
editorial rules of the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 2 (see www.iso.org/directives).

[SO draws attention to the possibility that the implementation of this document may involve the use
of (a) patent(s). ISO takes no position concerning the evidence, validity or applicability of any claimed
patent rights in respect thereof. As of the date of publication of this document, ISO had not received
notice of (a) patent(s) which may be required to implement this document. However, implementers are
cautioned that this may not represent the latest information, which may be obtained from the patent
database available at www.iso.org/patents. ISO shall not be held responsible for identifying any or all
such patent rights.

Any trade name used in this document is information given for the convenience of users and does not
constitute an endorsement.

For an explanation of the voluntary nature of standards, the meaning of ISO specific terms and
expressions related to conformity assessment, as well as information about ISO's adherence to the
World Trade Organization (WTQ) principles in the Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT), see www.iso.
org/iso/foreword.html.

This document was prepared jointly by Technical Committee ISO/TC 37, Language and terminology,
Subcommittee SC 2, Terminology workflow and language coding, and ISO/TC 46, Information and
documentation, Subcommittee SC 4, Technical interoperability.

This second edition cancels and replaces ISO 639-1:2002, ISO 639-2:1998, 1SO 639-3:2007,
ISO 639-4:2010 and ISO 639-5:2008, which have been merged and technically revised.

The main changes are as follows:

— the wording of the text (with provisions, such as principles, rules and guidelines) has been
harmonized to apply to all sets of language identifiers of the ISO 639 language code;

— the ISO 639 language code subsets contained in the former ISO 639-1, ISO 639-2, ISO 639-3 and
[SO 639-5 arenowrepresented by sets oflanguage identifiers: Set 1,Set 2, Set 3 and Set 5, respectively,
and are not presented in this document;

— new developments in the field of coding systems have been taken into account;
— the title has been modified;

— the wordings in Clause 1 and Clauses 4 to 7 have been coordinated and harmonized;

— the Normative references have been updated;

— Clause 3 has been revised to harmonize the terminological entries for covering all sets of language
identifiers, coordinated with ISO 21636-1 and other pertinent standards;

— Clause 4 has been extended to cover additional guidelines;

— Clause 5 has been reformulated to harmonize previous texts;
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— C(Clause 6 has been added;

— (Clauses 7 and 8 have been revised to incorporate existing provisions, extending them to cover new
requirements in the field of language coding;

— anew Annex A has been added to display the relationship between the sets of language identifiers
and the language code elements of the ISO 639 language code;

— anew Annex B has been added to outline the role of the ISO 639 Maintenance Agency (ISO 639/MA)
and its handling of Change Requests (CR).

Any feedback or questions on this document should be directed to the user’s national standards body. A
complete listing of these bodies can be found at www.iso.org/members.html.
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Introduction

This document provides comprehensive principles, rules and guidelines for the identification and
specification of individual languages or language groups, as well as for their coding. The ISO 639
language code comprises language code elements each consisting of one to three language identifiers,
one unique language reference name, zero or more language names in English and French, and a code
element scope. Each language identifier designates a recognized individual language or language group.

For historical reasons, the language identifiers have been organized into several sets. These sets
correspond to the code tables of the former ISO 639 series (all under the general title Codes for the
representation of individual languages and language groups). This document merges these sets into a
unified system of language code elements with one to three language identifiers each. Some language
identifiers belong to more than one of the following sets (for more details, see 5.2):

— Set 1 comprises two-letter language identifiers (in accordance with the former ISO 639-1) for
major, mostly national individual languages. This set has evolved from normative documents
published in 1967.

— Set 2 comprises three-letter language identifiers (in accordance with the former ISO 639-2) for a
larger number of widely known individual languages. Set 2 includes all individual languages covered
by Set 1 and encompasses 20 language code elements for individual languages that each have two
different three-letter language identifiers: one for bibliographic use (2B) and one for terminological
use (2T). The latter distinction is based on documents widely used since the 1970s. It has emerged
from two diverging language coding initiatives in the fields of librarianship and documentation on
the one hand and terminology and other language applications on the other.

