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american dictionary of the english language 1828 stands as a monumental achievement in
lexicography, marking a pivotal moment in the standardization and understanding of American
English. This seminal work by Noah Webster aimed not only to define words but also to shape the
nascent American identity through language. This article will delve into the historical context of its
creation, explore its profound impact on American vocabulary and orthography, and examine its
enduring legacy. We will uncover the motivations behind Webster's ambitious undertaking and the
key features that set his dictionary apart from its predecessors, highlighting its significance for
scholars, students, and anyone interested in the evolution of the English language in America.

The Genesis of the American Dictionary of the English
Language 1828

The early 19th century in the United States was a period of burgeoning national consciousness.
Following the Revolutionary War and the establishment of a new nation, there was a palpable desire
to forge a distinct American identity, separate from that of Great Britain. Language was seen as a
crucial vehicle for this cultural independence. Noah Webster, a passionate educator and patriot,
recognized this need and embarked on a lifelong mission to create a definitive dictionary of American
English. His motivations were multifaceted, encompassing a desire for linguistic uniformity,
educational reform, and the promotion of American values.

Noah Webster's Vision and Motivation

Noah Webster’s vision extended beyond merely cataloging words. He believed that a standardized
American language would foster national unity, facilitate communication, and elevate the intellectual
standing of the new republic. He observed inconsistencies in spelling, pronunciation, and usage that
he attributed to the lingering influence of British English. Webster envisioned a dictionary that would
serve as an authoritative guide, simplifying spelling and promoting clarity. His commitment to
education fueled his desire to create accessible resources for American schoolchildren, ultimately
contributing to a more literate and informed populace. His patriotism was deeply intertwined with his
linguistic pursuits, seeing the development of a distinct American vocabulary as a symbol of national
sovereignty.

The Long Road to Publication

The creation of the American Dictionary of the English Language was not an overnight endeavor.
Webster dedicated over two decades of his life to meticulous research, collecting words, and
analyzing their etymologies and usage. He drew upon a vast array of sources, including existing
dictionaries, scientific treatises, legal documents, and everyday publications. The sheer scope of the
project was immense, requiring a significant financial investment and unwavering perseverance.
Webster faced numerous challenges, including funding difficulties and skepticism from some quarters,
but his determination remained unyielding. The 1828 edition, published when he was nearly seventy



years old, was the culmination of this extraordinary effort.

Key Features and Innovations of the 1828 Dictionary

The 1828 edition of Noah Webster's dictionary was revolutionary for its time, introducing several
innovations that significantly distinguished it from earlier lexicographical works. These features
reflected Webster’'s deep understanding of the evolving American language and his commitment to
creating a practical and authoritative reference tool. Its impact resonated far beyond mere definitions,
influencing spelling, pronunciation, and the very perception of American English.

American Spellings and Orthography

One of the most significant contributions of Webster's dictionary was its systematic reform of English
spelling to align with American pronunciation and usage. Webster consciously sought to simplify
spellings and remove what he considered unnecessary or archaic letters. This involved making
deliberate choices that diverged from British norms. For instance, he promoted the use of "color"
instead of "colour," "theater" instead of "theatre," and "center" instead of "centre." These changes,
though seemingly minor, were a deliberate act of linguistic differentiation, emphasizing American
distinctiveness. The 1828 dictionary became the primary vehicle for disseminating these new
spellings, which gradually gained widespread acceptance and became the standard for American
English.

Vocabulary and Definitions

Beyond spelling reforms, the 1828 dictionary was comprehensive in its inclusion of Americanisms -
words and phrases that originated or were primarily used in the United States. Webster recognized
the unique vocabulary that was developing in the new nation, reflecting its culture, geography, and
institutions. He included terms related to flora, fauna, government, and everyday life that were not
found in British dictionaries. Furthermore, Webster's definitions were often more detailed and
descriptive than those in previous works. He aimed to provide clear, concise, and etymologically
sound explanations, often illustrating word usage with examples drawn from literature and common
speech. His inclusion of scientific and technical terms also reflected the growing intellectual and
industrial advancements of the era.

