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It won't be printed again

When I was little, my Scottish grandmother used to send copies of the Glasgow newspapers to us in Canada. To save money, she sent them by ship. Although the news was several weeks old, it gave our family a sense of home.

How things have changed! This morning, I read today's electronic version of the New York Times in Germany while most New Yorkers were still asleep. I was also able to look up words in an online dictionary without having to reach for a paper one.

Is paper itself obsolete? A comment by Nigel Portwood, head of Oxford University Press, suggests that, for some uses, it may soon be. Portwood said recently that the next full edition of The Oxford English Dictionary might never appear in print.

The OED is the most comprehensive English dictionary ever written. It not only contains every meaning a word has ever had; it tries to follow the history of each word as well, referring to printed sources. The word “spotlight”, for example, is only a century old. The entry reads: “1904 Minneapolis Times 1 Aug. 4: In that drama that was enacted Mr. Galvin was not in the spotlight at any time, but it cannot be denied that his was an important part.” Imagine doing that for more than 600,000 words!

The OED comes in 20 large volumes that weigh more than 60 kilograms. Its size has always been at the centre of its history. Started in 1879, the project got only as far as the letter C in the 10 years it was supposed to take. The dictionary was not finally completed until 1928, half a century later.

As Lynda Mugglestone shows in her delightful book Lost for Words: The Hidden History of The Oxford English Dictionary, the project has been a never-ending detective story, full of arbitrary decisions and mistakes and always in need of revision. 

The dictionary's electronic version – available on CD-ROM and online – can be updated much more frequently, and is therefore much better suited for dealing with the dynamics of the changing English language. Just think of all the ways in which English has changed since 1989, when the second version appeared.

Dictionary users are already aware of this. Sales of the printed version have dropped since the online version was introduced in 2000.

The electronic revolution in publishing has been dramatic, especially in the United States. Although Steve Jobs originally rejected the idea of e-publishing because “people don't read anymore”, his iPad is having a positive effect on reading. Together with Amazon's Kindle and other products, it is contributing to a $1 billion market in book sales. Experts estimate that in five years, more than half of the books sold in America will be in electric form.

The improving ergonomic qualities of electronic book readers weaken the argument about the feel of a real book. And it is just so convenient to use an online dictionary. More and more, I go to the university library to stretch my legs instead of actually look for a book.

Even so, I do find it strange to think about a work as impressive as the OED – the definitive dictionary of English – not existing on paper at all. Fortunately, There's still some time to get used to the idea. The third edition won't be finished for another 10 years. 

Taken from: Spotlight January 2011

Task:

Imagine, what the world will look like in 50 years? Will we still have books printed on paper? How will technology change? What will change at work, at home and in our daily lives? 

Write at least 400 words.

