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Abstract 

 Traditional crafts have been both a method of subsistence and an integral part of human 

culture for thousands of years, if not longer — in fact, some of these crafts even date back to 

prehistory. Recently, there have been indications that many of the traditional crafts are declining 

to the point of near extinction, especially in the United States. This decline is visible in five primary 

factors: modern organization of labor, technology, education systems, the national political and 

economic environment, and globalization. After interviewing six craftsmen in three traditional 

crafts (instrument repair, welding, and carpentry), an unyielding optimism for the future of the 

industries was revealed. This sentiment is completely contrary to the grim future alluded to by the 

five factors. This optimism, combined with the growing trendiness of “craft”-based terminology 

and goods, the development of more platforms for people to appreciate the processes of crafts, and 

the growing ease of selling crafts via online shopping sites hint toward a prosperous future for the 

traditional crafts. While there will still undoubtedly be some challenges to come from the five 

factors, other trends balance out the negatives and show that the traditional crafts may well have a 

bright future ahead of them.  
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Introduction 

What Is “Craft”? 

 The Old English term, cræft, first appeared over a thousand years ago. According to the 

Oxford English Dictionary, no word could be directly substituted for cræft. The term combined 

“knowledge,” “power,” and “skill.” An extended definition offered that a sense of “wisdom” and 

“resourcefulness” were of higher importance than “physical skill” (Langlands, 2018). The 

meaning shifted by late Old English (around the eleventh century), at which point “craft” had 

evolved to signify a trade or employment that required special skill or dexterity. It could also 

have been used to refer to something that had been built or made (Online Etymology Dictionary, 

n.d.-a).  

 Throughout the 1800s, the word “craft” was increasingly used in academia (Dormer, 

1997). Figure 1 below shows the increase over time, from its slim use in 1700 to its much higher 

popularity in the first half of the 1900s (Google, n.d.-a): 
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Figure 1: Occurrences of Word “Craft” between 1700 and 2008 (Google, n.d.-a) 

 The higher frequency of use from 1700 to the early 1900s is clearly visible in this graph. 

The graph does show that the usage of the word tapered off somewhat following 1950 but 

appears to be upcurving slightly around the year 2000. Further research could shed light on the 

reason for this slight decrease as well as on the frequency of usage since 2008, since that is the 

most recent year that the database will search (Google, n.d.-a). “Craftsmanship” originated later, 

in the 1600s, and is used to indicate “skilled mechanical workmanship” (Online Etymology 

Dictionary, n.d.-b). It is still used in much the same way today. 

 Dr. Bill Schindler is an experimental archaeologist and primitive technologist, an 

associate professor of anthropology and archaeology at Washington College, and the former co-

host of The Great Human Race on National Geographic (Dr. Bill Schindler, n.d.). When asked 

his definition of craftsmanship is, he responded:  

I think I would say creating something with integrity. And the reason I would say 

that is because when I think about integrity and think about craft, I think about not 

only doing it by hand and on a small scale but also with all the context that 

surrounds the craft, sort of the stories, the ideas, the traditions, the cultures, the 

people, all of that. So, when a craftsman is practicing their craft, they are conveying 

to the person watching, to the person buying, to the person using whatever they’re 

making, all of that at the same time. How it was made in the past, how people 

around the world are making it today, the sort of essence of what they’re doing with 

their hands or whatever they’re using. (Dr. Bill Schindler, personal communication, 

February 7, 2020) 
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 For the purposes of this research, “craft” will refer to the work that a craftsman does 

(such as pottery, masonry, weaving, etc.). This type of work is marked by contributions to the 

finished good being made by a relatively low number of individuals who devote time, learned 

skill, and integrity into its production. “Craftsmanship” will be defined as a way of working 

which combines integrity, manual labor, and knowledge of the materials and processes that go 

into the objects, often learned through tradition. Those involved in crafts will be referred to as 

“craftsmen” (male) or “craftswomen” (female).  

 

A Brief History of Craft 

Craft has been a mainstay of subsistence and an inseparable facet of culture and human 

progress for centuries, or at least it was. To give a fully encompassing history of craft would be 

nearly as big a task as to give a history of human existence. It has been a common human 

experience that materials were collected from the land, shaped into a practical item, and then 

used. In fact, this phenomenon developed before the emergence of modern humans, or homo 

sapiens. A recent discovery of stone tools shows that the first use of tools by humans may have 

begun earlier than initially thought, around 3.3 million years ago. Previously, it was assumed that 

Homo habilis was the first species of human to ever have this ability, but these findings date the 

usage of tools even further back in the progression of human evolution (Harmand, et al., 2015). 

Regardless of the precise date in time that tools were first used, this fundamental experience has 

been a crucial part of human life and evolution for millions of years and has had an immense 

influence on shaping civilization (MacEachren, 2004).  

For centuries, craftwork and agriculture were the primary activities of humans and 

methods of sustainment (Campana & Cimmati, 2015). More than a method of subsistence, craft 



West 
 

10 

also carries a long history of pre-industrial custom and popular culture. Craft was more than just 

a way of work; it was a way of life (Berg, 1991). The ability to craft was also considered to be of 

high value. In all ancient civilizations, skills and craftsmanship were thought to be of divine 

origin. Not everyone was endowed the ability to transform matter (Pacini, 2019).  

Over the course of the European Renaissance (circa 1300-1600 A.D.), the terms “art” and 

“craft” separated. Art became something capable of moving an item beyond the realm of utility 

and into something of intellect. As class systems became established, upper-class citizens were 

able to support those who made items emphasizing the aesthetic aspect of something. Due to 

this, skilled craftsmen found it more profitable to create art and be paid by the elite rather than to 

create crafts for the general public. This was the first minor blow to the reputation and popularity 

of craft; although in the centuries following the European Renaissance, craft and agriculture 

remained the prominent human activities at least until the Industrial Revolution (MacEachren, 

2004). 

 

The Industrial Revolution and Its Consequences 

 It is generally accepted that the Industrial Revolution began in the end of the eighteenth 

century and continued through to the middle of the nineteenth century (Griffin, 2013). Britain 

was the first country to experience the changes of the Industrial Revolution; however, many of 

the same characteristics that accompanied the British Industrial Revolution spread to the United 

States in the following decades (Berg, 1991). Since its occurrence, enterprises have striven for 

increased speed of production and decreased costs. The new technologies and methods of 

manufacture that arose over this time allowed for standardized products to be offered to a large 

customer base (Campana, Cimatti & Melosi, 2016). Companies also found that they could be 
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more profitable by making items with machines instead of by hand (MacEachren, 2004). Yet 

what was the shift that defined the Industrial Revolution? Was it the new technologies that 

emerged or the new commercial systems? Or was it the new forms of fuel and the burning of 

those fuels to drive the machines that began to do a lot of the work? Historians are divided about 

which aspect of the Industrial Revolution defined that period, and some even argue over whether 

an “Industrial Revolution” even occurred. However, all these shifts undoubtedly did occur over 

that time period and changed the course of history as countries and the people in them underwent 

immense change (Griffin, 2013). 

 For all of the Industrial Revolution’s innovations and benefits to consumers, the memoirs 

of the lives of those that lived through its massive changes unveil a common theme: degradation 

and exploitation of workers. Working hours were extended, and new working methods made 

workloads more intensive and relentless (Griffin, 2013). Woman and child labor became more 

commonplace as they were labor pools that could be tapped for cheap, unskilled labor, because 

many men became more skilled and, thus, more expensive workers. The trauma that workers felt 

from this transition was compared by many of the time to the better “pre-industrial artisan days” 

(Berg, 1991). These stories are the ones that are most pervasive in the historical record. Yet, 

Emma Griffin argues that, contrary to popular belief and to the memoirs of those who lived 

through the Industrial Revolution, opportunities in the workplace were better than ever for adult 

men during and following the Industrial Revolution. She attributed this to ample employment 

opportunities and the accompanying wages for those jobs. Never before in history had there been 

enough work to go around, at least enough to give workers independence from their employers 

or to gain autonomy in their personal lives. And the Industrial Revolution did just that for many 

people: allow for them to become teachers, poets, scientists, etc. and write about the hard labor 
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that made up the earlier part of their life (Griffin, 2013). It is necessary when thinking about the 

past to be aware of who was able to write at that time, and not to assume that those who wrote 

were representative of the entire population. 

 The sudden change in lifestyle caused a countermovement around the beginning of the 

twentieth century among many people who worried that they had become “over-civilized” and 

believed they needed to get back in touch with “real life.” This led to the Arts and Crafts 

movement in which people would leave their corporate jobs and come back to their home 

workshop to make something tangible from start to finish (Crawford, 2010). When examining 

the rates of change that occurred during the twentieth century, it becomes clearer as to why 

people felt the need to hold onto the past. The population of the world increased by 3.8 times the 

earlier population from the beginning of the century to the end with urban populations showing a 

much higher growth rate, growing by 12.8 times the original population. Also displaying high 

rates of growth were industrial output (increasing by 35 times the original output), world energy 

use (12.5 times the original usage) and world oil production (at a staggering 300 times the 

original production value). These rates show the magnitude of how fast changes were occurring 

in a mere hundred years. And these changes were not without consequence as they placed much 

more strain on the environment, increasing the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere by 

over 30 percent in that century alone (Ponting, 2007). To examine the full scope of 

environmental impacts caused by the change is outside of the realm of this article, but it should 

still be acknowledged that there were environmental effects caused by the Industrial Revolution 

and the time since then. 

 By the late twentieth century, Western culture saw a further separation of craft from art 

and design, severing having ideas from manufacturing objects. The notion that creativity is more 
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important than, and can be separated from, a knowledge of how to make things strengthened, 

leading to art without craft (Dormer, 1997). Craft had thus seen a sudden shift in perception by 

the public following the Industrial Revolution.  

