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woke merriam webster is a term that has gained significant attention and debate in recent years,
particularly in the context of social justice, language evolution, and cultural discourse. The Merriam-
Webster dictionary, as one of the most authoritative sources on the English language, has played a pivotal
role in defining and explaining the term "woke." This article explores the origins, definitions, controversies,
and implications surrounding the term "woke" as presented by Merriam-Webster. Additionally, the
discussion will delve into how the dictionary's treatment of the word reflects broader societal changes and
linguistic trends. Understanding the nuances of "woke" through Merriam-Webster's lens provides insight
into both the power of language and the dynamics of cultural conversations. The following sections will
outline the definition of "woke," its historical context, the dictionary's updates, and the public reaction to
these changes.

The Definition of "Woke" by Merriam-Webster

Historical and Cultural Origins of the Term "Woke"

Updates and Changes in Merriam-Webster’s Definition

Controversies and Public Reactions

The Impact of "Woke" on Language and Society

The Definition of "Woke" by Merriam-Webster
The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines "woke" primarily as an adjective describing a person who is alert
to social injustices, especially those related to racial and social equality. The dictionary emphasizes the term's
association with awareness of systemic inequalities and discrimination. Over time, "woke" has evolved from
a colloquial expression within African American Vernacular English (AAVE) into a mainstream descriptor
used globally in political and cultural contexts. Merriam-Webster’s definitions often reflect these evolving
connotations, capturing both the original sense and the more recent pejorative uses.

Primary Definition
At its core, Merriam-Webster defines "woke" as being “aware of and actively attentive to important societal
facts and issues (especially issues of racial and social justice).” This definition highlights the positive, socially
conscious aspect of the term, underscoring vigilance against oppression and inequality. It acknowledges the



word’s roots in social activism and advocacy.

Secondary and Pejorative Meanings
In addition to the primary definition, Merriam-Webster includes a secondary definition reflecting how
"woke" has been used in a more critical or sarcastic manner. This usage often implies an excessive or
performative concern with political correctness or social justice, sometimes dismissively labeling individuals
or groups as overly sensitive or self-righteous. This dual definition captures the polarization surrounding
the term in public discourse.

Historical and Cultural Origins of the Term "Woke"
The term "woke" originated within African American communities as a call for awareness about racial
injustices and systemic oppression. Its usage dates back to the early 20th century but gained renewed
prominence during the Black Lives Matter movement and other social justice campaigns in the 2010s.
Merriam-Webster acknowledges this historical trajectory, noting that "woke" emerged from African
American Vernacular English and was initially tied to the concept of staying awake or vigilant in the face
of injustice.

Early Usage
The earliest documented use of "woke" in the context of awareness can be traced back to the 1940s, with
advice to “stay woke” meaning to be aware of racial prejudice and discrimination. It was a term that
encouraged vigilance and consciousness about societal inequities. This foundational meaning laid the
groundwork for its later adoption in broader social justice movements.

Modern Resurgence
In the 2010s, "woke" reemerged prominently in social media and activism circles, particularly related to
racial justice protests and movements against police brutality. The term became a shorthand for a
heightened awareness of systemic inequities and a commitment to social change. Merriam-Webster’s
updated entries reflect this modern resurgence, documenting the transformation of "woke" from regional
slang to a widely recognized term.

Updates and Changes in Merriam-Webster’s Definition
Merriam-Webster’s inclusion and revision of "woke" demonstrate how dictionaries adapt to changes in
language and social contexts. The dictionary updated its entry to incorporate both the positive connotations



of social awareness and the negative connotations that emerged as the term entered mainstream political
debate. These updates illustrate the balance dictionaries maintain between descriptive and prescriptive
language roles.

Timeline of Definition Changes
Merriam-Webster first recorded "woke" in its social justice sense in the late 2010s, reflecting its rise in
public consciousness. Subsequent revisions introduced the secondary, pejorative meaning, acknowledging
the term's politicization and contested interpretations. This timeline highlights the dictionary’s role in
tracking evolving usage rather than endorsing any particular viewpoint.