Etymology and Pronunciation Guidance

Webster placed a strong emphasis on etymology, tracing the origins of words back to their roots. He
believed that understanding a word's history illuminated its meaning and usage. His etymological
research was extensive, drawing from Greek, Latin, German, and other linguistic sources. While
phonetic notation as we know it today was not fully developed, Webster provided clear indications of
pronunciation, often using diacritical marks and comparative spellings. This was crucial for
establishing a consistent pronunciation standard across a geographically diverse nation. His efforts to
standardize pronunciation were as important as his efforts to standardize spelling, contributing to a
more unified spoken language.



The Enduring Legacy of the 1828 Dictionary

The American Dictionary of the English Language of 1828 has left an indelible mark on the trajectory
of the English language in North America. Its influence has been profound and far-reaching, shaping
not only dictionaries that followed but also the very way Americans perceive and use their language.
The work transcended its immediate purpose, becoming a cultural artifact and a testament to the
power of language in nation-building.

Influence on Subsequent Dictionaries

The 1828 dictionary served as a foundational text for virtually all American dictionaries that came
after it. Lexicographers who followed Webster built upon his work, expanding its vocabulary and
refining its definitions. His pioneering efforts in spelling reform became the accepted standard for
American English, a standard that continues to be maintained by major dictionaries today. The
methodological approaches Webster employed in collecting, defining, and organizing words set a
precedent for future lexicographical endeavors. His emphasis on American usage and vocabulary
ensured that dictionaries would reflect the evolving linguistic landscape of the United States.

Impact on American Identity and Education

Noah Webster’s dictionary was instrumental in fostering a sense of linguistic independence and
national pride. By creating an authoritative American lexicon, he provided a tangible symbol of the
nation’s growing cultural maturity. His educational focus meant that his dictionary quickly found its
way into schools, shaping the language skills of generations of American children. The simplified
spellings and clear definitions made literacy more accessible and promoted a more standardized form
of English for educational purposes. The dictionary became a cornerstone of American education,
helping to forge a common linguistic heritage.

Linguistic Preservation and Evolution

The 1828 dictionary is also invaluable as a historical document, offering a rich snapshot of the English
language as it was spoken and written in early America. It preserves obsolete words, archaic
spellings, and early forms of modern vocabulary. For linguists and historians, it provides crucial
insights into the evolution of words and meanings over time. By documenting Americanisms, Webster
captured linguistic innovation and adaptation in a dynamic period of growth and change. The
dictionary’s comprehensive nature ensures its continued relevance for those studying the history of
English and the development of American culture through its language.

Preservation of early American vocabulary.

e Documentation of spelling and pronunciation standards.

Insight into 19th-century American thought and culture.

Reference for linguistic historical research.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is considered the primary compiler of the American
Dictionary of the English Language (1828)?

Noah Webster is widely recognized as the primary compiler and author of the American Dictionary of
the English Language, first published in 1828.

What was a key objective of Noah Webster's 1828 dictionary
that distinguished it from British dictionaries?

A primary objective was to establish a distinct American standard for the English language, reflecting
American spelling, pronunciation, and vocabulary, thus fostering national identity and educational
independence from Britain.

In what ways did Webster's 1828 dictionary standardize
American spelling?

Webster's dictionary systematically altered spellings to be more phonetic and less reliant on
etymological origins. Examples include changing 'colour' to 'color', 'musick' to 'music', and 'defence'
to 'defense’.

Beyond spelling, what other innovative features did Webster's
1828 dictionary introduce?

It included a greater number of Americanisms, or words specific to the United States, and provided
clear definitions and etymologies. Webster also aimed for a more accessible and user-friendly
presentation than previous dictionaries.