 

Masters and Apprentices 

 The workshop served for centuries as the location for both doing craftwork and for 

teaching across America. Workshops for all types of crafts were often overseen by the master-

owner who trained young apprentices in the necessary skills and techniques. Masters were men 

and women who demonstrated the ability to make serviceable items with limited time or 

conditions. Apprentices were the students, observing and working alongside the masters to 

absorb their knowledge (MacEachren, 2004). This was perhaps the first style of management: a 

simple arrangement in which knowledge and tasks were relayed from a master to an apprentice.  

 Today, the apprenticeship system is still relied on to produce skilled workers. This is 

especially true in the construction industry where construction has become more demanding in 

its stringent regulations, standards, and requirements. Thus, construction needs workers who 

understand the new technologies and processes. After apprentices finish their programs, they 

have a foundation of skills and knowledge to carry with them as they enter the workforce 

(Skivsky, 2018).  

 Since the Industrial Revolution, it has been widely believed that crafts have been steadily 

declining in relevance and popularity. It is true that many people stopped making goods by hand 

or working the land, moving to towns and cities to become employed at factories, mills, and 

mines (Griffin, 2013). But what happened to those that remained working in the traditional crafts 

during this mass movement? 
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Chapter 1: Craftsmanship vs. The Changing World 

Evolving Worlds 

Craftsmanship has persisted throughout time as civilization has evolved. However, data and 

personal testimonies increasingly indicate a decline in the prevalence of some crafts. One such 

example was the fruitless search for an apprentice by a master cooper in England. Alastair 

Simms is a cooper, a profession in which wooden casks and vats are produced for beer and cider. 

An interview with Simms revealed the sad reality of the “ancient trade”: no one wants to enter 

the industry anymore (Singh, 2015). His disappointing search for an apprentice to carry on the 

trade is echoed by other craftsmen and women who are seeing less and less people entering 

professions that have been around for millennia. 

The immense change experienced in the country following the Industrial Revolution led to 

the emergence of five key factors that are the main drivers behind this decrease. Organization of 

labor began to change and become more complex, technology became more widely adopted and 

accessible, education systems altered their curriculum, national economic and political factors 

began to favor other occupations, and increasing globalization have all led to a decrease in the 

popularity and prevalence of craftsmanship.  

 

Organization of Labor 

 The Industrial Revolution brought a change in the management of the workforce as 

demand for goods increased. The duties of workers in the factory were narrowed to just the 

operations needed to set up the machines, to keep the machines running correctly, and to 

maintain the machines. In Adam Smith’s renowned book, The Wealth of Nations, Smith applauds 

division of labor as being the “greatest improvement in the productive power of labour.” He 
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gives the example of pin manufacturing, demonstrating that one person by himself could 

probably not make a pin in a day. Yet with the work being divided into distinct operations, and 

workers each performing the same tasks over and over again, a far greater quantity could be 

produced. This increase, according to Smith, can be attributed to three reasons: the rise in the 

dexterity of workers on their specific task, the time saved from not transitioning from one task to 

another, and the machines that aid in the labor (Smith, 1909). Smith wonders at the sheer number 

of people that contribute to the finished good in objects produced using division of labor. 

 One issue that arises when that many individuals are working on the same product is the 

difficulty to trace individual responsibility and to hold people accountable (Crawford, 2010). For 

example, if a product is being manufactured that involves the input of fifteen different people to 

get to the final product and the final product comes out incorrectly, how can it be determined 

who is at fault? It may be possible to discern the person responsible for the problem in some 

cases, but not in all. In a traditional craft, work is inputted by fewer people -often just by one 

person. In that scenario, it is much easier to hold someone accountable for their work than in a 

product contributed to by many people.  

 Of course, Smith’s idea of a division of labor wasn’t completely revolutionary given that 

labor has been divided amongst groups of humans for centuries. In fact, in every human society 

ever studied by anthropologists, work has been divided in some way between men and women, 

known as the sexual division of labor (Ward & Edelstein, 2014). Work has been divided in other 

ways over time as well (such as via age or family or skill); however, the way in which division of 

labor was deployed in the factory during the Industrial Revolution altered the norms of labor 

division, creating the divisions by task and department as seen today in many companies. 
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 Many different models for organization of labor arose around this time, with two of the 

main approaches being created by Frederick Taylor and Henry Ford. Frederick Taylor’s 

“Taylorism,” as it became known, proposed that the ideal worker should be selected for each 

task and trained to achieve desired performance. It contributed to the shift from craft to mass-

production by dividing tasks into the smallest fragments possible in order to minimize both the 

amount of skill required and the amount of time necessary to train someone. His theory stressed 

economic efficiency above all else (Campana & Cimmati, 2015).  

 Similar to Taylorism is Henry Ford’s “Fordism.” Fordism was based around the use of 

machinery to produce massive amounts of standardized products. Henry Ford’s approach was 

created around the beginning of the twentieth century, redefining manufacturing, especially in 

the automotive industry (Campana & Cimmati, 2015). In Ford’s autobiography My Life and 

Work, he discussed the changes that his company made to how manufacturing operated. The 

“first step” in implementing the new assembly line came when work was taken to the men 

instead of the men to the work. This reduces thought and movement of workers to a minimum 

(Ford, 1922).  

 Most workers started unskilled and learned their jobs within hours or days. If they were 

unable to learn it in that amount of time, they were thought to be of no use. Because of the 

repetitive, near-mindless tasks, many criticized Ford, saying that skill was taken out of work. 

Ford argues that higher skill was put into work — but only in upper— level positions like 

planning, management, and tool building. The Ford company also changed their way of thinking, 

realizing there was no reason that all parts needed to be made in one factory. At this revelation, 

they split the manufacturing process into different facilities. They also monitored the mindsets of 

employees, replacing men as soon as they thought of themselves as experts. They believed that 



West 
 

17 

the “expert” mindset meant that improvement and positive change would become impossible in 

that employee (Ford, 1922).  

 Within a year of installing the assembly line at one of their factories, the time required to 

build a Model T fell by ninety percent. But such a change in the work caused heavy turnover, 

leading Ford to double minimum wage to five dollars a day in 1914 (Harvey, 2004). The end 

result of all this change was: reduced product costs, increased profits, improved efficiency, and 

higher wages for workers (Campana & Cimmati, 2015). Henry Ford made the automobile 

accessible for millions and was a critical figure in starting a new culture of mass production, 

large-scale organization, and mass consumption of more affordable products. Ford’s approach 

proved to be a successful one for the company, and by 1913, Ford produced nearly half the cars 

sold in the US (Harvey, 2004). Over a century later, Fordism’s ideas still drive many companies.  

 Ford’s innovative approach to production was far from perfect though. Ford’s factories 

and other factories that followed Ford-like styles of production soon became notorious for their 

bad working conditions. The pace of the assembly line became “brutal” and the working 

conditions were portrayed in the media (Harvey, 2004). Even Charlie Chaplin, famed British 

filmmaker and actor during the silent-film era (Biography.com, 2020), critiqued the Ford-style 

assembly line in his 1936 film, Modern Times, as he tried to keep up with its intense pace 

(Pfeiffer, n.d.). 

 

Technology 

 Whether or not to employ machinery was one of the biggest questions facing craftsmen at 

the beginning of the modern era. Machines promised to improve quality of life but there was 

concern surrounding the potential effects they could have on the “experience of making” because 
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of the tendency to lean towards mass production (Campana & Cimmati, 2015). Following the 

Industrial Revolution, when machines were heavily implemented, making items with machines 

proved to be more profitable than by hand. And, as many had worried, the lack of people 

working with their hands to do more than simple, repetitive tasks caused a decline in the 

craftsmanship skills that allow a person to make an object both functional and attractive 

(MacEachren, 2004).  

 Today, machines create the items that are used every day. As society has gotten more 

technologically advanced, electronics have joined machines, making production lines even more 

highly automatized. Information and Communication Technology (ICT) is now very important in 

production as well, meaning operators need to have skill in ICT in order to increase productivity 

and competitiveness in the factory (Campana & Cimmati, 2015).  

 This shift to machinery isn’t without consequences. The trend toward digital and 

electronic technology has created a superficial relationship between most humans and the land. 

The rising use of technological travel equipment like geographic information systems as well as 

pictures and writings about travel have changed the way that many view the land (MacEachren, 

2004). Mechanizing most tasks has also taken away the need for people to be dexterous and 

physically skillful. Moreover, increased access to knowledge through the Internet means that 

learning by practice has become widely replaced by referring to text (Langlands, 2018). While 

these changes may not always be bad, it’s certainly a big change from how people thought and 

did things prior. 
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Education Systems 

 Another factor that has made it more difficult for people to get involved in crafts is the 

changes that were seen in the education system following the Industrial Revolution. As discussed 

in the “Technology” section, electronics and ICT have become more significant aspects of 

production, and now skills in these fields are the ones that jobs are seeking. As the way that work 

is done has changed, so has the way in which children are prepared to work. The changes that 

education systems have undergone due to the shift away from craftsmanship were delayed in 

developing, but the effects can be seen in greater magnitude over the past few decades. In 1917, 

the Smith-Hughes Act gave federal funding for manual training both as part of general education 

and as a separate vocational program (Crawford, 2010) to protect against these skills being lost 

from education. However, traditional vocational training in public schools has continued to 

gradually decline, making it extremely difficult for those who don’t want to go to college to get 

proper training (Uchitelle, 2012).  

 By the 1990s, workshop class was becoming a thing of the past. A lot of schools shut the 

programs down during this decade as the push for computer literacy grew. To pay for the new 

computers, electives were cut with shop class being a main target, because it was both expensive 

and potentially dangerous. In California alone, around seventy-five percent of high school shop 

programs have disappeared since the 1980s. While there is a push in North Carolina, Florida, and 

California to bring shop programs back, finding people able to teach them is a difficult endeavor 

in itself (Crawford, 2010).  

 Today, education systems include broad ideas of craftsmanship in their curriculum. 