Lexicographical Approach
The dictionary’s approach involves documenting real-world usage as evidenced in media, literature, and
public discourse. Merriam-Webster’s editors analyze sources to ensure that definitions reflect contemporary
understanding and usage trends. This methodology ensures that entries like "woke" remain relevant and
authoritative while capturing the sociopolitical complexities surrounding the term.

Controversies and Public Reactions
The inclusion and evolution of "woke" in Merriam-Webster have sparked various controversies and
discussions about language, politics, and culture. Some view the dictionary’s dual definitions as an accurate
reflection of societal debates, while others see them as indicative of cultural polarization. The term's
politicization has led to widespread debates about the meanings and implications of being "woke."

Support and Approval
Supporters argue that Merriam-Webster’s recognition of "woke" validates the importance of social justice
awareness and acknowledges the term’s linguistic roots. They see the dictionary as a neutral arbiter that
legitimizes language used by marginalized communities and social movements.

Criticism and Backlash
Critics contend that the inclusion of a pejorative definition contributes to the trivialization or stigmatization
of social justice efforts. Some perceive the dual meanings as a reflection of cultural divides, with "woke"
becoming a battleground term used to criticize progressive ideals. This backlash highlights the challenges
dictionaries face when defining politically charged language.



The Impact of "Woke" on Language and Society
The evolution of "woke" as captured by Merriam-Webster exemplifies how language mirrors societal shifts
and cultural tensions. The term has influenced political rhetoric, media narratives, and everyday
conversations about identity, equity, and justice. Its presence in the dictionary underscores the dynamic
nature of language and its capacity to adapt to new realities.

Language Evolution and Social Awareness
"Woke" illustrates how language evolves to express emerging social concepts and movements. It serves as a
linguistic marker of heightened consciousness regarding inequality and discrimination. Merriam-Webster’s
documentation of this evolution enriches the understanding of contemporary English vocabulary and its
social functions.

Broader Cultural Significance
The widespread use of "woke" reflects ongoing dialogues about race, privilege, and power structures. Its
contested meanings demonstrate how language can both unite and divide communities. The term’s
trajectory from marginalized slang to mainstream discourse exemplifies the role of dictionaries in capturing
cultural transformations.

Recognition of social justice awareness

Reflection of cultural and political polarization

Influence on political and media language

Documentation of linguistic change

Facilitation of public discourse on equity

Frequently Asked Questions

What does Merriam-Webster define as 'woke'?
Merriam-Webster defines 'woke' as being aware of and actively attentive to important societal facts and
issues, especially issues of racial and social justice.



When did Merriam-Webster add the term 'woke' to its dictionary?
Merriam-Webster added the term 'woke' to its dictionary in 2017, recognizing its growing usage in social
and political contexts.

How has Merriam-Webster's definition of 'woke' evolved over time?
Initially, 'woke' was defined as being alert to racial prejudice and discrimination, but over time Merriam-
Webster expanded the definition to include awareness of social injustices more broadly.

Why has the term 'woke' become controversial according to Merriam-
Webster?
The term 'woke' has become controversial because it is used both positively to describe social awareness and
negatively as a pejorative term to criticize progressive activism.

Does Merriam-Webster provide examples of 'woke' used in sentences?
Yes, Merriam-Webster provides example sentences illustrating 'woke' as a term describing awareness of
social issues.

How does Merriam-Webster differentiate between the original and
pejorative meanings of 'woke'?
Merriam-Webster notes that originally 'woke' meant being alert to social injustice, but it has also come to be
used in a derogatory sense to criticize perceived excessive political correctness.

What impact did Merriam-Webster's definition of 'woke' have on public
discourse?
Merriam-Webster's definition helped legitimize the term's usage and sparked debates about social justice,
language evolution, and political correctness.

