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this most recognisable to the ordinary web user is searching for information, an
obviously difficult problem that has yet to be solved to our satisfaction. But a
more far-reaching problem is that of integrating the vast quantities of informa-
tion available in such a way that we can seamlessly assimilate whatever sources
of data are most appropriate to the task at hand, whatever that task may be.

4 Automating Conceptualisation

Automation of data processing is desirable because it frees humans from the
morass of detail and permits them to utilise their capacity for abstraction. The
ability to manipulate concepts at varying levels of detail and to match the level
of detail to the needs of the situation at hand is one of our most effective tools for
processing knowledge and communicating. Being able to subsume detail within
conceptual units of knowledge allows us to overcome the natural limits of our
processing capacity; although there appear to be clear cognitive limits on the
number of concepts we can articulate at any given time, we have the critical
ability to ‘chunk’ collections of knowledge into single units[11, 5], effectively pro-
viding a a capacity to search through information webs both widely and deeply as
necessary. Similarly, when the scope of an information or data problem becomes
too great for us to process in a reasonable amount of time, we bring computers
to bear on the problem to assist us with storage, recall and simple processing.
Automation of data processing provides increased speed and accuracy, and also
permits the not insignificant relief of boredom resulting from repetitive tasks.

By handing low-level information processing tasks to machines, humans are
freed to consider issues at higher levels of abstraction. If we are to continue to
advance the level of assistance that our computers can provide to us as we work,
we must elevate our tools to higher levels of abstraction to accommodate the
ever-increasing complexity of the situations we face.

As knowledge travels through progressively lower levels of abstraction, its
context degrades as generality is replaced by specificity and logical operabil-
ity. Humans require some specification in order to communicate successfully;
the desired degree of consistency of conceptualisations determines the extent of
specification that is necessary. Indeed, it is suggested that even consensus be-
tween participants is not always necessary for successful collaboration[1,12]. As
discussed earlier, one of our greatest strengths as humans is our ability to adapt
to new situations and reconcile new ontological concepts with our own history of
previous experiences. We also capable of identifying mismatches of understand-
ing in our communications and negotiating shared perspectives as we interact
with others[2]. Human natural language is neither precise nor predictable, and
this seems to reflect the way that we to understand the world though our inter-
nal representations and conceptualisations. When we express ourselves in natural
language, we often encounter confusion and difficulty as others attempt to un-
derstand us. This requires us to explore alternative expressions, searching for
representations that others understand. We do this naturally, and our attention
is drawn to the process only when it fails. But we are generally capable of find-



























