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Part 1 Principles and method


BSI 258 Standard: Classified Register of Codes and Identification Tags of the World’s Written and Spoken Languages and Speech Communities

1 Introduction 
The BS 258 standard consists of two parts, administered by an agency.  Part 1 (BS 258-1) sets out the principles and methodology upon which Part 2 (BS 258-2) is to be standardised and maintained as a classified register of the world’s languages and speech communities.

The BS 258 maintenance agency is to be set up in Wales, with international participation, to ensure the continuing improvement and updating of DD 258-2 as a permanent and expanding system of reference within the specification and guidelines laid down in BS 258-1.

2 Scope of the System of Reference

BS 258-2 already provides a worldwide system of reference for over 22,000 modern “inner languages” and “dialects”, within a total of over 5,000 “(outer) languages”, generating a unique index to over 71,000 linguistic and ethnic names and alternate names.  It opens new global perspectives, directly relevant to the 21st century, enabling all spoken and recorded languages to be perceived as integral parts of a continuous system of human communication. 

This BS 258 system of reference is based on the identification of a standardised reference name for each defined “(outer) language” and of its unique alpha-3 tag, as defined as part of ISO 639 2/T or (where not already covered by an existing ISO-639 tag) by a unique alpha-3 tag defined by the BSI 258 agency.  All new tags proposed and defined by the agency will be based on the same structure as that already implemented in ISO 639 2/T (i.e. three letters chosen in order from the sequence of letters in the Latin orthography of the standardised autonym, beginning with the initial letter), except in cases where all relevant combinations have already been allocated.  The independent series of language tags used by SIL/Ethnologue will also be recorded in the BS 258 system.   

In consultation with other ISO agencies and SIL, the BS 258 agency will work towards an agreed standardised list of “identified languages”, paying special attention to cases where there is a present lack of agreement on borderlines and nomenclature among closely related forms of speech and/or writing.

The BS 258 agency will continue the work of the Linguasphere Observatory in cataloguing, defining  and coding the inner languages and dialects within each (outer) language.  In contrast to the unique alpha-4 codes which are being developed to cover groupings above the level of identified languages, a new series of dependent alpha-2 codes is currently being developed to cover all inner languages and dialects within each language.  These are specific to each language and therefore cannot be detached from the preceding alpha-3 code of the language in question.  This dependent status is indicated by a preceding separator in the form of an underscore “​_”.

The unique series of alpha-3 tags used and developed by ISO 639 and BS 258 carry no information other than the identification of specific languages.  Their informational use within the BS 258 standard will be enhanced, however, by the optional prefixing of each such alpha-3 code by a numeric-2 code designating one of the 100 zones of reference underlying the basic structure of the BS 258 database.  The existence of this fixed link between alpha-3 tags and numeric-2 codes will serve also as a means of verifying the correct form and application of individual tags.  Their unique nature and detachability from the relevant numeric-2 code is indicated by a preceding separator in the form of a hyphen “​-”.

Any application of this system of reference will be assured of global interoperability of data and universal accesibility through a refined data-based methodology that is accurate, transparent and unambiguous.  The design and implementation of this system of reference and data-based methodology will be the responsibility of the BS 258 agency.

3 General

The immediate objective of this BSI 258 Agency will be to develop and publish: -

Part 1, the standardised specification for the maintenance of the global data-based register of language codes and tags and

Part 2, the electronic and hard copy versions of the standardised register conforming to Part 1, the related standards of ISO/TC 37, and other established systems. 

The continuing development and improvement of Part 2 will be assured by the formation of a Maintenance Agency based in bilingual Wales under BSI or preferably ISO auspices.

It is now both possible and necessary to view all the world's languages, dialects and speech communities as part of a worldwide system of human communication. This global standard, in human and machine readable form, will have an umbrella facility and functionality designed to support and assist the further development and harmonisation of existing ISO and other language coding systems. Based in Wales, a country which has maintained its own language in the face of the growth of English throughout the last millennium, the Agency and its Register will be concerned to support and promote multilingualism, and the development of multilingual and multicultural expression and exchange, as essential aspects of human globalization.

The new Register will provide a comprehensive database (accessible in English, French and other languages), covering the identification and coding, classification and nomenclature, location, demography and development of all the world's spoken and written languages, their dialects and speech communities. 

The production of the standard Register is well advanced within BSI and the Linguasphere Observatory Partnership. The Maintenance Agency will be formed and operated by the Partnership where BSI will provide the Secretariat for the ISO steering committee. The Linguasphere Observatory Partnership will be the operational unit for the Maintenance Agency from their location in Wales. The process of obtaining seed funding support from Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire County Councils and the Welsh Development Agency is under way using the attached Business Plan.

The core information provided for all the world’s languages is here exemplified by a static extract covering the Celtic languages (zone 50 within a global corpus of 100 zones of linguistic reference).  Further information on the detailed operation of this system of presentation may be obtained from www.linguasphere.org, and on its current refinement and expansion from research@linguasphere.org.
4 Summarised Notes on the Coding of the World's Linguistic Environment or "Linguasphere"
Note: Linguasphere-1 denotes the Linguasphere Register of the World’s Languages and Speech Communities, published by the Linguasphere Observatory in 1999/2000.  Linguasphere-2 denotes the updated and expanded Register now being prepared within the framework of BS 258.
4.1 The languages of the world shall be classified within a 2-digit framework of ten referential sectors (numbered 0-9) and one hundred referential zones (numbered 00-99). See Table 1 below.