What was the impact of the 1828 dictionary on American
education and literacy?

The dictionary became a foundational text for American education, promoting literacy and a uniform
understanding of the language. It was widely adopted in schools and homes, shaping the linguistic
landscape of the young nation.

How did the 1828 dictionary influence the evolution of the
English language in America?

Webster's work had a profound and lasting influence, cementing many of the spelling and vocabulary
distinctions that continue to differentiate American English from British English today. It effectively
created a lexicographical benchmark for American usage.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Noah Webster's An American Dictionary of the English Language
(1828), with short descriptions:

1. Webster's Legacy: The Evolution of American English

This book explores how Noah Webster's 1828 dictionary shaped American vocabulary and
pronunciation. It traces the ongoing influence of his work on subsequent dictionaries and the very
identity of the English language as spoken in the United States. The text delves into specific word
choices and spelling reforms that distinguished American English from its British counterpart.

2. The Lexicographer's Crusade: Noah Webster and the Dictionary of 1828

This title offers an in-depth biographical look at Noah Webster, focusing on the immense effort and
conviction behind his monumental dictionary project. It details his intellectual journey, his motivations
for creating a distinct American lexicon, and the challenges he faced in publishing such an ambitious
work. The narrative highlights his role as a cultural architect through his lexicographical endeavors.

3. Spelling Out America: Webster's Dictionary and National Identity

This work examines the profound connection between Noah Webster's dictionary and the formation of
a distinct American national identity in the early republic. It argues that by standardizing spelling and
defining words with an American sensibility, Webster contributed significantly to a sense of cultural
independence. The book analyzes how linguistic choices reflected broader political and social
aspirations.

4. From Noah's Quill to Digital Lexicons: The Enduring Impact of 1828

This book charts the lineage of American lexicography, starting with Webster's seminal 1828
dictionary. It explores how the principles and innovations introduced in that work continue to resonate
in modern digital dictionaries and online language resources. The text provides a comparative
analysis of Webster's methodology against contemporary lexicographical practices.

5. The American Word Hoard: Redefining English in the 19th Century

This title focuses on the specific vocabulary and definitions that Noah Webster introduced or
championed in his 1828 dictionary, particularly those that were uniquely American. It investigates the
etymology and usage of these words, demonstrating how they helped codify the evolving American
vernacular. The book illustrates how this lexical expansion reflected the nation's growing scope and
experience.

6. A Revolution in Pronunciation: Webster's Guide to American Speech

This book analyzes the prescriptive role Noah Webster's 1828 dictionary played in shaping American
pronunciation. It delves into the phonological rules and guidance provided by Webster, highlighting
his efforts to establish a unified and distinct American accent. The text compares Webster's
pronunciation standards with prevailing British norms and later American developments.

7. The Dictionary as Doctrine: Noah Webster's Vision for a Unified Language

This work explores the ideological underpinnings of Noah Webster's 1828 dictionary, viewing it as
more than just a word list but as a tool for linguistic and moral education. It examines Webster's belief
that a standardized language was essential for a functioning republic and for fostering civic virtue.
The book discusses how his definitions often carried subtle moral and social implications.

8. Revisiting Webster: The Scholarship of the 1828 Dictionary
This title offers a collection of scholarly essays that critically examine various aspects of Noah



Webster's 1828 dictionary. It includes analyses of its linguistic accuracy, its historical context, its
influence on subsequent lexicographical projects, and its strengths and weaknesses. The book
provides a comprehensive overview of current academic understanding of this foundational work.

9. American Tongues: Language and Diversity Since Webster

While tracing the broader history of American English, this book frequently returns to the 1828
dictionary as a crucial benchmark. It explores how the linguistic landscape has evolved since
Webster's time, incorporating the influences of immigration, regional dialects, and technological
change. The text positions Webster's dictionary as the starting point for understanding the complex
and dynamic nature of American language.
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