Activities related to fine art, writing, and products made by technology are some of the more 



West 
 

20 

popular areas in which craftsmanship is briefly explored. But these activities, while somewhat 

related to craftsmanship, are not conducive to having the ability to make a craft. By 2004, it was 

estimated that less than fifteen percent of students have ever made a craft and even less have 

experienced collecting materials directly from the land (MacEachren, 2004). One could expect 

these numbers to be even lower today.  

 Public perception of craft also has a huge impact on how it is taught and how likely 

people are to become involved. In the education system, manual trades are not bestowed much 

honor or appreciation. Value in education systems seems to be placed on learning principles 

rather than learning through doing (Langlands, 2018). The fear for some is that acquiring a 

specific set of skills (like those needed for a trade) means that that person’s life is already 

determined. By going to college, students are typically taught a wider range of skills with less 

depth given to a particular skill set. Translation: a much more open, free future. This desire is 

visible in today’s economy, which reveres learning new things and favors potential over 

achievement, rather than learning to do one thing really well (Crawford, 2010).  

 Dr. Bill Schindler added to the stigma surrounding craftsmanship: 

Our emphasis is on making money, our emphasis is on the business world, our 

emphasis is on economics and those sorts of things. And that’s trickled down even 

into high schools where, traditionally, you would have an auto shop class and a 

welding class and a masonry class — and you’re getting rid of those. Or, if they’re 

not fully getting rid of those, the stigma around people who are in that class has 

changed as well…Some other schools are shipping the students off to a different 

place during that time of the day, and it’s almost worse. What’s the worst thing to 

do in front of your kids who are all set on going to college? And they’re looking at 
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you a certain way and then they see you get on the bus to leave. (Dr. Bill Schindler, 

personal communication, February 7, 2020) 

 Dr. Schindler brings up the notion of a worsening stigma in schools surrounding crafts. 

Cutting back on the amount of craft programs offered in schools does more than just take away 

opportunities for children — it makes them a minority in the places that still have programs. This 

makes involvement in these fields even less attractive for children who don’t want to be 

considered outcasts in a time when college readiness is the main objective. 

 

The National Political and Economic Environment 

 Manufacturing as a whole suffered in the past years, even that which is done with the 

heavy aid of machines and technology. The decline in manufacturing began in the 1950s. At that 

time, manufacturing generated about 28 percent of the U.S. gross domestic product (GDP), 

employing a third of the work force. As of 2012, factory output generated only twelve percent of 

GDP, employing just nine percent of the work force (Uchitelle, 2012). Even mass-production, 

which largely replaced craft after the Industrial Revolution, has seen a decrease in recent years. 

 Interest in manufacturing and craft professions has also been replaced by other, more 

attractive professions. Around the 1980s, skills in finance became more well-respected and grew 

in prominence in the media. By 2011, whereas manufacturing’s percentage of the national 

income had fallen about threefold, Wall Street traders, bankers, and real estate workers doubled 

their share of GDP, generating around 21 percent. In other countries like Germany, craft work is 

endowed a higher status and apprenticeship programs for high school students are financially 

supported (Uchitelle, 2012).  
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 A ManpowerGroup study recently found that from 2011-2013, the segment of the 

workforce that had been the most difficult to staff was the skilled trades, including welders, 

electricians, and other trades that are needed in manufacturing and construction. Even more 

concerning are the statistics that show that the people who work in those occupations are aging. 

In 2012, EMSI (Economic Modeling Specialists Intl.) found that over half of skilled-trade 

workers in the United States were 45-years and older. This figure is higher than the overall labor 

force where 44 percent were 45-years and older. In some states like Connecticut, New Jersey, 

and Rhode Island, over 60 percent of skilled-trade workers are at least 45-years-old (Wright, 

2013). Throughout the entire U.S. workforce, the percentage of active skilled trades workers 

between the ages of 55 and 64 has more than doubled since 2002 (Gregor, 2017). Another article 

contributed to this data, saying that more than a quarter million Baby Boomers will be retiring 

from construction (and the skilled trades involved in construction) over the next decade, making 

the need even more acute for apprentices to be recruited and trained (Skivsky, 2018).  

 

Globalization 

 Globalization also produced negative effects on traditional crafts. A major concern about 

the US economy is that manufacturing is being moved out of the country to nations that have 

cheaper costs of production. The Obama administration worried publicly about manufacturing. 

Ford Motor Company announced that it would be bringing some more of its production back to 

the US in 2012. Gene Sperling, director of the National Economic Council, cheered on this news, 

saying that it could be a signal that things are getting better for manufacturing in the United 

States (Uchitelle, 2012). Time will tell if that is a trend that will continue or not.  
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 There is no better example of the effects of globalization on craftsmanship than on how it 

affects the indigenous populations of the United States. The Navajo (Diné) have long been 

admired for their intricate and highly sought-after blankets and rugs. During the 1960s, the rug 

auctions that a local trader would conduct could auction off over one thousand rugs in one 

evening. However, since the 1990s, attendance has dropped significantly. Rugs that imitate the 

Navajo style are imported into the US from over a dozen countries and is perfectly legal as long 

as they are not labelled “Indian made.” In 1991, the National Museum of American History even 

outsourced quilt patterns housed in their collections for reproduction in China in the infamous 

“Quilt Flap” controversy. The subsequent backlash caused the museum to cancel the contract; 

yet in other museums, manufacturers outside of the Navajo Nation are enlisted to produce 

“Navajo” rugs that are displayed in their museums. Because the US government doesn’t 

recognize communal property rights, historic designs are in the public domain for anyone to use 

(M’Closkey, 2014).  

 The damage this inflicts on the Navajo weavers, many of whom already live in poverty, 

is acute. There are over 20,000 weavers in the Navajo Nation (M’Closkey, 2014). However, they 

often lack the infrastructure to market their rugs. Climate change, water and energy supply 

limitations, and rising populations in the U.S. Southwest among other factors are creating ever-

growing infrastructural issues (Garfin et al., 2013). Only a handful of weavers are able to make 

an adequate living with unemployment around a staggering 60 percent (M’Closkey, 2014). 

 The production of objects that are central to a population’s culture by outside groups 

certainly also presents major ethical issues. Even though some of these designs lie in the public 

domain, for a company to use a culture that is not theirs for economic gain is exploitative. This 

may even be considered an example of cultural appropriation. Cultural appropriation occurs 
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when “someone outside of a cultural or ethnic group takes or uses some object that is 

characteristic or … important to the group without the group’s permission” (Räikkä & Puumala, 

2019, pp. 81). In this case, the producers in foreign countries are taking quilts, blankets, and 

other textiles that are traditional hallmarks of the Navajo culture and producing replicas of them 

and selling them at a cost that undermines the Navajo weavers. This could be considered an 

example of cultural appropriation — or even worse because the culture is being appropriated for 

profit.  

 

What Comes Next? 

 These five factors are the main momentum behind the idea that some traditional crafts are 

dying. These factors, when considered by themselves, may seem to be all the evidence needed to 

reveal that many traditional crafts are reaching their ends. However, what do those involved in 

traditional crafts think of the future of their occupations? 

 The next three chapters explore three traditional crafts in detail: instrument repair, 

welding, and carpentry. A brief glimpse into the long histories of each of the crafts is provided 

and is followed by the stories and personal testimonies of two people that work in each of these 

crafts. These stories are presented alongside data and other information to arrive at a final 

verdict: do the people who work in each of these traditional crafts see a good future for their 

occupations? 
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Chapter 2: The Instrument Repairer 

History 

 Instrument repair refers to the work done on musical instruments to repair them of 

damage, to prevent damage, and to improve playability. It is unsure exactly when musical 

instruments were first created or which instrument was the first to be made. Archaeologist 

Nicholas Conard claimed to have discovered some of the first musical instruments in 

southwestern Germany, dating back to more than 35,000 years ago. One of the instruments found 

was a three-hole flute carved from the ivory of a wooly mammoth. The finding is controversial 

in its dating, but it does demonstrate the sheer amount of time that musical instruments have 

been around (Curry, 2007). Some of the other early instruments include rattles and early forms of 

drums. The primary desire for instruments during these prehistoric times is thought to have been 

for their ability to produce an audible rhythm rather than for any type of melodic purpose: 

“melody belonged to singing, not to instruments” (Sachs, 2012, pp. 52).  

 The next evolution of musical instruments was the transformation of instruments from 

their prehistoric use as rhythmic tools for folk and ritual to their use for entertainment and art in 

“higher” civilizations. This shift followed the first developments of civilizations, around 2000 

B.C., and is even visible in excavations of one of the first civilizations, Mesopotamia. The 

formation of class distinctions in these civilizations resulted in the creation of a professional 

class of singers and musicians. At this point, it was no longer an entire population that was 

singing and playing instruments but a distinct class of musicians. The emergence of the distinct 

class of singers and musicians is visible in the plaques, mosaics, and written texts of the early 

civilizations (Sachs, 2012). Throughout the long-standing history of musical instruments, the 

need for people with the necessary knowledge of how to repair them has persisted. 
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 During the last half of the nineteenth century, musical instruments shifted away from 

being produced primarily in small workshops as they had been for centuries. Many began to be 

manufactured in mechanized factories and are still largely produced in this way today (Petersen, 

2013). Instrument production has faced major changes over the last century and a half, but how 

has the repair side changed?  

 

Getting Involved 

 Paul Midiri is an instrument repairman, musician, and music teacher. He grew up in New 

Jersey and has since moved to southern Delaware but continues to repair instruments and teach 

students in both states. Paul didn’t grow up repairing instruments; he started playing an 

instrument in high school and fell in love with music. Even in college, he was unsure of his path, 

entering undeclared and eventually ending up with a history degree. When he began working at a 

music store, his boss taught him how to repair instruments and Paul became his apprentice. Since 

then, he has taken on a number of apprentices that came into the music store, training them to 

repair instruments. Today, he repairs woodwind instruments (such as flutes, clarinets, and 

saxophones) and has been repairing instruments for over 40 years. A lot of instrument repairs 

that he does are for students, offering them a “professional quality repair job” (Paul Midiri, 

personal communication, November 15, 2019). 

