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List Of Every Word In The Dictionary

The Quest for the Complete Lexicon: Understanding
the “List Of Every Word In The Dictionary”

Have you ever wondered what a comprehensive list of every word in the dictionary would look like?
The phrase itself sparks curiosity—a complete inventory of every term officially recognized in the English
language. For writers, linguists, word game enthusiasts, and logophiles, the idea of a finite, all-
encompassing word list is both tantalizing and theoretically challenging. While the concept sounds
straightforward, the reality is far more nuanced. This article explores the nature of such a list, the
historical efforts to create one, the practical uses of word lists, and why the dictionary itself is a living,
evolving entity rather than a static catalogue. We’ll journey through lexicography, Scrabble tournaments,
digital databases, and the simple joy of discovering new vocabulary, all while keeping the idea of a
complete word list at the center.

The Concept of a Complete Word List: Myth or Reality?

At first glance, a list of every word in the dictionary seems like a perfectly reasonable request. After all,
a dictionary is a reference book that defines words, so why not compile them all into a single, exhaustive
list? The problem lies in how we define “the dictionary.” English has multiple authoritative
dictionaries—the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), Merriam-Webster, Collins, and many others—each
with its own criteria for inclusion. OED, for instance, contains over 600,000 words, including obsolete
and historical terms, while a learner’s dictionary might include only 100,000 core words. Furthermore,
language is fluid: new words are created daily (think “selfie” or “binge-watch”), and old words fall out of
use. Therefore, a genuinely exhaustive list would be a moving target.

Moreover, “every word” can include compound words (like “mother-in-law”), inflected forms (e.g., “run,”
“runs,” “running,” “ran”), and even variant spellings. Should regional dialects and slang be included?
Should scientific nomenclature count? The answer depends on the purpose of the list. For a lexicographer,
a complete list of every word in the dictionary might mean all headwords in the OED. For a Scrabble
player, it might mean only valid tournament words. For a language learner, it could be a curated list of
high-frequency vocabulary. So the concept is not one fixed list but many possible lists, each tailored to a
specific need.

Historical Attempts to Capture the Full Lexicon

The dream of cataloguing every word in a language is centuries old. Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the
English Language (1755) was an early attempt to provide a comprehensive list, containing around 42,000
entries. Johnson aimed to stabilize English spelling and usage, but he knew his work was incomplete.
Later, the Oxford English Dictionary (first edition 1884–1928) took a more systematic approach, aiming to
record every word in English from 1150 C.E. onward. The OED’s compilers sent out thousands of reading
slips, asking volunteers to submit quotations showing word usage. The result was a monumental list of
every word in the dictionary—at least as far as Victorian scholars could identify.



In the 20th century, the rise of corpora and digitization changed everything. With the advent of big data,
projects like the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) and the Google Ngram Viewer
allowed researchers to find words in massive text collections. However, even these databases are not
exhaustive—they only cover published written sources. Spoken language, dialects, and internet slang often
slip through the cracks. Thus, no historical list has ever been truly complete, and each generation’s
“complete” dictionary becomes outdated within a few years.

Practical Word Lists: Scrabble, Crossword Puzzles, and Word Games

For millions of people, the most relevant list of every word in the dictionary is the official word list used
in competitive Scrabble. The North American Scrabble Players Association (NASPA) uses the Official
Scrabble Words list, which contains over 100,000 two- to fifteen-letter words. Tournaments require
players to know which obscure two-letter words are valid (like “qi” or “za”). Similarly, crossword puzzle
constructors rely on curated word lists that include common crossword entries: “eerie,” “aria,” “aloe.”
These lists are deliberately finite, bounded by the rules of the game.

Word game enthusiasts often download text files of the complete dictionary—sometimes called a
“dictionary dump”—to use in custom apps or anagram solvers. These files typically contain all headwords
from a specific edition of a popular dictionary, such as the Enable word list (a public-domain collection
used in many word games). For a programmer, having a machine-readable list of every word in the
dictionary is essential for building spell-checkers, autocomplete systems, or even simple word puzzles.
Yet even these lists are snapshots, subject to updates as dictionaries add new entries.