Example: The digit 5- (record no. 50101) covers all INDO-EUROPEAN languages, including 50-CELTIC (50102).
4.2 Within each zone of this framework, languages and dialects shall be classified according to three layers of increasingly close relationship among languages (set, chain and net) and according to three layers of immediate relationship within individual languages (language, inner-language and dialect, adding an intermediate layer to the conventional dichotomy of "language" and "dialect").  

4.3 The layers of close relationship among languages shall be classified by means of a relationship scale composed of 3 majuscules appended to the 2-digit zonal code.

Example: 50A classifies the CELTIC set (record no. 50103), 50AB classifies the BRYTHONIC chain (50162), and 50ABA classifies the BRYTHONIC-N [BRYTHONIC-NORTH] net (500163).
4.4 The immediate relationships of individual languages, inner-languages and dialects within the same net shall be ordered by their sequential numbering as records within Field A of the Linguasphere database (after its initial subdivision into the 100 referential zones, as represented by the first two digits of each record number).  

4.5 All components of a net (languages, inner-languages and dialects) are known collectively as idioms. The sequential ordering of spoken idioms within each net is primarily geographical (working generally from west and/or north towards east and/or south), with written idioms preceding spoken idioms within each language.  

4.6 The alphanumeric identifier for each language shall consist of the 2-digit zonal code (recorded in Field A), plus an alpha-3 tag (recorded in Field C) which is unique for the entire linguasphere (see section 2 below).

4.7 The full codes of the formerly more complex relationship scale in Linguasphere-1 shall be noted in Field L of Linguasphere-2, preserving a clear trail between the two editions.

Example: The 7 records of cornooack-kernewek ("Cornish") in Linguasphere-2 (50185 to 50191) are derived from a total of only 3 records in Linguasphere-2 (50-ABB-a to -ab).  [Acknowledgements shall be given in the database of Linguasphere-2 for all improvements and expansions based on data received between the two editions from outside sources.]
4.8 The layer of classification for each idiom shall be apparent from the form of its identifier in Fields B to C.  The form of identifiers for languages, inner-languages and dialects is explained in sections 6 (coding) and 7 (sub-coding). 

4.9 All languages shall be identified and coded with alpha-3 tags in Field-C, using the tags of ISO 639-2 wherever these exist and are based on autonyms.  These alpha-3 tags will be preceded by the 2-digit zonal code in Field B.

4.10 Where there is divergence within ISO 639-2 (between the 2/T "terminology" and the 2/B "bibliographic" tags), ISO 639-2/T shall be prefered, since it adheres more closely to the principal of basing the form of a tag on the autonym rather than on a variant anglonym.

Examples: 2/T cym (50164) in preference to 2/B wel for cymraeg ("Welsh"); 2/T deu in preference to 2/B ger for deutsch ("German").  

4.11 The "(outer) languages" of BS  shall be aligned with those of ISO 639-2 wherever possible.  This applies particularly to linguistic continua divided by national boundaries and/or different written traditions.  

The transnational perspective of the Linguasphere Observatory led to a number of such continua being classified as single "outer languages" in Linguasphere-1, whereas the practical objectives of Linguasphere-2 shall often counter-balance this perspective.

Examples: Scottish, Irish and Manx "Gaelic" (gàidhlig, gaeilge and gaelg) are treated as a single outer language in Linguasphere-1 (50-AAA-a) but as three outer languages in Linguasphere-2 (50106, 50133 and 50155, with separate written traditions in Ireland, Scotland and Isle of Man).  Similarly, "Swedish", "Danish" and "(Dano-)Norwegian" (svenska, dansk and bok-mål) are treated as a single outer language in Linguasphere-1 (52-AAA-c) but as three outer languages in Linguasphere-2 (52087, 52061 and 52087, with separate written traditions in Sweden, Denmark and Norway).
4.12 Where an "outer language" is not already covered by an ISO 639-2 tag, or where that tag is considered unsuitable, Linguasphere-2 shall propose an new and unambiguous alpha-3 tag, distinguished by underlining where it first occurs in Field B.   
Example: The extinct language of norn (52030, "Scottish Norse") is not coded by ISO 639-2, and the code 52-nrn is therefore proposed in Linguasphere-2.  
4.13 Opinions differ regarding the need to cover more (or all) languages in the world with ISO-639 tags.  It is the opinion of the Linguasphere Observatory that the accelerating development, archiving and accessing of written and audio-visual records of the world's languages and dialects must necessitate the comprehensive and co-ordinated coding of all forms of written, spoken and signed communication in the modern world. 

4.14 The new alpha-2 tags prepared for Linguasphere-2, to cover all outer languages not yet tagged by ISO 639/2, shall be established according to the following principles:

-  Each tag shall be composed of the initial letter of the relevant referential name of an outer language, followed by any two subsequent letters of the same name, in the order in which they occur.
-  Consonants shall be preferred to vowels in the establishment of such tags, in order to leave the maximum number of options available for the composition of subsequent codes.   