 Junior Wilson had a much different entrance into the craft of instrument repair. His 

family owned Wilson’s Music Store in central Delaware for years, which is where he got his 

start repairing instruments from a young age. Today, he is an instrument repairman, still based 

out of central Delaware, focusing on repairing string instruments (such as guitars and violins). 
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He is also a musician, playing mostly around the Delmarva peninsula. As a kid, he became 

fascinated by the instruments that came in: 

There might have been five or six that came in at the same time and they’re all 

serial numbers apart, made on the assembly line and one would always play really 

good. So, it started, I was intrigued by “why do I like playing this one?” What was 

the magic? What was the thing that made it different? (Junior Wilson, personal 

communication, February 17, 2020) 

 After the music store closed, he began to play music full-time but would still repair 

instruments for old customers occasionally. One day, he got tired of gigs getting cancelled and 

contacted friends and music stores to let them know he was going to start repairing instruments 

on the side. Within the first year alone, he repaired about 1,500 guitars because there were so 

many at the surrounding music stores that needed to be fixed. He specializes now in doing a lot 

of the really complex or difficult repairs that others would shy away from, repairs on very 

expensive instruments, and he often fine-tunes instruments, even if they aren’t necessarily 

broken, to make them sound and play better. Because of the complexity of the repairs and the 

high value of many of the instruments that he works on, he hasn’t worked with apprentices 

(Junior Wilson, personal communication, February 17, 2020).  
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Figure 2: Junior Wilson, Instrument Repairer/Musician (Clery, 2020) 

 

The Skill Set 

 Both Paul and Junior were asked “What are some of the skills that someone would need 

to have to engage in instrument repair?” and “What sets apart a beginner from a master 

craftsperson in this profession?” Some answers varied, but many of the skills were echoed by 

both. Paul and Junior both emphasized that one of the most important skills that an instrument 

repairer needs is the knowledge of how to play the instruments that they are repairing (Paul 

Midiri, personal communication, November 15, 2019, and Junior Wilson, personal 

communication, February 17, 2020).  A musical instrument conservator, Stewart Pollens, also 

supported this consensus. A musical instrument conservator is a similar occupation to an 

instrument repairer, repairing and restoring instruments and preserving them for display. Stewart 

Pollens worked in the Metropolitan Museum of Art for 40 years. He states, “in addition to being 

able to make an instrument, a musical instrument conservator should be able to play one” 

(Pollens, 2015). Paul and Junior also spoke about the necessity of constant practice and abundant 
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patience, with both agreeing that those skills are some of the most important (Paul Midiri, 

personal communication, November 15, 2019, and Junior Wilson, personal communication, 

February 17, 2020).  

 Junior added that another critical skill for an instrument repairer to have is attention to 

detail and the willingness to put in the extra effort to make an instrument go from “good enough” 

to “wow” (Junior Wilson, personal communication, February 17, 2020). Taking the extra steps to 

really make the finished work look and sound beautiful is part of putting integrity into the craft 

and taking pride in the end product. As Junior puts it: 

[I’ve] had instruments and thought “this could be such a cool instrument, except….” 

And you figure out how to get past the “except” and then you apply that to 

everything you do. There’s not “that’s good enough.” Some people would say 

“wow, you put a lot of extra effort into things that aren’t worth it.” I’ve even had 

dealers say, “why would you do that?” I say, “well, if a person is a real player, 

they’re going to recognize the difference.” (Junior Wilson, February 17, 2020) 

 Due to the different nature of the instruments they work on, skills that are required for 

one of them may not necessarily be as important for the other. Paul, who often deals with metals, 

pointed out the need to know how to solder (Paul Midiri, November 15, 2019). For Junior, on the 

other hand, who works on many wooded instruments, woodworking is an essential skill 

(February 17, 2020). While not every skill is equally important for every kind of instrument 

repair, the main skills to engage in instrument repair were knowing how to play the instrument, 

practicing constantly, and patience. 
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Industry Changes 

 Musical instrument repair as an industry has been exposed to changes over the past 

decades, and the effects of these changes have been positive in some cases and negative in 

others. Paul and Junior were asked “How has the instrument repair industry changed in recent 

years?” They cited the ease of getting supplies as having aided in ease of repairs. Issues with 

instrument manufacturing have done the opposite, creating problems for instrument repairers. 

 

1. Access to Supplies 

 The speed and ease of obtaining the necessary supplies to repair instruments was lauded 

by Junior as being the best change to the industry in recent years: 

Online purchases and the availability of parts and supplies sourced worldwide and 

delivered in a reasonable time frame — a great bonus. An example being the 

restoration last year of an Indian sitar in my shop. It was intact but missing several 

parts. It required special string sets, special tuning keys that were missing…plus 

other odds and ends. Nothing that would be specialty in India but certainly not 

commonplace in the west except for stores who imported such items. None of the 

required parts would typically be found in most USA music stores or repair 

shops…So, having rather quick access to other sources of supplies around the world 

is a shift and a big help in getting projects completed. (Junior Wilson, personal 

communication, February 17, 2020) 
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 Today, online ordering and shipping from around the world have made it easier than ever 

to get items that may have been difficult to locate in the past. Amazon is one such example of 

this type of retailer, selling products online of virtually any category imaginable and delivering 

them, at times even the same day they are ordered. This business model has been very profitable 

for Amazon, as can be seen in its 2018 sales in online stores, which totaled over $120 billion 

(Hoovers, 2020-a). Amazon and other retailers have improved access to supplies, and this access 

is also of great benefit to traditional craftsmen and women who need to obtain specific parts for 

their work. 

 

2. Manufacturing Issues 

 Changes to the instrument manufacturing process have caused issues for instrument 

repairers. As discussed in the “History” section, instrument manufacturing no longer takes place 

in small workshops but occurs in large factories. Automation in some ways is helpful because it 

can make products more consistent (Paul Midiri, personal communication, November 15, 2019). 

However, it can also keep the final products from reaching their full potential as each instrument 

receives little individual attention: 

A really finely crafted instrument right out of the box is just great. Well there’s a 

lot of people who had a lot of knowledge, a lot of craftsmanship, and puts the extra 

TLC into and not just “well, it’s put together, it’s to the right specs, put it in the 

box, and ship it.” And that’s very commonplace. Not even getting into cheaper 

imports and things, that’s very common. But there’s things you can do that aren’t 

always that extensive that can make a ton of difference. I do that stuff every day. 

(Junior Wilson, personal communication, February 17, 2020)   
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Now you can buy a flute on eBay with a cleaning cloth and stand for $80. They’re 

not worth repairing — they’re junk. In the manufacturing of instruments, it’s 

leading to cheaper production that makes them not worth repairing. They’re not a 

quality instrument. (Paul Midiri, personal communication, November 15, 2019) 

Of course, more instruments can be produced and at a cheaper price using the mass-production 

method, so there are positives to this shift. But in terms of quality, a higher quality instrument 

generally needs more “TLC” than can be imparted in a factory. This lower quality can also harm 

instrument repairers as Paul discussed. Low quality instruments can become not worth repairing 

— the cost of repairing could be around the same or higher than the cost to buy a brand new one. 

Dennis Adcock, a band and orchestra store owner, advises people to avoid spending too much on 

repairing old instruments. He states that traditional wisdom suggests that one should not spend 

more than a third of the replacement value of an instrument on repairs and only if it will be 

returned to new playing condition. With the cost of replacement instruments declining, the 

amount that people should be willing to spend on replacement, following that rule, is 

significantly less (Adcock, 2018). The result of cheaper replacements is that less people are 

repairing instruments, opting instead to just replace them. The people who do choose to repair 

their instruments may be unwilling to spend as much on the repairs too. Shifts to mass-

production of instruments have been problematic for instrument repairers. 

 

The Future 

Instrument repair has certainly faced changes recently. There are some indications that the future 

of the industry may not be very bright, but Paul and Junior had a very positive outlook for the 
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instrument repair industry overall. The one major threat to the future of the instrument repair 

industry: shrinking music programs. However, there are other factors that benefit the industry, 

including the nature and necessity of the job, and the emergence of platforms like YouTube. 

 

1. The Plight of Music Programs 

The most alarming data for the future of instrument repair, according to Paul, is shrinking music 

programs in schools (Paul Midiri, personal communication, November 15, 2019). Music 

programs in schools, much like their shop class counterparts, have faced a roller coaster in the 

past years. Depending on the degree of support from school administrations and the government, 

music programs can either be the pride of the school or be one of the first programs to receive 

budget cuts (Ryan & MENC, 2009). The cycle of budget cuts for the arts started in the 1970s, 

when thousands of teachers in the fine arts were laid off in the hopes of avoiding a financial 

crisis. After the massive lay-off, grants and community-based efforts have aided in rebuilding the 

programs, but music programs are still struggling today to have a place in schools. Over 1.3 

million elementary school students in the U.S. in 2018 do not have access to music class, the age 

group in which many musicians begin to get involved in music (Goral, 2018). If less children are 

able to get involved in music from a young age, there may be less people pursuing a career in 

music in the future, or even playing as a hobby. This would be detrimental to instrument 

repairers, as less musicians means less instruments to repair. 

