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The American Dictionary of the English Language is a monumental work that has left
an indelible mark on the landscape of American English. Compiled by Noah Webster and
published in 1828, this dictionary was not merely a lexicon; it was a reflection of a
burgeoning American identity and an assertion of linguistic independence from British
English. In this article, we will explore the significance of Webster’s dictionary, its
historical context, its structure, and its lasting influence on the English language.

Historical Context

The early 19th century was a time of profound change in America. The nation was still in
its infancy, having gained independence from British rule just a few decades earlier. As
the country expanded westward and diversified culturally, there was a pressing need for a
standardized form of the English language that would unify the various regional dialects
and expressions.

Noah Webster, a scholar, educator, and linguist, recognized this need. He believed that
language played a crucial role in shaping national identity. Prior to Webster’s work,
dictionaries were predominantly British, and American English was often seen as a
derivative of British English. Webster sought to create a distinctly American lexicon that
reflected the unique experiences, culture, and values of the American people.

Webster’s Life and Motivation

Noah Webster was born on October 16, 1758, in West Hartford, Connecticut. He was
educated at Yale College and became a teacher, eventually moving into the realm of
publishing and writing. His motivations for compiling a comprehensive dictionary
stemmed from his desire to promote education and literacy among Americans. He
famously stated, “The education of the people must be the object of the government,”
highlighting his belief in the connection between language and national unity.

In addition to the dictionary, Webster authored several other significant works, including
spelling books that aimed to standardize American spelling. His 1786 publication, “The
First Part of the Elementary Spelling Book,” became exceedingly popular and laid the
groundwork for his later lexicographical endeavors.



Structure of the Dictionary

The American Dictionary of the English Language was a comprehensive volume that
included over 70,000 entries. Its structure was methodical, and it introduced several
features that set it apart from earlier dictionaries.

Key Features

1. Definitions: Webster’s definitions were not mere descriptions; they included the
etymology of words, which provided readers with a deeper understanding of their origins
and meanings.
2. Pronunciation Guides: The dictionary included a system of phonetic spelling that helped
readers pronounce words correctly. This was particularly important in a country with
diverse regional accents.
3. Usage Examples: Webster provided examples of how words were used in sentences,
which offered context and clarity.
4. Americanisms: One of Webster’s notable contributions was the inclusion of
Americanisms—words and phrases that were distinctly American. This reinforced the idea
of a unique American identity.

Impact and Legacy

The impact of the American Dictionary of the English Language was profound. It served as
a reference point for writers, educators, and scholars, and its influence extended far
beyond the publication date.

Standardization of American English

Webster's dictionary played a crucial role in standardizing American English. Before its
publication, there was considerable variation in spelling and usage across different
regions. Webster's advocacy for simplified spelling (e.g., dropping the 'u' from words like
"colour" to form "color") influenced the evolution of American English.

Influence on Subsequent Dictionaries

The dictionary set a precedent for future lexicographers. Subsequent dictionaries,
including the famous Merriam-Webster Dictionary, drew from Webster’s work. The
principles he established regarding definitions, phonetics, and the inclusion of regional
language would shape the lexicographical tradition in America.



Promotion of Education and Literacy

Webster's work was instrumental in promoting education and literacy in America. His
emphasis on a standardized language helped unify the country’s diverse population,
facilitating communication and understanding. The dictionary became a staple in
American schools, and its influence on education can still be felt today.

Challenges and Criticism

Despite its acclaim, Webster’s dictionary faced challenges and criticism.

Regional Variations

Some critics argued that the dictionary did not adequately represent the diverse linguistic
heritage of the United States. The country was home to numerous dialects, indigenous
languages, and immigrant languages, and some believed that Webster's work favored
certain regional variations over others.

Political Undertones

Webster’s nationalist sentiments also elicited criticism. Some viewed his emphasis on an
American language as politically charged, associating it with a broader agenda of
American exceptionalism.

Conclusion

Noah Webster’s American Dictionary of the English Language, published in 1828, was
more than just a dictionary; it was a cornerstone in the construction of American identity
and linguistic independence. Its systematic approach to defining words, its focus on
Americanisms, and its promotion of standardized spelling have left a lasting legacy that
continues to shape the English language today.

In a world where language evolves and adapts to cultural shifts, Webster’s work serves as
a reminder of the power of words to reflect and influence society. As we navigate the
complexities of language in the modern age, the foundational principles established by
Webster in 1828 remain relevant, underscoring the enduring significance of his
contributions to American English and education.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Noah Webster's 1828
dictionary in American English?
Noah Webster's 1828 dictionary is significant as it was the first comprehensive dictionary
of American English, helping to standardize the language and establish an American
linguistic identity.

How did Noah Webster's dictionary differ from previous
dictionaries?
Webster's dictionary differed from previous dictionaries by focusing on American English,
including uniquely American words and spellings, and emphasizing pronunciation and
usage in American contexts.

What was Noah Webster's motivation for creating the
1828 dictionary?
Webster's motivation was to promote a distinct American culture and identity post-
Independence, believing that a common language was essential for national unity.

What impact did the 1828 dictionary have on education
in the United States?
The 1828 dictionary had a profound impact on education by being used as a primary
reference in schools, thereby influencing the teaching of spelling, grammar, and
vocabulary in American classrooms.

Are there any controversial entries or definitions in
Webster's 1828 dictionary?
Yes, some controversial entries in Webster's 1828 dictionary reflect the social attitudes of
the time, including definitions that may now be considered outdated or biased, particularly
regarding race and gender.

How has Webster's 1828 dictionary influenced modern
dictionaries?
Webster's 1828 dictionary influenced modern dictionaries by setting a precedent for
comprehensive definitions, usage examples, and the inclusion of Americanisms, paving the
way for future lexicographical works.



Is the 1828 edition of Webster's dictionary still relevant
today?
While the language has evolved, the 1828 edition of Webster's dictionary remains relevant
for historical reference and understanding the roots of American English, as well as for its
cultural and linguistic significance.
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