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American Dictionary Of The English Language Noah
Webster 1828

The Enduring Legacy of the
American Dictionary of the English
Language: Noah Webster's 1828
Masterpiece

In the early decades of the United States, a nation forging
its identity faced a linguistic challenge: its people spoke
English, but the language of the mother country no longer
perfectly suited their new republic. It was in this climate
of cultural and political self-definition that Noah Webster,
a Connecticut schoolteacher, lexicographer, and patriot,
undertook a monumental task. The result,  published in
1828,  was  the  American Dictionary  of  the  English
Language. This work was far more than a simple list of
words; it was a declaration of intellectual independence, a
tool  for national  unity,  and a cornerstone of  American
English that continues to influence how we speak and
write today.

To  understand  the  significance  of  the  American
Dictionary of the English Language Noah Webster
1828,  one  must  appreciate  the  man  and  his  mission.
Webster believed that a truly American nation required
an American language. British dictionaries,  particularly
Samuel Johnson's, were authoritative but reflected British
customs,  laws,  and  pronunciations.  Webster  sought  to
standardize a distinctly American vocabulary, spellings,
and pronunciations while also preserving the moral and
Christian foundations he saw as essential to the republic.
This 1828 edition was his magnum opus, the culmination
of  over  two  decades  of  intense  research,  travel,  and
linguistic analysis.

The Making of a National Lexicon: Why 1828
Matters

When Noah Webster first proposed his dictionary, he was
already a well-known figure for his "Blue-Backed Speller,"
which had sold millions of copies and taught generations



of Americans to read. However, the dictionary was a far
more  ambitious  project.  Webster  spent  years  studying
twenty-six  languages,  including  Anglo-Saxon,  Hebrew,
Latin, Greek, and various Germanic tongues, to trace the
etymological  roots  of  English  words.  He  traveled  to
Europe, consulted with scholars, and meticulously defined
over 70,000 words.

The year 1828 is a landmark because it represents the
first  comprehensive  attempt  to  capture  the  American
vernacular. While earlier American dictionaries existed,
none were as thorough or as ideologically driven. Webster
included words like "council" and "honor" with simplified
spellings that he argued were more logical and phonetic
than the British "counsel" and "honour." He introduced
uniquely  American  terms  that  had  emerged  from  the
country's  landscape,  government,  and daily  life—words
like "skunk," "hickory," "squash," and "caucus." This act of
codification  gave  legitimacy  to  American  speech  and
helped bridge the gap between the educated elite and the
common citizen.

Key Features That Set the 1828 Edition
Apart

The American Dictionary of  the English Language
Noah  Webster  1828  was  revolutionary  in  several
respects. Its most striking characteristic was its inclusion
of  biblical  and  moral  definitions.  Webster,  a  devout

Christian,  believed  that  education  and  religion  were
inseparable. Consequently, his definitions often included
moral lessons or references to Scripture. For instance,
the definition of "marriage" explicitly mentions its divine
institution,  and  "government"  is  defined  with  a  clear
emphasis on the role of God and civil order.

Another  defining  feature  was  Webster's  approach  to
etymology. He rejected the prevailing notion that English
derived largely from Latin and Greek. Instead, he argued
for  a  strong  foundation  in  Anglo-Saxon,  the  early
Germanic language of  the English people.  This theory,
while  not  entirely  accurate  by  modern  linguistic
standards, was a bold attempt to democratize language.
By  emphasizing  Anglo-Saxon roots,  Webster  connected
American English to the common people rather than to
the classical languages of the aristocracy.

Spelling Reforms: Webster championed simplified
spellings, such as color (instead of colour), center
(instead of centre), and check (instead of cheque).
Pronunciation Guides: He included detailed
pronunciation keys reflecting American speech
patterns, such as the flat "a" in "path" and the rhotic
"r" that distinguishes American English from many
British dialects.
Encyclopedic Content: The dictionary included
geographical, historical, and biographical entries,
making it a small encyclopedia of useful knowledge.
Pioneering Use of Example Sentences: Webster
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often provided his own illustrative sentences, many
drawn from American sources, to show how words
were used in context.

The Cultural and Political Impact of
Webster's Dictionary

The  publication  of  the  American  Dictionary  of  the
English  Language  Noah  Webster  1828  was  a
watershed event in American history. It arrived during a
period of intense nationalism, just a few decades after the
War  of  1812  and  during  the  presidency  of  Andrew
Jackson. The dictionary provided a linguistic mirror for a
country  that  was  rapidly  expanding  westward  and
absorbing  immigrants  from  diverse  backgrounds.  By
establishing a standard lexicon, Webster helped create a
shared national culture.

