
Essay 3 

Background 

In chapter 8 of his book Mindware, Andy Clark describes wideware as cognitive 
technology. He lists as categories of wideware aids, props, artifacts, instruments, media, 
and notations. He gives examples of the role of wideware in tasks as varied as a bartender 
remembering drink orders, writing an academic paper, doing place-value multiplication, 
using words to stabilize concepts, sketching as part of making a finished drawing, and 
organizing a living space for a person with Alzheimer's disease.  

Everyone is familiar with the basic idea that our cultural world provides tools that help us 
think. Don Norman wrote a book titled "Things that Make Us Smart" on that topic. But 
Clark has a deeper, more interesting idea in mind. Clark spent much of chapters 5-7 
describing the mind as composed of a dynamic, embodied, embedded, adaptive, quick-
and-dirty, on-line, concept-free, environment-exploiting, bag of tricks. But a big question 
remains: How do we get from that messy stuff to explanations of the cognitive 
phenomena of abstract thought, advance planning, decision making, and hypothetical 
reasoning? Clark's answer to this question is wideware.  

In this project you will explore the proposition that advanced cognition is "rooted in the 
operation of the same basic kinds of capacity used for on-line, adaptive response, but 
tuned to and applied to the special domain of external and/or artificial cognitive aids - the 
domain … of wideware or cognitive technology." 

Here's what to do: 

(Re)read chapters 5-8 of Mindware, Kirsh's paper "Today the earwig, tomorrow man,” 
and Ch 3, 7 and 8 of Cognition in the Wild.  
 
Choose an activity in your own current lifeworld. Reflect on your own life. Do NOT 
make observations of someone else. You should choose a small activity. Doing so will 
allow you to engage the details. That's a good thing.  
 
Describe the role of wideware in the activity. (Trust me, it will be there).  
 
Be sure to be explicit about how wideware helps to organize high-level cognition or how 
it makes possible to do something that might not be possible for the "naked" brain. 
Remember, you are exploring the notion that interactions with wideware permit the sorts 
of low-level processes you read about in Mindware chapters 5-7 to produce the sorts of 
high-level processes that Kirsh said (in his paper "Today the earwig, tomorrow man") are 
difficult to do without the representation of concepts.  

That's it. You may submit up 1000 words of text in the body of your analysis. Additional 
figures, table, diagrams, etc. do not count in the word count.  



We will be looking for:  
Clear thinking reflected in clear writing. 
Thoughtfully-chosen activities. 
Explicit links to the concepts developed in the readings and lecture.  

 


