
an american dictionary of the english
language
an american dictionary of the english language is a landmark work in the history of American
lexicography and linguistic scholarship. First published in the early 19th century, this dictionary
played a pivotal role in defining and standardizing American English at a time when the United States
was establishing its cultural and linguistic identity apart from British English. This comprehensive
dictionary not only cataloged words and their meanings but also included pronunciations,
etymologies, and usage examples that reflected the unique evolution of English in America. It remains
a significant reference point for scholars, educators, and language enthusiasts interested in the
development of American English vocabulary and idiomatic expressions. This article explores the
origins, development, features, and lasting impact of an American dictionary of the English language,
highlighting its contributions to lexicography and American cultural history. The following sections
provide an in-depth overview of this influential work.

Historical Background and Origins

Editorial Approach and Methodology

Key Features and Innovations

Impact on American English and Culture

Legacy and Modern Relevance

Historical Background and Origins
The inception of an American dictionary of the English language can be traced back to the early 19th
century, a period marked by burgeoning national identity in the United States. Prior to this, American
English speakers primarily relied on British English dictionaries, which often failed to capture the
distinct vocabulary, pronunciations, and idioms that had developed across the Atlantic. The need for a
dedicated American lexicon became apparent as the country expanded and diversified linguistically.

In this context, the dictionary was conceived to document and standardize the American variant of
English. It was the first major attempt to reflect the linguistic realities of the United States,
incorporating regionalisms, new coinages, and culturally specific terms. The publication of this
dictionary marked a significant milestone in American linguistic history, signaling the emergence of
an autonomous American English tradition.

Early Influences and Predecessors
Before the creation of an American dictionary of the English language, American scholars and writers
primarily used British dictionaries such as Samuel Johnson's Dictionary of the English Language.
However, these sources did not adequately represent words and usages that had evolved uniquely in



America. Early American lexicographers sought to build upon these foundations while addressing their
limitations.

Publication and Reception
The initial editions of the dictionary were met with both enthusiasm and criticism. While many praised
its thoroughness and relevance to American English users, some critics questioned its deviations from
British norms. Over time, the dictionary gained authoritative status and became a foundational
reference for American educators, writers, and speakers.

Editorial Approach and Methodology
The editorial philosophy behind an American dictionary of the English language was grounded in
linguistic accuracy, comprehensive coverage, and cultural relevance. Its compilers employed rigorous
methods to collect, verify, and define words that were in common or emerging use across the United
States.

Lexicographers utilized a variety of sources, including literary works, newspapers, oral traditions, and
correspondence, to capture a broad spectrum of American English. This approach ensured that the
dictionary was not only descriptive but also prescriptive in guiding proper usage.

Corpus and Source Material
To assemble a representative corpus of American English, the editors gathered examples from
diverse geographical regions and social groups. This extensive collection of source material was
instrumental in identifying regional dialects, slang, and neologisms that distinguished American
English from its British counterpart.

Definitions and Usage Notes
The dictionary’s entries were designed to be clear and informative, providing precise definitions, part-
of-speech classifications, and contextual usage notes. Where appropriate, the dictionary included
etymologies tracing the origins of words, which enriched users’ understanding of linguistic history and
development.

Key Features and Innovations
An American dictionary of the English language introduced several pioneering features that set it
apart from earlier dictionaries and contributed to its enduring importance. These features enhanced
both the utility and scholarly value of the work.



Inclusion of Americanisms
One of the dictionary’s most notable innovations was the systematic inclusion of
Americanisms—words and phrases unique to American English. Examples ranged from terms related
to politics, agriculture, and technology to colloquialisms and idiomatic expressions that reflected
American daily life.

Pronunciation Guides
The dictionary offered detailed pronunciation guides that accounted for American accents and
phonetic variations. This was a significant departure from British dictionaries, which often emphasized
Received Pronunciation. The phonetic notation employed helped standardize American speech
patterns.

Comprehensive Etymologies
Entries often featured etymological information, tracing the history and origin of words from various
languages including Latin, Greek, French, Native American languages, and others. This depth of detail
provided readers with a richer appreciation of the linguistic influences that shaped American English.

Usage Examples and Quotations
To illustrate word meanings and proper usage, the dictionary incorporated quotations from prominent
American authors, newspapers, and public figures. These examples served as practical
demonstrations of how words functioned in context.

Impact on American English and Culture
The publication of an American dictionary of the English language had profound and lasting effects on
both linguistic scholarship and American cultural identity. It helped codify American English as a
distinct variant, elevating the status of American vocabulary and idioms in educational and literary
circles.

Beyond its linguistic contributions, the dictionary played a role in fostering national pride and cultural
cohesion by validating the American experience through language.

Standardization of American English
By providing authoritative definitions and usage norms, the dictionary contributed to the
standardization of American English spelling, grammar, and pronunciation. This standardization
facilitated clearer communication across the expanding nation and supported educational curricula.



