an american dictionary of the english
language

an american dictionary of the english language stands as a seminal work in the history of
American lexicography and the development of English in the United States. First published in the
early 19th century, this dictionary played a crucial role in defining and standardizing American
English at a time when the linguistic identity of the young nation was still evolving. Its
comprehensive approach included not only traditional British English vocabulary but also
Americanisms, regional dialects, and newly coined terms reflecting the culture and innovations of
the United States. This article explores the origins, significance, and enduring legacy of this
important reference work. Readers will gain insight into its author, the dictionary’s structure and
content, and its impact on language studies and American culture. The discussion also highlights
how this dictionary differs from other English language dictionaries and its role in shaping modern
American English usage.
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Historical Background and Creation

The creation of an american dictionary of the english language was driven by the need to
establish a distinctly American linguistic identity separate from British English. Prior to its
publication, American speakers often relied on British dictionaries that did not fully capture the
unique vocabulary and usage emerging in the United States. The dictionary was compiled and
published by Noah Webster in the early 1800s, with the first edition released in 1828. Webster’s
goal was to provide a comprehensive and authoritative reference that reflected the language as it
was spoken and written in America.

Noah Webster: The Lexicographer

Noah Webster was an American lexicographer, educator, and language reformer whose dedication
to American English was unparalleled. He sought to simplify spelling and promote a standardized
form of English that would unify the diverse dialects found across the young nation. Webster’s
dictionary included many innovative spellings and added words that were uniquely American. His
work extended beyond lexicography, influencing education and national identity through his spelling
books and grammar guides.



Publication and Editions

The first edition of an american dictionary of the english language contained approximately 70,000
entries, a significant expansion over contemporary British dictionaries. Webster continually revised
the dictionary throughout his life, with later editions incorporating more words and refined
definitions. The dictionary’s publication marked a pivotal moment in American publishing and
scholarship, setting a precedent for future American lexicographers.

Key Features and Structure

an american dictionary of the english language is distinguished by its detailed entries,
etymologies, and inclusion of Americanisms that were absent from British dictionaries of the time.
Webster’s approach combined scientific rigor with accessibility, making the dictionary both a
scholarly resource and a practical tool for everyday use.

Vocabulary and Definitions

The dictionary’s vocabulary was extensive and diverse, encompassing standard English words
alongside regional and colloquial terms unique to America. Webster provided clear, concise
definitions often accompanied by illustrative examples. Many entries included notes on
pronunciation and usage, reflecting Webster’s interest in phonetics and language teaching.

Innovations in Spelling

One of the most notable features of the dictionary was Webster’s advocacy for simplified American
spelling. He introduced changes such as dropping the letter “u” in words like “colour” (color) and
replacing “re” endings with “er” (center instead of centre). These modifications aimed to make
spelling more logical and consistent, and many have been widely adopted in American English.

Organizational Structure

The dictionary was organized alphabetically, with entries arranged to facilitate easy reference. Each
word was provided with its part of speech, definition, and origin. Webster also included illustrative
quotations from literature and common usage to enrich the entries and demonstrate proper context.

Influence on American English and Culture

The publication of an american dictionary of the english language had profound effects on the
development of American English and the nation’s cultural identity. It helped establish a
standardized form of English that supported communication, education, and administration across
the expanding country.



Standardization of Language

Before Webster’s dictionary, American English was characterized by inconsistent spelling and usage.
The dictionary’s widespread adoption in schools and print media promoted uniformity in spelling and
vocabulary, contributing to a cohesive linguistic culture nationwide. This standardization was
essential for literacy and communication in a diverse and rapidly growing population.

Promotion of Americanisms

Webster’s dictionary validated and preserved many uniquely American words and expressions, such
as “skunk,” “squash,” and “fall” (for autumn). By including these terms alongside traditional English
vocabulary, the dictionary acknowledged the evolving nature of the language and the importance of
regional speech patterns and innovations.

Educational Impact

The dictionary became a cornerstone of American education, frequently used in schools to teach
spelling, vocabulary, and reading. Webster’s emphasis on phonetic spelling and clear definitions
supported literacy efforts and helped standardize curricula nationwide.

Comparison with Other English Dictionaries

While an american dictionary of the english language was groundbreaking for its time, it is
important to consider how it compares with other major English dictionaries, both historical and
contemporary.

British Dictionaries of the Era

Prior to Webster’s work, dictionaries such as Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language
(1755) dominated English lexicography. Johnson’s dictionary was authoritative in Britain but did not
reflect American linguistic developments. Webster’s dictionary distinguished itself by adapting the
language to American usage and sensibilities.

Later American Dictionaries

Subsequent American dictionaries built upon Webster’s foundation, expanding entries, updating
definitions, and reflecting changes in language. The Merriam-Webster dictionary, for example,
descended directly from Webster’s work and continues to be a leading English dictionary in the
United States.

Differences in Approach and Content

Compared to British dictionaries, Webster’s work was more descriptive of American speech and



innovative in spelling reform. Later dictionaries have incorporated technological advances and
modern linguistic research, but the original dictionary’s influence remains evident in American
English lexicography.