 

2. The Nature and Necessity of Instrument Repairers 

Both Paul and Junior agreed that as long as there are instruments being played, there will always 

need to be someone who is able to fix them (Paul Midiri, personal communication, November 
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15, 2019 and Junior Wilson, personal communication, February 17, 2020). In that regard, so long 

as shrinking music programs don’t have a drastic effect on people getting involved in music, 

instrument repair will continue to be a necessary occupation. They also both viewed instrument 

repair as a great industry to enter. Both brought up that they felt that they were always learning 

in their jobs: 

You have to practice constantly and always have more to learn. I’ve been working 

on repairing instruments since I was 19 and I still have a lot to learn. (Paul Midiri, 

personal communication, November 15, 2019) 

It’s a fascinating thing…I’ve always thought of it like you think you know 

something, and you walk in a room and here’s four doors and you walk through 

one and here’s another four and here’s another room of four more doors and another 

one and you’re like, “Oh, I’m not even beginning to understand this.” It’s an open 

end, you’re always learning, always figuring out something or some way to do 

something. That keeps your brain working, keeps you challenged. Like music. 

(Junior Wilson, personal communication, February 17, 2020) 

 Feeling like there is always more to learn may be overwhelming, but as Junior said, it 

keeps the brain working and keeps the work interesting and challenging. More than just 

interesting, the job is a satisfying one to enter: 

One guy actually was in my room and I handed him back his guitar and he was 

tearing up. He was like, “Oh, I’ve got my baby back.” All those things are kind of 

a neat incentive, they make you feel good. (Junior Wilson, personal 

communication, February 17, 2020) 
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 Because of both the necessity of instrument repairers, so long as there are instruments to 

repair, and the satisfying and interesting nature of the job, their outlook for the continuation of 

the industry was positive. 

 

3. The YouTube Effect 

 In his interview, Paul Midiri praised the emergence of YouTube as making a huge 

difference for instrument repair and many other industries. He declares: “If you wanted to learn 

anything, you could find someone trying to teach you on YouTube. I don’t think that’s the best 

way to do that but at least it’s there” (Paul Midiri, personal communication, November 15, 

2019). YouTube is a video platform featuring videos of nearly any kind imaginable, a product of 

Google. It has an immense user base, amassing over a billion monthly active users. Videos are 

free for everyone to view, and YouTube makes its money through advertisement revenue from 

companies and organizations that choose to advertise on the platform (Hoovers, 2020-b).  

 One type of video that is now accessible to everyone through YouTube is instructional 

videos that show people how to do something. There are videos of people showing others how to 

do a myriad of things, including repairing instruments. Even if this may not be as effective a 

method of learning as face-to-face instruction, it can also give people an appreciation for the 

difficulties and intricacies of doing a craft, as Junior pointed out: 

I think some of [YouTube] is good. I think what I’ve seen is it gives a lot of people 

appreciation for what you’re doing. I’ve had stores that thought, “What you’re 

doing doesn’t seem like that complicated,” and they’d be almost a little bit 

argumentative about, “Wow it’s going to be that much to fix it?”…So, one store I 

said, “I’ll tell you what, you guys go full steam ahead and if you need help call me 
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up and I’ll be glad to tell you how to fix it from what I can tell on the phone. I’ll 

give you all the advice you want and won’t charge you a thing.” Within a month or 

so, they were like “This seems like it’s getting more involved than I thought this 

would get.” It’s not rocket science but it’s understanding how things interact and 

what is a desirable interaction. (Junior Wilson, personal communication, February 

17, 2020) 

 YouTube and other video platforms not only have the power to teach people how to do 

things but also to make people appreciate the jobs others do. Dr. Bill Schindler also weighed in 

on the power of YouTube. He added that another benefit of YouTube and other video platforms 

is the ability to preserve. With traditional crafts that are undergoing a drastic shortage in people 

getting involved, an imminent threat is the complete disappearance of knowledge surrounding 

the craft. If no one is around that can do the craft for a few generations, the knowledge is gone. 

Or is it? Not necessarily with the presence of YouTube. The process can be seen, and potentially 

mimicked, by anyone if it was recorded and shared on a website. Even better, this is one of the 

least biased methods of seeing a craft. With an anthropologist writing down the process, biases 

could be present in how the action is presented to the audience. YouTube allows for the 

relatively unbiased ability to see the processes with one’s own eyes (Dr. Bill Schindler, personal 

communication, February 7, 2020). This is a powerful ability, and sites like YouTube could 

possibly be the future savior of traditional crafts. 

 All factors considered, Paul and Junior both had an overall positive outlook for the 

instrument repair industry despite the hardships that the field faces in some respects. While this 

type of job may not be for everyone, it is the perfect fit for some people. It appears that 

instrument repair will continue to be an important job so long as there are still people playing 
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instruments, and people today may even have more appreciation for the craft given the 

availability of platforms like YouTube. 
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Chapter 3: The Welder 

History 

 “What a long story welding is!” proclaims Regis Blondeau at the start of his book, 

Metallurgy and Mechanics of Welding: Processes and Industrial Applications (2013) — and 

what a long story it is, indeed. Metallurgy, the art and science of making metals and alloys for 

practical use, is ancient. The origins of metal extraction date back to pre-history. The first 

discoveries are thought to have been made accidentally in fires and hearths, likely over 10,000 

years ago, where stones of easily reducible ores would have been turned to metals by the heat 

and flames. Metallurgy has taken a prominent position throughout ancient history, transitioning 

the world from the Stone Age to the Bronze Age and from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age. For 

many centuries, the mechanical working of metals was largely a hand-craft industry, with the 

blacksmith being the face of the industry (Cottrell, 2019). 

 Welding is a process that joins metals by causing coalescence. Often, the metals are 

melted, and filler materials are added to form a pool of molten material that cools to form a 

strong joint, sometimes with the aid of pressurization. Welding arose from the work of 

blacksmiths, who had for centuries joined iron and steel by heating and hammering them in 

“forge welding.” This was the only welding process up until the end of the 1800s, at which time 

welding began to expand and branch off into its own industry. New technologies and methods of 

welding emerged rapidly around this time, spurred on by World War I and World War II driving 

demand for more reliable and cheaper joining methods (Campbell, 2011). 

 Today, no longer an “ancient and mysterious art,” metallurgy is a disciplined science 

rooted in an understanding of the structures and properties of metals and alloys. It still retains its 

prominence in society, especially in modern industrial countries where metal production and 
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metallic goods represent about one-fifth of the gross national product (Cottrell, 2019). No other 

technique is used as widely as welding to join metals and alloys. Much of the visible aspects of 

modern society (buildings, bridges, vehicles, computers, etc.) could not be produced without the 

use of welding (Campbell, 2011). 

 

Becoming a Welder 

 For Ken Marvel, welding was a fortuitous accident. In his own words, he “messed up 

[his] school” and “knew more than the teacher did.” In the technical high school that he attended 

in southern Delaware, he decided to put in for welding even though he wasn’t sure if that’s what 

he wanted to do. However, he quickly found that welding was his passion. When he got out of 

school, he kept welding, and when he was drafted in the Navy, he welded during his service too. 

Upon returning from the Navy, he decided he wanted to drive a truck instead of weld. Being a 

truck driver “didn’t go over very well” and he returned to his real calling: welding (Ken Marvel, 

personal communication, January 25, 2020).  

 

 

Figure 3: Ken Marvel, Founder, Marvel’s Portable Welding (Marvel’s Portable Welding, n.d.) 
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 In 1976, times got rough for Ken. There was no work, and he had a wife and two children 

with a third on the way that he had to feed. Fortunately, the owners of the poultry supply 

company Bunting & Bertrand, Inc. approached Ken, saying they had two years’ work for him. 

From there, “one thing grew into another” and Marvel’s Portable Welding was born. “Portable” 

because he was in Frankford, Delaware and didn’t have a license to put a business there. 

Marvel’s Portable Welding today does metal and plastic welding, sheet metal and fabrication, 

sandblasting, hydraulic hose replacement, bolt production, and custom hitches, and is 

considering going into hydraulic repair. Ken really believes that welding is his calling: 

That’s why I went into business. It’s because it was what I had to do to feed my 

family and it started out and I don’t really think I meant to go into business. It just 

happened. Sometimes I think I’d be better off if I did this or did that. I really believe 

that welding was my calling because that’s all I’ve ever done. Everybody knows 

I’m a welder. (Ken Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020) 

 Ken told his oldest son, Chad Marvel, that he was getting ready to retire and asked if 

Chad would want to carry on the business. Chad grew up with welding, learning from and 

working alongside his dad throughout his childhood: “I gave him a welder one day and just said 

‘start welding.’” Chad agreed to take on the business and he is now the owner of Marvel’s 

Portable Welding, which consists of fourteen employees (Ken Marvel, personal communication, 

January 25, 2020). Chad’s entrance into welding was therefore very different from his dad’s. All 

he’s ever done is weld and work with his dad in the shop. But Chad loves welding and was 

happy to take on the business when his dad decided it was time to retire (Chad Marvel, personal 

communication, January 25, 2020).  
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The Skills 

 To be a welder, a certain skill set is necessary. When asked “What are some of the skills 

someone needs to have to be a welder?” Chad responded that many of the necessary skills can be 

learned at technical schools or Lincoln or Hobart welding schools. These programs can help 

people become familiar with how to weld and the properties of the materials they are working 

with when welding (Chad Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020). According to 

Ken, being able to identify the types of metal and knowing the right kind of metal for the job are 

crucial (Ken Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020). 

 Other than the technical skills that can be taught by a school, a welder needs to be steady 

with their hands and needs to have good vision (Ken Marvel, personal communication, January 

25, 2020). Other than that, most of the skills of the job come from a lot of practice: 

Basically, it’s just on the job. You learn as you go along. It’s a lot of practice. You 

can get the basics at school, but once you get out in the field, then you have to work 

through it. (Chad Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020) 

 Much like instrument repair, practicing and learning through experience are the most 

effective ways to gain the skills necessary to do the job well. 

