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GeneralNews - A plead for Abstraction 

Since the early 20th century abstraction has been a major theme in the visual arts, when artists were striving to find a “language of the universal.” With the upcoming computer-technology, media arts have discovered their own ways to create abstract images. Yet, abstraction seems predestined to be also subject of text-based arts. Computers with the possibility to create algorithms, the Internet and the technology of monitors, with their built up images, offer new possibilities…
GeneralNews is an interactive meta-browser which substitutes in real-time the words on websites. The substitutions may be synonym, abstract or more specific than the original expressions. By these variations, new descriptions of the world and descriptions of “new” worlds are created. 
With a slider the user can change the level of abstraction and investigate the emerging possibility spaces around a text. 
· Synonyms preserve the original meaning more or less and indicate the variety of linguistic expressions.
· Abstractions (hypernyms) allow generalizations and possibly open a “big picture”. In the extreme they trivialize the content.
· Specifications (hyponyms) create similar but alternative worlds to the original text.
The systems relies on an electronic lexicon (WordNet from Princeton University), which contains the various kinds of words, such as synonyms, hyper- and hyponyms. These entries are displayed in a “Detail” Mode. The System analyzes the average level of abstraction for each original text and indicates the value on the scale. 
Reflection of the linearity of language 
GeneralNews reflects language. When we speak or write, the manifoldness of the world is reduced to the linearity of language. The mechanism of GeneralNews enriches this linearity again with the semantic variety of possible other descriptions. Theses variations are displayed as animated text on the monitor. The perception of reading is changed, because words that have already been read may have already changed in the next moment. But during these automatic substitutions (without moving the slider) the meaning is preserved. For the user the possibility space around the text is quasi simultaneously visible. 

Text-mediated reality 
When applied to news-sites, GeneralNews alters the text-mediated reality, thereby roughly keeping the same meaning. However, as extreme abstractions the content is trivialized, since only abstract “objects” relate to each other. On a slightly lower level of abstraction, the general structures of the content may be extracted. In the other, specific extreme, we get various alternative stories about the original incident. Concerning the selection of information and its strategic presentation GeneralNews of course is exposed to the mechanisms of mass media communication.
Abstraction – a powerful invention

Thinking in alternatives is important for progress since we develop new ideas by changing existing descriptions. Thereby abstraction as a thought pattern plays a major role, even though it is often used in the pejorative sense: “…too abstract”. Yet, a plead for abstraction would include the following topics:
· Language and the structure of knowledge: according to current cognitive theories we group our concepts in taxonomies. With these hierarchies properties from the generic terms are inherited to the specific terms. This allows also deriving conclusions about the unknown. With the aid of abstractions we organize our knowledge and create the “big picture”. 
· Science: According to our notion of science we need the understanding of general laws and structure, in order to create “good” i.e. probable prophecies. Most science is the attempt to formulate theses “laws” and thereby abstraction captures the variety of single cases and exceptions. Thus abstraction helps to organize the relevant information within the abundance of data.   
· Creative and artistic processes: Our actions may be described as moving up and down between abstract, diffuse and intuitive goals and concrete actions following these intentions. 
The ability to abstract can only partially be realized with the contemporary means of computational linguistics and artificial intelligence. GeneralNews is the computational attempt to generalize the incoming information purely with the aid of semantics. Empirical, causal or even strategic insights may not be extracted by that method. 
Yet, as a meta-browser GeneralNews aims at triggering our fantasies - via abstraction. 
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