Politically, the dictionary reinforced the idea of a virtuous
republic. Webster's definitions often carried subtle pro-
Federalist and moral undertones. He saw language as a
tool for shaping character and promoting civic virtue. For
example, his definition of "liberty" is careful to distinguish
between lawful freedom and licentiousness, reflecting the
fears of the early republic about mob rule. The dictionary
thus  became  a  textbook  for  citizenship,  teaching
Americans not only how to spell but also how to think
about their country and their duties.

Challenges and Controversies

The  road  to  publication  was  anything  but  smooth.
Webster  struggled  to  find  a  publisher  and  even
mortgaged his home to finance the project. When the first
edition  finally  appeared in  1828,  it  was  a  commercial
failure  initially.  The  two-volume set  cost  $20—a small
fortune at the time—and many critics derided Webster's
etymological  theories  and  his  "Americanisms."  Some
British reviewers mocked the dictionary as a provincial
curiosity.

Despite the criticism, the American Dictionary of the
English Language Noah Webster 1828 slowly gained
acceptance. By the time of Webster's death in 1843, it had
cemented its reputation. The G. & C. Merriam Company
obtained  the  rights  to  later  editions,  and  subsequent
revisions,  most  notably  the  1847  edition,  became
standard references in schools, courts, and government
offices. Today, the 1828 edition is prized by historians,
linguists, and collectors for its unique window into early
American thought.

Why the 1828 Edition Still Matters Today

In  the  digital  age,  we  have  access  to  hundreds  of
dictionaries  at  our  fingertips.  Yet  the  American
Dictionary of the English Language Noah Webster
1828 remains a vital resource for several reasons:



Historical Linguistics: It preserves the original1.
meanings and nuances of words that have since
shifted or faded. For instance, "awful" once meant
"inspiring awe," not "very bad."
Legal and Scholarly Research: Originalist2.
interpreters of the U.S. Constitution often consult
the 1828 dictionary to understand the intended
meaning of words like "commerce," "speech," and
"arms" at the time of the founding.
Moral and Religious Context: For those3.
interested in the intersection of faith and public life,
Webster's definitions provide insight into the moral
framework that shaped early American education.
Preservation of American Roots: The dictionary4.
serves as a snapshot of a nation in its adolescence,
capturing the optimism, anxieties, and values of the
Jacksonian era.

Modern readers can access the 1828 edition online, and
many  homeschooling  families  and  classical  education
programs still use it as a primary reference due to its rich
definitions  and  lack  of  modern  slang.  It  remains  a
touchstone for those who seek a deeper, more traditional
understanding of the English language.

Webster's Contribution to American Identity

Noah Webster's work did more than just list  words; it
helped  define  what  it  meant  to  be  American.  By
deliberately breaking from British norms, he asserted that

the United States had its own culture, its own history, and
its own future. The American Dictionary of the English
Language Noah Webster 1828 is a monument to the
idea that language is not merely a tool of communication
but  a  vehicle  of  national  character.  Every  time  an
American writes "theater" instead of "theatre" or refers to
"the fall" instead of "autumn," they are echoing Webster's
choices.

Webster himself summarized his mission in the preface to
the 1828 edition: "Language is the expression of ideas,
and  if  the  people  of  one  country  cannot  preserve  an
identity  of  ideas,  they  cannot  retain  an  identity  of
language." He understood that a republic of diverse states
needed a common tongue to function as a single nation.
His dictionary provided that common tongue, and in doing
so,  it  became  one  of  the  most  influential  books  ever
published in the United States.

Conclusion: A Timeless Resource

The American Dictionary of  the English Language
Noah  Webster  1828  endures  as  far  more  than  a
historical artifact. It is a testament to the power of one
individual's  vision  to  shape  a  nation's  culture.  While
modern dictionaries have evolved and expanded, the 1828
edition continues to  offer  a  unique perspective on the
English language as it was spoken and understood in the
early American republic. For scholars, word lovers, and
patriots  alike,  it  remains  an  inexhaustible  well  of
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knowledge,  reflecting the hopes,  beliefs,  and linguistic
creativity of a young country finding its voice. Webster's
masterpiece reminds us that every word we speak carries

the weight of history,  and that the quest for a shared
language  is  inseparable  from  the  quest  for  a  shared
identity.


