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Matthew Crawford’s “Shop Class as Soulcraft” probes the experience and meaning of work, especially craftsmanship.  While this pertains primarily to the trades, serious concerns are raised about managing, knowledge work, and information processing in business.

Holding a Ph.D. in political philosophy from the University of Chicago, the author owns and operates a motorcycle repair shop.  He uses his own experience and the wisdom of others engaged in mechanical work to discuss the development of people both intellectually and morally in the workplace.

Crawford, throughout his book, focuses on engaging in work with concrete outcomes, performing something which is observably useful, and discusses the dangers of activities where thinking and actually “doing” something are separate.  Knowledge workers indirectly affect consumers, whereas craftsmen are close to the user of their product.  This affects their work experiences differently, with the latter receiving greater intrinsic rewards.  

Emphasis is placed on people valuing solidarity, self-reliance and the ability to be the master of their own work.  Dependence on an institution or layers of bureaucracy prevents feelings of real task accomplishment.  That is, “remote control” distances a person from the meaning which can come from the actual delivery of a product or service.

This book has numerous strengths, including the potential for public discussion about the value of work, especially blue-collar work.  Assumptions about the intellectual demands of hands-on work are discussed and stressed.

Issues are raised for multiple audiences.  Consumers distancing themselves from that which they own, belittling of those engaged in repair work, and the organizational treatment of lower level personnel are some of the topics raised.  Higher education and cultural expectations about pursuing a college degree do not go without criticism.
Crawford has done considerable research in crafting his book.  It is well documented, the use of references flows with the content, and the endnotes are useful.

Much, however, is neglected.  This is not to say that enough has not been said in one volume.  The complexity of tasks, even mechanical, in the workplace where interdependencies must exist between and among workers and organizational levels is ignored.  How can the experience of autonomy in these cases be enhanced?

Crawford is critical of the impact of technology and his observations sensible; we must, however, acknowledge its contemporary role.  Likewise, for decades we have known that all organizations process information and this cannot always directly relate to the tangible.  The role of visionaries in business is indisputable, yet the author ignores this as well as the critical role played by organizational leaders.  Furthermore, the satisfaction many knowledge workers experience is discounted.

This book fits well with current, respected work of others.  For example, Crawford’s treatment of much information processing work being outsourced and acknowledging future demand for the trades, especially craftsmen, is consistent with the observations of Friedman in “The World is Flat.”

“Shop Class as Soulcraft” is worthwhile reading for anyone questioning the meaning of their own work and for those managing others.  Furthermore, it challenges contemporary thinking about and appreciation for persons engaged in what is often conceived of as dirty work.  Perhaps Thomas Aquinas’ words are worthy of consideration: “To live well is to work well, or display a good activity.”
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