Influence on Literature and Education
Writers and educators adopted the dictionary as a critical reference tool, ensuring that American
literature reflected authentic language use. Its influence extended into schools and universities,
where it helped shape language instruction and literacy development.

Reflection of American Society
The dictionary’s entries captured the dynamic and evolving nature of American society, including
technological advancements, political changes, and cultural trends. It documented the linguistic
response to these transformations, making it a valuable historical record.

Legacy and Modern Relevance
Today, an American dictionary of the English language continues to be recognized as a foundational
work in the field of lexicography and American English studies. Its legacy endures through subsequent
dictionaries and linguistic research that build upon its pioneering efforts.

Influence on Contemporary Dictionaries
Modern American English dictionaries owe much to the editorial principles and comprehensive scope
established by this dictionary. Many continue to reference its definitions, etymologies, and usage
guidelines as they evolve alongside the language.

Academic and Cultural Significance
Scholars studying the history of the English language and American culture regard the dictionary as
an indispensable resource. Its detailed documentation of early American English enriches
understanding of linguistic change and cultural identity formation.

Ongoing Developments in American English Lexicography
As American English continues to adapt to technological innovation, globalization, and demographic
shifts, lexicographers build on the foundation laid by this historic dictionary. New editions and digital
platforms strive to capture the living, changing language of the United States.

Comprehensive documentation of American English vocabulary

Standardization of spelling and pronunciation

Inclusion of regional and cultural expressions

Detailed etymologies and usage notes



Impact on education, literature, and national identity

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 in American history?
It is significant because it was one of the first dictionaries to standardize American English and
distinguish it from British English.

How did Noah Webster's dictionary influence American
English spelling?
Noah Webster's dictionary promoted simplified spellings such as 'color' instead of 'colour' and 'center'
instead of 'centre,' influencing modern American English.

What was unique about the approach Noah Webster took in
his dictionary?
Webster included Americanisms, variant spellings, and detailed definitions with etymologies, aiming
to create a distinctly American version of English.

Is 'An American Dictionary of the English Language' still in use
today?
While the original 1828 edition is not in everyday use, its legacy continues through modern Webster's
dictionaries and American English standards.

How many entries did the original 'An American Dictionary of
the English Language' contain?
The 1828 edition contained approximately 70,000 entries.



Additional Resources
1. An American Dictionary of the English Language
This seminal work by Noah Webster, first published in 1828, laid the foundation for modern American
English lexicography. It introduced many Americanisms and standardized spellings that distinguished
American English from British English. The dictionary includes comprehensive definitions,
etymologies, and illustrative quotations. It remains a landmark in the history of English dictionaries.

2. The Oxford American Dictionary
Designed specifically for American English speakers, this dictionary offers clear definitions, usage
notes, and pronunciation guides. It reflects contemporary American vocabulary and idiomatic
expressions, making it a reliable resource for students, writers, and professionals. The dictionary also
highlights regional variations within the United States.

3. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary
A widely respected and frequently updated dictionary, Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary is a
staple in American education and publishing. It features detailed word histories, usage notes, and
modern vocabulary additions. Its clear and concise entries make it accessible for both casual users
and language scholars.

4. The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language
Known for its authoritative and rich content, this dictionary includes in-depth etymologies, usage
panels, and cultural notes. It emphasizes American English usage while providing comprehensive
coverage of global English. The American Heritage Dictionary is praised for its balanced approach to
prescriptive and descriptive lexicography.

5. The Random House Dictionary of the English Language
This dictionary is notable for its expansive vocabulary and detailed definitions tailored to American
English users. It includes extensive usage guidance, synonyms, and pronunciation keys. The Random
House Dictionary has been influential in shaping modern American English standards.

6. Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language
A trusted resource for American English, this dictionary balances tradition with modern usage. It
provides clear definitions, idiomatic expressions, and up-to-date terminology, particularly useful for
writers and editors. Its user-friendly format makes it popular in academic and professional settings.

7. The Collins American English Dictionary
This dictionary offers a contemporary perspective on American English, incorporating slang, technical
terms, and cultural references. It is designed to reflect the evolving nature of American vocabulary
and usage. Collins’ dictionary is a practical tool for learners and native speakers alike.

8. The Cambridge American English Dictionary
Focused on learners of American English, this dictionary provides easy-to-understand definitions and
examples. It includes notes on grammar, usage, and pronunciation tailored to American English
speakers. The Cambridge American English Dictionary is an excellent resource for non-native
speakers seeking to master American English.

9. American English: A Linguistic History
While not a dictionary in the traditional sense, this book explores the development and characteristics
of American English vocabulary and usage. It provides historical context for many words and phrases
found in American dictionaries. This linguistic study complements traditional lexicographical works by



offering deeper insight into the language’s evolution.
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