The Digital Era: Corpora and the Quest for Exhaustiveness

With powerful computers and vast online text archives, linguists have come closer than ever to
enumerating “every word.” The Oxford English Dictionary now exists online, updated quarterly with
hundreds of new and revised entries. Its online version includes not only headwords but also inflected
forms, etymologies, and cross-references. Similarly, the Wiktionary project attempts to crowdsource a
complete list of every word in the dictionary for dozens of languages. As of 2025, the English
Wiktionary contains over 7 million entries, including many rare and technical terms.

However, even these impressive databases have gaps. Neologisms appear on social media before they
reach print. Slang terms like “ghost” (to vanish from communication) may be common in spoken English
but not yet in a dictionary. Additionally, words from specialized fields—medicine, chemistry, law—often
appear only in subject-specific glossaries. Therefore, the idea of a single universal list remains an ideal,
not a reality. Instead, what we have are overlapping lists: the OED list, the Scrabble list, the medical terms
list, and so on.

How to Use a Word List for Learning and Creativity

Despite the challenges, the existence of many curated word lists is a boon for writers, students, and
curious minds. A list of every word in the dictionary (or its closest approximation) can be a powerful
tool:

Vocabulary building: Study high-frequency word lists (like the Oxford 3000) or thematic lists
(legal terms, astronomy) to expand your lexicon methodically.
Creative writing prompts: Pick random words from a list to spark story ideas or to challenge
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yourself to use obscure vocabulary.
Wordle and game strategies: Use word frequency lists to deduce the best starting guesses in
popular word games.
Spelling improvement: Review tricky words from a complete list, focusing on common
misspellings.
Linguistic research: Compare word lists across generations to study language evolution.

Many online resources offer downloadable word lists sorted by frequency, part of speech, or difficulty. For
example, the Google Books Ngram dataset allows you to see how often a word appeared in books over
centuries. Such tools democratize access to lexical data, allowing anyone to explore the richness of
English.

The Dictionary as a Living Document: Why “Every Word” Is a Moving Target

One fact remains central: language is alive, and so is the dictionary. A list of every word in the
dictionary created today will be outdated tomorrow. Consider the word “COVID-19”—unknown in 2019,
now a household term added to major dictionaries. Similarly, “ghosting,” “yeet,” and “stan” have entered
everyday usage. Lexicographers constantly monitor language change, adding hundreds of new words each
year. Meanwhile, some words fade into obsolescence. The Oxford English Dictionary includes many
entries marked “obsolete,” yet they are still part of the list.

This dynamic nature means that no printed book can ever claim to hold every word. The digital dictionary,
however, can be updated instantly. The OED online receives quarterly updates; Merriam-Webster adds
terms like “adorkable” when they achieve sustained usage. For the average person, the most accurate list
of every word in the dictionary is the one maintained by a reputable reference source and updated
regularly.

Conclusion: The List Is a Journey, Not a Destination

The phrase “list of every word in the dictionary” symbolizes a desire for order, completeness, and mastery
over language. While achieving a truly exhaustive, static list is impossible, the pursuit of such a list has
driven lexicography, word games, and digital humanities forward. Whether you are a Scrabble champion
memorizing two-letter words, a linguist analyzing corpus data, or a writer seeking inspiration, word lists
are invaluable tools. They are not final but representative—snapshots of a language in constant motion.

So the next time you hear someone ask for a list of every word in the dictionary, remember that the
answer is not a single file or a dusty tome. It is a living collection shaped by usage, scholarship, and
cultural evolution. Embrace the abundance of words, and use the lists that serve your purpose—whether
that’s winning a game, mastering a language, or simply enjoying the beauty of English. The dictionary is
vast, and every word in it is a key to deeper expression.