— Set 3 also comprises three-letter language identifiers (in accordance with the former ISO 639-3)
and aims at covering comprehensively all individual languages (including all individual languages
covered by Set 2).

— Set 5 also comprises three-letter language identifiers (in accordance with the former ISO 639-5),
covering a larger set of language groups (including all language groups covered by Set 2). Set 5 was
established in 2008. All language identifiers for language groups in Set 2 also belong to Set 5.

These four sets of language identifiers of the ISO 639 language code are used by very large user
communities, which demands a high degree of coordinated code stability. Over the decades the
stakeholders involved in developing the ISO 639 language code have coordinated their activities
with the result that the currently valid language code elements constitute one single common code
space. This implies that all language code elements, independently of which set or sets their language
identifiers belong to, constitute the ISO 639 language code. Therefore, “code” occurs in the singular in
the title of this document.

The above-listed sets of language identifiers are accessible at the Language Coding Agencies (LCA)
hosting the data for the ISO 639 language code (see Annex B).

The language identifiers for individual languages or language groups can be used in a variety of
applications. These include the specification of the language used in a text, the language of terms
or words in a dictionary or terminology database, the language used in a spoken presentation, the
identification of language proficiency, the capability of handling human language in software, the
documentation of language resources, etc. The various sets of language identifiers are implemented
in a broad range of applications, including normative documents, such as those for IETF BCP 47[12]
language tags.
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Code for individual languages and language groups

1 Scope

This document specifies the ISO 639 language code and establishes the harmonized terminology and
general principles of language coding. It provides rules for the selection, formation, presentation and
use of language identifiers as well as language reference names. It also gives provisions (i.e. principles,
rules and guidelines) for the selection, formation and presentation of language names in English and
French. Furthermore, it introduces provisions for the adoption of standardized language code elements
using language names other than English or French.

NOTE English, French and Russian are the official ISO languages.

In addition, this document gives guidance on the use of language identifiers and describes their possible
combination with identifiers of other codes.

Specifically excluded from the ISO 639 language code are reconstructed languages or formal languages,
such as computer programming languages and markup languages.

The ISO 639 language code is maintained by the ISO 639 Maintenance Agency (ISO 639/MA)
(see Annex B).

2 Normative references

The following documents are referred to in the text in such a way that some or all of their content
constitutes requirements of this document. For dated references, only the edition cited applies. For
undated references, the latest edition of the referenced document (including any amendments) applies.

ISO 3166-1, Codes for the representation of names of countries and their subdivisions — Part 1: Country code

ISO 15924, Information and documentation — Codes for the representation of names of scripts

3 Terms and definitions
For the purposes of this document, the following terms and definitions apply.
ISO and [EC maintain terminology databases for use in standardization at the following addresses:

— ISO Online browsing platform: available at https://www.iso.org/obp

— IEC Electropedia: available at https://www.electropedia.org/

3.1 Terms related to language and individual languages

3.1.1

human language

means of communication characterized by a systematic use of sounds, visual-spatial signs, characters
or other written symbols or signs that can be combined to express or communicate meaning or a
message between humans

Note 1 to entry: Human language was originally developed for, and mainly used in, direct communication
between humans. Today its use is increasingly supported by information and communication technologies (ICTs).

Note 2 to entry: As the term “language” can represent different concepts, it is not listed as a synonym to the term
“human language”.

© ISO 2023 - All rights reserved 1


https://www.iso.org/obp
https://www.electropedia.org/
https://webstore.ansi.org/Standards/BSI/BSISO6392023
https://webstore.ansi.org/Standards/BSI/BSISO6392023
https://webstore.ansi.org/Standards/BSI/BSISO6392023?source=preview