 

Factors for the Future: 

1. Technology 

 Advances in welding technologies over the past century have ushered in dramatic 

changes in welding companies. A lot of the tasks that used to be done by hand are now made 
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much faster with the aid of machines. While many aspects of welding are done and will continue 

to be done by hand, the new machinery saves a lot of time: 

When I first started, we cut everything with torches…Now, they have what they 

call plasma machines…What you do is you program it and then leave it and it cuts 

it out for you. Once you lay it out and cut it, each piece of them is the same. When 

you do it by hand, it’s hard to keep each piece the same for like a fan or something 

that needs to be balanced. Now, every part’s the same so it doesn’t matter which 

one you grab. When we cut something out with the plasma, all you have to do is 

weld it together. Before we’d have to cut all this out — you’re talking probably a 

day’s work or more they’d have to cut this out. Now it was probably done in 45 

minutes. That plasma machine gets rid of one guy — I mean we don’t have to hire 

another guy for that reason. (Ken Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 

2020) 

 As Ken stated, so much time was saved by the addition of that single machine that the 

need for an entire employee was negated. That’s just with the addition of one of the new 

innovations. Chad confirmed that the industry is becoming increasingly automated and adding 

more robotics, making some of the old processes obsolete. Nevertheless, he said that some of the 

traditional processes are unable to be shifted over to machines: “You can’t get rid of some of it, 

though. It’s what I was born with and there’s just certain types of jobs you have to do” (Chad 

Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020). Welding will remain a largely hand-craft 

industry, but the aid of new technology has had a huge impact. 
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2. Recruiting Help 

 The main cause for concern going forward, according to Ken and Chad, is the difficulty 

in finding good workers. Technology has certainly helped eliminate the need for some 

employees by speeding up existing processes, but there will always be the need for workers in 

the industry to do some of the hand-craft work and also to operate the machinery. Over the last 

few years, however, this has become more difficult: 

I think in the last four years it’s been really hard to find help. Some of the new 

people don’t have any respect. And they just don’t care. It’s sad. And I’ve had some 

good help over the years. We’ve got some good help now, really good help. (Ken 

Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020) 

 Chad seconded the desire for more employees: “I would get two more employees if I 

could” (Chad Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020). Chandler Vincent, “one of 

the most skilled and decorated welders on the planet,” in a recent interview lamented that he saw 

the same problem: “The biggest trend that I see is the lack of welders we have in the United 

States. We have a big skills gap, and I can’t find anyone to weld for me” (Riobueno, 2020, pp. 

17). For the metal trades, this appears to be a trend across the United States. Going forward, this 

will likely be the foremost problem the industry faces. This problem will be eased slightly by the 

technological advances, but attracting a good workforce is a hurdle that the industry must 

overcome.  

 

3. The Nature of the Job 

 Welding is a necessary job in society but is also a satisfying occupation for those 

involved in it. As discussed, many of the familiar objects in modern society could not be made 
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without welding (Campbell, 2011). Welding is also believed to be “the most versatile and 

realistic joining method” for producing objects in every industrial field (Katayama, 2013, pp. 3). 

Welding is an irreplaceable component of societies, from ancient to industrial. Those who work 

in the industry also agree that the work they do is satisfying. As Ken said, welding is what he 

believes to be his calling and he is proud that Chad is carrying on in welding. Much like 

instrument repair, those in welding don’t feel bored by their jobs. Chandler Vincent stated: 

The beautiful thing about welding, and what I love so much, is that even to this day, 

running the businesses, doing work, you’re always learning something new. You’re 

studying different definitions, and the arc and the weld pool, the way liquid metal 

flows, and what metals bond with other metals, and what they look like when you’re 

doing it properly. That’s one of my favorite things about welding: there’s always, 

always something new to learn. (Riobueno, 2020, pp. 17) 

 Having a never-ending interest and feeling of learning in one’s work is important to 

overall job satisfaction. A recent study confirmed this, finding that over 60 percent of employees 

with jobs that had high learning demands were expected to be “highly satisfied” with their jobs 

compared to only around 40 percent of employees with a lower requirement to learn (Felstead et 

al., 2015). Being in a job characterized by high levels of learning makes jobs more satisfying, 

and to hear people in an industry being happy with their jobs makes others more inclined to enter 

the industry.  

 Given the necessity of welders and the satisfaction of those who work in welding, even 

with the current difficulty of finding good workers, people will continue to go into the field. 

Technological advances have saved so much time that less workers are required to complete the 

same amount of work, making this workforce crunch less severe. After weighing the good and 
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the bad, both Ken and Chad, and Chandler Vincent too, had a positive outlook for the welding 

industry and were happy with their choice of career. 
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Chapter 4: The Carpenter 

History 

 The relationship between humans and wood goes back at least hundreds of thousands of 

years, but likely much longer than that. Unfortunately, wood is an organic material. As such, it 

isn’t preserved well except in cases involving extremes of moisture — either very dry, frozen, or 

waterlogged conditions, making it difficult to find wooden tools or artifacts in the archaeological 

record (Renfrew & Bahn, 2018). Due to its absence in the record, the extent to which human 

history is intertwined with wood is often underestimated.  

 In a highly improbable find in 1994, the oldest wooden artifacts were discovered in a coal 

mine in Schöningen, Germany. The eight wooden spears that were recovered dated back 400,000 

years, making them by far the oldest known man-made wooden objects. Even more remarkable 

was the level of skill that was put into the spears. Hartmut Thieme wrote that “the technical 

perfection of these ballistically balanced weapons points to a long tradition of using such 

implements.” The spears pointed to a long tradition of skillfully crafting and perfecting wooden 

tools. This find changed the field of archaeology, proving that humans were capable of hunting 

big game much earlier than previously thought, and once again confirming that the “savages” 

that human ancestors are typically viewed as weren’t so savage after all (Radkau, 2012, pp. 14). 

More than anything, the level of craftsmanship in the spears prove that humans have been 

working with wood for much longer than 400,000 years, although the exact date will likely never 

be known.  

 Carpentry is a subfield of the larger craft of woodworking. It refers to the larger and more 

structural aspects of woodwork, that which occurs in the construction of houses. Quite literally, 

carpentry has been the framework of houses for centuries. No examples of ancient carpentry 
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have survived, but many remains of the earliest known stone architecture imitate what 

undoubtedly would have been earlier wood constructions. While the amount of carpentry 

required in modern buildings has decreased due to the use of materials like steel and concrete, 

carpentry remains an essential trade. In fact, the rising amount of concrete used in buildings has 

actually increased the amount of carpentry performed, because temporary, wooden forms must 

be made to cast the concrete (Columbia Encyclopedia, 2020).  

 

Learning the Ways of the Carpenter 

 For Al Brocato, craftsmanship runs in the family. Growing up in Delaware, Al was 

surrounded by his grandfather who repaired shoes and his dad who was, and still is, a carpenter. 

Al credits his dad as being one of the main inspirations behind him getting involved in the trade. 

Al admits that he was “never real good with books and testing” during his time in school. Where 

he really excelled, much like his dad and grandfather before him, was in working with his hands. 

This skill led him to enroll in apprenticeship school after high school and eventually to becoming 

a carpenter in southern Delaware. His love for the craft seems to have transferred to his son, who 

has also gone into carpentry. He said of his son: “My son’s a lot like me and likes to work with 

his hands and he’s done really well. He’s a general foreman for a company now and doing really 

well” (Al Brocato, personal communication, February 1, 2020). 

 Although he never expected to become a teacher, today he teaches carpentry at Delaware 

Technical Community College. While he never would have dreamed of teaching, he has loved 

every minute of it. Al, when asked what he likes the most about teaching students, said: 

I enjoy teaching the apprentices when they first come in. And then seeing how much 

better they’ve gotten by the end of the four years. There’re kids a lot like me who 
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hate math and I teach them trigonometry, but they don’t realize that’s what it is. I 

like seeing them when they first start and seeing them really get it. (Al Brocato, 

personal communication, February 1, 2020) 

 Much like Al, Ron Voshell’s career in carpentry is largely attributable to his family. 

Ron’s father was both a carpenter and a preacher in Delaware. When his father needed some 

extra hands in framing houses, he ended up hiring most of his kids to help him. After working 

with his father as a child, Ron kept going with the trade as he got older. Now, Ron is an expert at 

framing houses who is based out of southern Delaware and is nearing retirement. Over the years, 

Ron has also taught young carpenters the ins and outs of the trade, although he doesn’t teach at a 

formal apprentice school. A lot of those that he hired over the years were young kids. He joked 

about the kids he taught: 

Most of the people I had working for me were young kids — 15-, 16-, 17-years-

old. It wasn’t easy. You know how kids are — you want them to do one thing and 

they don’t want to do that. They don’t want to do some of the harder work. (Ron 

Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 2020) 

 Both Ron and Al were attracted to the trade because of their backgrounds and families, 

but stayed in carpentry because of their love of the craft (Al Brocato, personal communication, 

February 1, 2020 & Ron Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 2020). 

 

What It Takes 

 Carpentry isn’t for everyone, but for those who do enter the field, there are a number of 

skills that are necessary. Al stresses that the single most important quality for someone who 
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wants to become a carpenter is the willingness to learn: “The first thing is willingness. Like how 

bad do you want to be a carpenter? If you go into an apprenticeship, you learn everything you 

need to know. I can teach you anything, but you just need to have the willingness to learn” (Al 

Brocato, personal communication, February 1, 2020). 

 Ron, on the other hand, emphasized the technical know-how, saying skills like knowing 

how to lay things out using code are important for those who want to enter the trade (Ron 

Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 2020). These skills are ones that could be 

learned at an apprentice school or given lots of practice in the field. Carpenter Nick Lindsay, 

interviewed in Studs Terkel’s classic book, Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day 

and How They Feel About What They Do, discussed the necessity of being able to compromise: 

A craftsman’s life is nothin’ but compromise. Look at your tile here. That’s 

craftsman’s work, not artwork. Craftsmanship demands that you work repeating a 

pattern to very close tolerances. You’re laying this tile here within a sixteenth. It 

ought to be a sixty-fourth of a true ninety degree angle. Theoretically it should be 

perfect. It shouldn’t be any sixty-fourth, it should be 00 tolerance. Just altogether 

straight on, see? Do we ever do it? No. Look at that parquet stuff you got around 

here. It’s pretty, but those corners. The man has compromised. He said that’ll have 

to do. (Terkel, 1974, pp. 518) 

 Like most jobs, a mixture of the right mindset and the technical ability will allow for 

someone to excel in a career in carpentry. However, something to keep in mind before entering 

this job — it’s not glamorous. Wood technology isn’t “cutting-edge” technology. It isn’t a 

material that has current prospects of winning a Nobel Prize. It remains one of the most versatile 

materials and is an important facet of economies but receives little attention (Radkau, 2012). 
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Much like masonry (stonework), carpentry is often regarded as less sophisticated than other 

trades and involves more physicality (Skivsky, 2018). Not everyone is a good fit for a career in 

carpentry, but that certainly doesn’t diminish the importance of the craft. 

