
Reading Together – Merlin CCC, February 2023

Matthew B. Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft

Tentatively, our plan is to focus on the material and arguments from the Introduction and 
Chapters 1–4 during our first session on Thursday, February 16th, and the remainder of the 
book (Chapters 5–8 and the Concluding Remarks) on Thursday, February 23rd.  That said, it may
be helpful to have the full scope of Crawford’s argument already in mind prior to the first 
session, so if you are able to read to the end before the first meeting, by all means do so!

In addition to whatever themes, problems, and questions rise to prominence for each of us as 
we read, it will be worth focusing on a few recurring threads, which might help to focus both 
our individual reading, and our conversation.

(1) What does a good life look like?

Crawford begins and ends his analysis (chapters 1 and 8) by directly attending to this question, 
which also recurs at various points throughout the book.  In doing so, he’s positioning himself 
squarely within a tradition of thought that goes back at least to Aristotle: We begin from an 
account of what the human being is, and based on that, what it means for us to excel at being 
human.

What vision or account of the human good (or of a good human life, etc.) is at work here?  
Some of this might be explicitly stated, while other key components of the account will be 
merely implicit.  

We might also consider how complete Crawford’s account of a good human life is—and how 
complete it’s meant to be.  That is, is he trying to cover all of what’s involved in living well, or 
just the most important parts, or simply to call attention to some neglected aspects, which may
not even be the “most important” in some absolute sense?  And regardless of Crawford’s own 
intention, we can ask ourselves: In which of these different registers (if any) are we prepared to
adopt or accept Crawford’s account?

(2) How should we approach abstraction?

The dichotomy between the concrete and the abstract recurs throughout Crawford’s 
arguments.  But his treatment of abstraction, and of “abstract” knowledge, might be a good deal
more complex than it initially appears.

In addition to the basic contrast between work centered on material realities as distinct from 
“knowledge work” (where the latter does not appear in a very flattering light), we find a 
dismissive discussion of the economic abstraction of “the value of our time” as if that time were
all the same.  



Yet in other parts of the book, Crawford appeals favorably to aspects of our work that seem to 
be grounded in “abstract” realities: In chapter 3, we hear about the musician’s submission to 
“certain natural necessities of music that can be expressed mathematically,” while in chapter 1, 
we’re invited to consider how “the carpenter also gains a knowledge of universals, such as the 
right angle, the plumb, and the level” whereby “nature”—itself perhaps an abstraction!—“first 
becomes a thematic object of study.”  

In yet another mode, chapter 7 presents us with the problem of confronting “an image of 
precision and determinacy” that becomes quite divorced from the reality of anything actually 
precise or determinate.  The Concluding Remarks, finally, will bring this issue home to ethics: 
what happens when we treat other people as abstractions, rather than as concrete individuals?

How might we reconcile these seemingly diverse appeals to the abstract, or to what is 
somehow “other-than-concrete”?  Is there more going on here, beyond just a simple binary 
opposition between the two?

(3) How does the work we do shape our habits and character?

Here again, Crawford shows himself to be a good student of Aristotle, and of the Hellenic 
tradition of ethics more broadly.  Let’s see how far we can follow him, in making character and 
habituation the central focus in our discussions of ethics.  While the issue is presented in 
especially explicit terms in chapter 6 and the Concluding Remarks, Crawford is setting up for it
throughout the book.  So this question is worth keeping in mind at every point as we read.