Legacy and Modern Relevance

The legacy of an american dictionary of the english language endures in contemporary
American English and lexicography. Its pioneering role in standardizing language and celebrating
American linguistic diversity continues to be recognized by scholars and educators alike.

Impact on Contemporary Usage

Many spelling conventions and vocabulary choices introduced by Webster’s dictionary remain
standard in American English today. The dictionary’s success in legitimizing Americanisms helped
shape the language as it is spoken and written across the United States.

Role in Lexicographical Scholarship

The dictionary set a high standard for later lexicographical projects, emphasizing thorough research,
clear definitions, and cultural relevance. It remains a key reference point in the study of American
English history and development.

Educational and Cultural Importance

Beyond lexicography, the dictionary’s influence extends into education, literature, and cultural
identity. It symbolizes the emergence of an independent American voice in language, reflecting
broader themes of national self-definition and innovation.

Summary of Key Contributions

e Introduction of standardized American spelling conventions

e Comprehensive inclusion of American regionalisms and neologisms

e Promotion of linguistic unity and national identity

e Foundation for future American dictionaries and lexicographical research

e Significant influence on education and language instruction



Frequently Asked Questions

Who authored 'An American Dictionary of the English
Language'?

'An American Dictionary of the English Language' was authored by Noah Webster.

When was '‘An American Dictionary of the English Language'
first published?

It was first published in 1828.

Why is 'An American Dictionary of the English Language'
significant?

'‘An American Dictionary of the English Language' is significant because it was one of the first
dictionaries to standardize American English spelling and usage, differentiating it from British
English.

How many words did Noah Webster include in his 1828
dictionary?
Noah Webster's 1828 dictionary included approximately 70,000 entries.

What are some notable spelling changes introduced by Noah
Webster in his dictionary?

Notable spelling changes introduced by Webster include changing 'colour' to 'color,' 'theatre' to
‘theater,' and 'centre' to 'center.'

How did 'An American Dictionary of the English Language'
influence modern American English?

The dictionary helped unify American English spelling and usage, influencing education, publishing,
and everyday communication in the United States.

Did Noah Webster's dictionary include pronunciation guides?

Yes, Webster's dictionary included pronunciation guides using a phonetic system to help readers
pronounce words correctly.

Is 'An American Dictionary of the English Language' still in



use today?

While the original 1828 edition is not commonly used today, its revisions and successors, such as
Merriam-Webster's dictionaries, are widely used.

What challenges did Noah Webster face while compiling his
dictionary?

Webster faced challenges such as limited resources, lack of standardized spelling, and the immense
task of collecting and defining a vast number of American English words.

Additional Resources

1. The Original American Dictionary of the English Language

This book is a comprehensive dictionary compiled by Noah Webster in the early 19th century. It
played a crucial role in standardizing American English spelling and usage. The dictionary includes
definitions, etymologies, and illustrative quotations, reflecting the linguistic landscape of the United
States during that era.

2. Webster’s Third New International Dictionary

Considered one of the most authoritative American English dictionaries, this volume offers an
extensive collection of words, phrases, and meanings. Published in the late 20th century, it reflects
the evolving nature of the English language in America, incorporating contemporary slang, technical
terms, and cultural expressions. It remains a key reference for scholars, writers, and students.

3. The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language

Known for its clear definitions and usage notes, this dictionary emphasizes American English as
spoken and written today. It includes rich etymologies, usage panels, and vibrant illustrations,
making it accessible to a broad audience. The dictionary is frequently updated to include new words
and reflect changes in language use.

4. Oxford American Dictionary

A collaboration between American and British lexicographers, this dictionary provides a detailed
look at American English vocabulary with an Oxford editorial style. It serves as a bridge between
British and American English, highlighting regional differences and commonalities. The dictionary is
valued for its precise definitions and cultural insights.

5. Dictionary of American Regional English (DARE)

This unique dictionary documents the diverse regional vocabulary found across the United States.
Based on extensive fieldwork and interviews, it captures words and phrases specific to particular
states, cities, or communities. DARE provides invaluable insight into the linguistic diversity and
cultural history of American English.

6. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary

A widely used American English dictionary in educational and professional settings, the Collegiate
Dictionary offers concise definitions and up-to-date usage information. Its approachable format and
regular revisions make it a practical tool for students and writers. The dictionary also includes
helpful pronunciation guides and word histories.



7. American English Dictionary for Learners

Designed specifically for non-native speakers, this dictionary focuses on clear, simple definitions and
practical examples. It helps learners understand American English vocabulary, idioms, and grammar
in context. The dictionary often includes cultural notes and exercises to support language
acquisition.

8. The Historical Dictionary of American Slang

This dictionary explores the origins and evolution of slang terms used throughout American history.
It provides detailed entries tracing how informal language reflects social changes, trends, and
cultural movements. The work is an essential resource for understanding the dynamic and creative
aspects of American English.

9. Contemporary American English Dictionary

Focusing on modern and emerging vocabulary, this dictionary captures the language of today’s
America. It includes technological terms, internet slang, and culturally significant expressions that
shape contemporary communication. The dictionary is updated regularly to stay current with rapid
linguistic developments.
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