 

Industry Changes 

1. Remaining Competitive 

  Construction has become more demanding for almost every project. Codes and standards 

are increasingly stringent, further compounded by new legislative requirements. Technology in 

the industry is also ever-changing, necessitating that workers have an understanding of changing 

tools, equipment, and processes (Skivsky, 2018). Al and Ron agreed that technology in carpentry 

has changed a lot recently. In the past, many tools that were used were more manual. Now, 

carpenters make use of more electronics, lasers, and GPS (Al Brocato, personal communication, 

February 1, 2020). Ron also discussed the technological changes, saying that laser saws — 

among other new equipment — have made it easier and faster to complete a job (Ron Voshell, 

personal communication, February 27, 2020). 

 For a carpenter, abiding by these changes and adapting to the new technologies are 

essential. These changes in the industry are reflected in what carpenters now need to possess to 

remain competitive. When asked “How has the industry changed in recent years?” Al responded 

that one of the main changes lies in the certifications that employers desire. Employers now 

search for carpenters that possess more certifications, especially safety certifications, that 

demonstrate a knowledge of the necessary codes, regulations, technologies, and processes. In 

evaluating competition amongst carpenters for work, Al said the certifications are key because 

the people without certifications don’t work as much, while those with certifications work much 
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more. This is also beneficial for the contractors, as the certifications help ensure they are less 

likely to hire people who could end up in workplace accidents. In addition, if the carpenters are 

certified in their skills of working with different equipment or performing a certain task, they are 

more likely to be efficient in those actions, and the contractors can make more money if the 

carpenters are efficient (Al Brocato, personal communication, February 1, 2020).  

 

2. The Supplies 

 Much like how instrument repairers have benefitted from increased access to supplies, so 

have carpenters. Yet, just as noteworthy as the improved access are the changes to the supplies 

themselves. Ron, when asked, “How has the carpentry industry changed in recent years?” praised 

these changes in getting supplies: 

One of the biggest changes [to the carpentry industry] is in how supplies come to 

you. Things now are already modified and taken care of for exactly what you need 

them for. Now you can order things instead of making them by hand which cuts 

down a lot of time. (Ron Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 2020) 

 The accessibility of supplies that arrive ready-made for the job has made some tasks 

much easier. For carpenters today, not having to modify the supplies themselves or (an even 

bigger undertaking) make supplies by hand could cut down significantly on the amount of time it 

takes to complete jobs (Ron Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 2020).  The ability 

to order a wide variety of supplies online, through platforms such as Amazon, and have them 

shipped directly has been of great benefit to many different occupations, and carpentry is 

certainly another of the beneficiaries (Hoover’s, 2020-a). 
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3. Apprenticeships 

 Apprenticeships in carpentry look different today than they did just decades ago. Al 

would know — he’s seen both sides firsthand. When he went through apprentice school, he 

would go to class two nights a week and then would work all day. As a teacher at Delaware 

Technical Community College, he observed that today, carpentry students are paid to attend the 

classes; students need only pay about $400 for the necessary tools (Al Brocato, personal 

communication, February 1, 2020). The Delaware Technical Community College (DTCC) 

website proclaims: 

The construction industry is always looking for people with the knowledge and 

skills the industry requires…We offer certificate programs for both carpenters and 

electric technicians. Each certificate program offers 300 hours of instruction and 

experience that includes soft skills, employment readiness, and an internship. 

Classes are taught in lecture format, student laboratories, and on the job training. 

The OSHA 10 course is also part of the program. (Delaware Technical Community 

College, n.d.) 

 Training in a program similar to DTCC’s is diversified, including lectures, laboratories, 

and on-the-job training. It prepares prospective carpenters with the required knowledge to be 

hirable, including the safety training that has become so desired. The OSHA course that is 

referenced on the DTCC website covers material from the Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration. OSHA 10 is a common request from employers, a 10-hour safety course which 

awards those who complete it with an OSHA card to prove their knowledge of how to be safe in 

the workplace (United States Department of Labor, n.d.). Due to the increased demands in the 

construction industry, the apprenticeship system is relied on even more to produce skilled and 



West 
 

53 

knowledgeable workers (Skivsky, 2018). Programs like this may look a little different than they 

did in the past but are an effective way of getting all the necessary skills and certifications to 

prepare for a career in carpentry. 

 

The Future 

 Al and Ron were very optimistic about the future of carpentry and both attributed their 

optimism to the continuing influx of young carpenters into the profession. Ron was asked, “Do 

you foresee a good future for carpentry?” to which he responded: “I do. I mean it seems like 

there’s more people in carpentry than I even know of. I’ve been in this industry for 65 years and 

there’s a lot of new, young workers” (Ron Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 

2020). 

 Al, as a recruiter of new carpenters, has seen firsthand the transition of new students to 

the trade. He said that while he goes to a lot of high schools to recruit people, he’s only gotten 

eight high school kids to join the trade over the years. The best target market, he’s found, is 

people around 20-25 years old, because they’re done with school for the most part and are trying 

to figure out what to do (Al Brocato, personal communication, February 1, 2020). The industry’s 

ability to continue attracting young workers bodes well for the longevity and future of the 

occupation, and both Ron and Al can attest to this. 
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Chapter 5: A Message of Hope 

Testimony Takeaways 

1. Craft Background 

 From the six interviews conducted with those involved in the traditional crafts, a few 

trends emerged. The first being that the majority (four out of six) had a member (or in some 

cases, members) of their family that were previously involved in their respective occupations: 

 

Craftsman Family History in the Craft 

Paul Midiri No 

Junior Wilson Yes 

Ken Marvel No 

Chad Marvel Yes 

Al Brocato Yes 

Ron Voshell Yes 

Table 1: Family History of Craftsmen (personal communications) 

 Being surrounded by a craft, especially when growing up, may have a huge impact on 

that person’s likelihood to enter the craft. That is not to say that everyone follows in their 

family’s footsteps, but there can in some cases be a correlation. In fact, the Swahili word “Fundi” 

embodies this trend, denoting one who hands a craft down from one generation to the next 

(Fraser, 1986). Further research could shed light on the likelihood of a family connection to 

determine occupation. However, this was an interesting and noteworthy trend in the conducted 

interviews. 
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2. Continued Necessity 

 Another common theme from the research and testimonies was the continued necessity of 

the occupations. Paul and Junior both said that as long as people are playing — or even 

collecting — instruments, instrument repairers will always be needed (Paul Midiri, personal 

communication, November 15, 2019 & Junior Wilson, personal communication, February 17, 

2020). Welding is similarly essential, especially today when many familiar and visible aspects of 

society couldn’t be produced without welding (Campbell, 2011). Carpentry, on the other hand, 

may not be as visible today as it was in the past, but it still remains necessary in the framing of 

houses, even if concrete is the material that is used (Columbia Encyclopedia, 2020). All of these 

occupations show no sign of becoming irrelevant and will continue to be needed for the 

foreseeable future. 

 The skilled trades as a whole continue to be desired and necessary occupations for the 

future. In 2014, over 19 million jobs were in the skilled trades. This number is expected to also 

grow with the outlook for the average job growth rate for the skilled trades from 2014-2024 

estimated to be around eight percent. Jobs in the skilled trades are also well-compensated; in 

2016, the average median wage was over $46,000, further proof that the skilled trades will 

continue to need skilled workers (Pack, 2017). 

 

3. The Aid of Technology 

 All of those that were interviewed discussed technological changes in their industries, 

and most of these changes have had positive effects. New machinery, tools and equipment have 

sped up processes in both the fields of welding and carpentry (Ken & Chad Marvel, personal 

communication, January 25, 2020, Al Brocato, personal communication, February 1, 2020 & 
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Ron Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 2020). The new technologies had such an 

effect on the welding industry that Marvel’s Portable Welding found it requires fewer people to 

perform the same tasks. This helps to negate some of the difficulties that welders have faced in 

recruiting good employees (Ken & Chad Marvel, personal communication, January 25, 2020). 

Improved access to supplies via the Internet was cited in both the instrument repair and carpentry 

interviews as having benefitted them in performing their jobs (Junior Wilson, personal 

communication, February 17, 2020 & Ron Voshell, personal communication, February 27, 

2020). While technology is a threat to the traditional crafts in some ways (as discussed in 

Chapter 1), in many ways it also has aided those industries. Technological innovations have 

made some processes much faster and easier and may resolve much of the hardship that some 

traditional crafts have faced in attracting employees. 

 

4. Apprenticeship Programs 

 Another commonality was apprenticeships. Most of those who were interviewed received 

training when they were starting their craft, whether formally or informally.  

Craftsman Type of Apprenticeship 

Paul Midiri Trained with boss 

Junior Wilson No apprenticeship 

Ken Marvel High school program 

Chad Marvel Trained with father 

Al Brocato Trained with father, then apprenticeship school 

Ron Voshell Trained with father 

Table 2: Apprenticeships of Craftsmen (Personal communications, 2019-2020) 
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 One positive for the traditional crafts going forward is the abundance of available places 

to learn a craft. The figure below shows the number of active apprenticeship programs 

throughout the United States in 2016: 

 

Figure 4: Distribution of active apprenticeship programs across the U.S. (Pack, 2017) 

 According to the graph, most states across the U.S. have hundreds of active 

apprenticeship programs for people to get involved in various crafts. In total, there were over 

500,000 individuals in apprenticeship programs in 2016.  