Is 'woke' considered a formal or informal word according to Merriam-
Webster?
Merriam-Webster classifies 'woke' as informal, reflecting its origins in African American Vernacular
English and contemporary social movements.



Has Merriam-Webster faced criticism for its definition of 'woke'?
Yes, some critics argue Merriam-Webster's definition either legitimizes political correctness or fails to
capture the term's complex cultural implications.

How can understanding Merriam-Webster's definition of 'woke' help in
social conversations?
Understanding Merriam-Webster's definition provides clarity on the term's meanings, helping individuals
engage more thoughtfully in discussions about social justice and cultural awareness.

Additional Resources
1. Woke Words: The Evolution of Language in Merriam-Webster's Dictionary
This book explores how Merriam-Webster has adapted its definitions to reflect contemporary social
movements, including the rise of "woke" terminology. It examines the cultural and political influences
behind these changes and the debates they spark. Readers gain insight into how dictionaries evolve to stay
relevant in a rapidly changing society.

2. Defining Wokeness: Merriam-Webster and the Politics of Language
An in-depth analysis of Merriam-Webster's role in shaping public understanding of "woke" and related
concepts. The book discusses the intersection of language, social justice, and political discourse, highlighting
how dictionary entries can influence societal attitudes. It also addresses controversies surrounding the
inclusion of progressive terms.

3. The Woke Dictionary: Inside Merriam-Webster's Modern Lexicon
This volume offers a behind-the-scenes look at how Merriam-Webster curates and updates its dictionary to
include woke terminology. Featuring interviews with lexicographers and editors, the book reveals the
challenges of balancing linguistic accuracy with cultural sensitivity. It’s a compelling read for anyone
interested in language and social change.

4. From Slang to Standard: The Mainstreaming of Woke Language in Merriam-Webster
Tracing the journey of "woke" from niche slang to an officially recognized dictionary word, this book
chronicles Merriam-Webster’s process for legitimizing new language. It discusses the societal shifts that
prompted these updates and the impact on communication. The narrative underscores the dynamic nature
of English vocabulary.

5. Woke and the Dictionary Wars: Merriam-Webster in the Culture Clash
This book delves into the controversies sparked by Merriam-Webster's inclusion of woke-related terms,
exploring backlash from different political and cultural groups. It analyzes how language becomes a
battleground for ideological conflict and what this means for future lexicography. The author provides a
balanced view of the tensions involved.



6. Language, Power, and Wokeness: Merriam-Webster's Dictionary as a Social Mirror
Focusing on the sociopolitical implications of dictionary definitions, this book argues that Merriam-
Webster’s entries reflect broader power dynamics in society. It examines how the dictionary’s embrace of
woke terminology signals shifts in cultural norms and collective consciousness. The work ties linguistic
changes to ongoing social justice movements.

7. Lexicography in the Age of Woke: Merriam-Webster's Response to Social Change
An academic investigation into how lexicographers at Merriam-Webster respond to demands for more
inclusive and representative language. The book covers methodology, ethical considerations, and the
influence of activism on dictionary content. It provides a comprehensive overview of modern lexicography
practices.

8. The Woke Lexicon: Exploring Merriam-Webster’s Impact on Modern Discourse
This title explores how Merriam-Webster's updated definitions shape conversations around race, gender,
and identity. It highlights the dictionary’s role in educating the public and legitimizing progressive ideas.
The book also discusses critiques from various perspectives and the ongoing evolution of language.

9. Words of Change: Merriam-Webster and the Rise of Woke Vocabulary
Charting the rise of woke vocabulary in mainstream media and academia, this book looks at Merriam-
Webster’s pivotal role in documenting these linguistic shifts. It discusses the cultural significance of
adopting new terms and the dictionary's influence on public perception. The narrative illustrates the
power of words in societal transformation.
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