 Even more encouraging is the amount of support that apprenticeship programs have been 

receiving recently. In 2016, the Labor Department allocated over $50 million for apprenticeship 

programs expansion throughout the nation. In addition, President Trump signed an executive 

order in 2017 to increase the number of apprenticeships from the over 500,000 at the time to 

5,000,000 in the coming years (Pack, 2017). The data show that apprentice programs continue to 
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be relevant and well-supported, a good sign for attracting an incoming source of labor to these 

professions. 

 

5. Unyielding Optimism 

 Optimism for the future was the final connecting factor between the conducted 

interviews. All six craftsmen had a positive outlook for their crafts and communicated their 

happiness with their choices of career. Their collective optimism goes directly against the grim 

futures that others have predicted for traditional crafts.  

 Personal opinion of those in the field isn’t the only evidence that refutes the argument 

that the crafts are dying. There are a number of other indicators: blossoming trends, a growing 

appreciation for the crafts, and new business platforms all point to a thriving future for many 

crafts.  

 

The Trends 

 It seems that words like “artisanal” and “crafted” are being used more and more to 

describe products. A 2012 article in The Atlantic joked about the persistence of the word 

“artisanal”:  

 I got rid of Artisanal this May, or at least I tried to…And yet … He has the audacity 

to continue to pop up in cubicles. As related to NASA. On The Simpsons. In, yes, 

mayo. On pizza crusts, in another word form. Everywhere, including even in water. 

He is us and we are he. Like a character in a soap opera who turns out to have been 

living in a cave and plotting his revenge the whole time that his lover and arch 

nemesis thought he’d been “taken care of” by a biker gang off the coast of 
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Newfoundland, Artisanal is not going away anytime soon, I fear. He’ll probably 

live forever. (Doll, 2012) 

 This description of “artisanal” is certainly exaggerated but it reflects the plentiful, and 

perhaps at times unwarranted, use of the word. “Crafted” is another word that seems to be much 

more prevalent recently. The rising use of this word isn’t just a figment of the imagination but a 

real trend that has been occurring, as can be seen below: 

 

Figure 5: Occurrences of word “crafted” from 1960 to 2005 (Google, n.d.-b) 

 This is a somewhat limited method of viewing this increase, as much of the rise has been 

visible in the marketing of products rather than in books. Nevertheless, this still shows that 

“crafted” is being used more to describe things. But why is there such an increase? Value. Words 

like “crafted” and “artisanal” denote that extra care has been placed into the products as well as a 

personal touch that isn’t possible with the use of machine production. The product is unique. One 

result is that companies can charge more for products by using these terms.  
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 For years, scarcity has been a valuable marketing technique. Luxury goods often market a 

limited supply to influence attractiveness. When a resource is scarce, people are willing to pay 

more money for it to compete against others. Scarcity signals value (Ballina & Ballina, 2019). 

While some of the products labelled as “crafted” or “artisanal” may not exactly be scarce, it does 

signal that the product is more unique and created such that it cannot easily be replicated. In that 

way, the products are more valuable to consumers. Companies have undoubtedly recognized the 

ability to increase profits by using this terminology and have taken advantage of it. 

 Luxury goods also often emphasize the hand-made qualities of their products. Take the 

French luxury brand, Hermès, maker of the acclaimed Birkin bags. The company touts its 

“artisanal roots” and the importance of the “human touch” in its production (Diderich, 2019). 

The Birkin bags range in price anywhere from $9,000 to $500,000. The high price tag comes 

from two aspects: the handcrafting that goes into every bag and the exclusivity of the bags. 

Recently, though, the value of the Birkin bags has gone up significantly. In the last 35 years, the 

value has increased 500 percent, an average of 14 percent per year. More and more people are 

recognizing the value of hand production, especially in the luxury goods market (Houston & 

Kim, 2019).  

 “Craft” has also been used to describe another product that has grown more popular in 

recent years: craft beers. “Craft breweries” are popping up at a rapid pace across the nation. The 

“craft” title in craft beer designates small breweries that produce less than six million barrels 

annually, but is used more broadly to signal a small, local, or traditional production method 

(Rice, 2016). A craft beer indicates, theoretically, that more attention, care, and integrity has 

been placed into the process of brewing.  
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 This trend toward craft beer is a relatively recent one but it has had tremendous success 

and, in many ways, is a reflection of the time before Prohibition. Before Prohibition in 1920, 

America was home to thousands of small breweries. When selling alcohol became legal again in 

1933, the industry recovered but was quickly overtaken by a number of large breweries that 

occupied most of the beer market. Even just over 40 years ago, the United States was home to 

less than ninety breweries (Noel, 2018). As of 2014, this bloomed to nearly 3,500 breweries. 

Craft beer sales have similarly seen a huge rise, increasing 14 percent from 2010 to 2011 (Rice, 

2016). In Delaware, craft breweries alone brought in $388 million of revenue in 2018 (Tabeling, 

2020).  

 Dr. Schindler explained why this might be the case, with an example from his specialty 

of primitive technology: 

There was a time [in the primitive technology world] that everybody was interested 

in the thing. The people that wanted to learn how to make stone tools didn’t care 

about how to make stone tools, they wanted an arrowhead they could put on their 

necklace. So, they were worried about how to get to the final product and they 

didn’t really care how they got there. And there was a whole bunch of, for lack of 

a better term, “bastardization” of the crafts…So, the end product maybe looks the 

same, but the process wasn’t the same and the integrity wasn’t there. And the same 

goes with food, you want an artisanal food, a sourdough bread or whatever but the 

process has been bastardized. So, that’s been quite a big trend…for the last fifty 

years. But both in that world and also, I think the food world, we’re going back to 

the process. Seeing the integrity of the process…I think people are very frustrated 
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with the bulk manufacturer junk, the dollar store stuff. (Dr. Bill Schindler, personal 

communication, February 7, 2020) 

 More research would be necessary to prove if people are getting tired of mass-produced 

goods and wanting to see the integrity in the processes. However, the rising profits in the luxury 

goods market and increases in “craft”-based terminology are good indicators that this may be the 

case.  

 

A Growing Appreciation 

 Further proof of the unwavering presence of the traditional crafts comes from the 

increased appreciation that is being shown towards crafts around the United States. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, platforms like YouTube allow for the processes that go into a craft to be seen by 

anyone through videos. These platforms can help people see all the steps that go into a craft 

which may not be visible in the final product. People who see the work that goes into the product 

may have a better appreciation for the job that is being done. The limit to this is that likely only 

people who are searching for that type of video will see it.  

 Another recent addition to the visibility of craftwork is television shows such as the 

series, Craft in America. Craft in America is a 501(c)(3) organization with the mission to 

“document and advance original handcrafted work through programs in all media, accessible to 

all.” The Craft in America series, which is created by the organization, airs on PBS, giving it 

visibility to many people, including those who may not be as likely to search for a certain craft 

video on YouTube. People who watch this series are exposed to crafts, maybe without the 

intention of wanting to learn about that specific kind of craft. But this exposure allows them to 

develop an appreciation for the process and see what goes into the final product (PBS, n.d.). 
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 Another way that people can develop an appreciation for crafts is through craft festivals. 

Craft festivals are becoming more and more prominent, popping up in towns across the U.S. In a 

national study of outdoor arts festivals, respondents were surveyed on a total of 1,413 outdoor 

arts festivals. The study found that out of the over 1,400 festivals, 67 percent represented the 

visual arts and crafts: 

 

Figure 6: Types of Festivals Represented (National Endowment for the Arts, 2010) 

 Other findings of the study showed that Arts and Crafts festivals are typically free, 

usually held during the summer, and usually in a public park or plaza (National Endowment for 

the Arts, 2010).  

 Festivals such as these allow people to see the crafts themselves and potentially ask the 

craftsman or woman questions about the craft or even see a demonstration from them. These 

festivals aid in the visibility of the crafts, especially as they are usually held in an open public 

place where anyone could walk by, regardless of if they were trying to attend the festival. These 
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events, in addition to media platforms like YouTube and television networks, allow people to 

develop an appreciation for the crafts. 

 

A New Business Model 

 There are now more ways than ever before that a craftsman or woman can sell their 

crafts. The craft festivals that have become more commonplace are certainly one way to sell, as 

well as directly from their shops as they have done in the past. However, online platforms such 

as Etsy and eBay, among others, present an entirely new venue to generate sales for a craftsman 

or woman that produces a product. Unfortunately, these aren’t as useful for craftsmen or women 

who offer a service, such as a repair. However, the benefit of these platforms to those who do 

produce items should not be diminished. 

 Etsy is an online marketplace specifically for selling handmade and vintage items. Over 

two million online shops are set up on the website to sell more than 60 million items to nearly 40 

million active buyers. Etsy makes its revenue from the listing fee and sale commissions tied to 

making sales on the site, but there are many benefits to sellers. Any craftsman or woman can sell 

their products through Etsy, gaining the opportunity for people to find their products and 

purchase them on the site. Payments are processed by Etsy and shipping labels can be purchased 

through Etsy as well, making it easy for customers to buy and for sellers to ship products to the 

customers. If a craftsman or woman wants more visibility for their products, they can even 

purchase space as a featured item on the site (Hoovers, Inc., 2020-c).  

 Similarly, eBay is another Internet platform from which a craftsman or woman can sell 

their products. While eBay is not specifically for handmade goods, handmade goods can be sold 

on the site, which works like an online auction system. This site offers a significantly wider 
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reach than Etsy, boasting over 179 million users and around 1.2 billion listings. eBay has a 

similar business model to Etsy, generating revenue through listing and selling fees and through 

advertising (Hoovers, Inc., 2020-d).  

 There are other platforms online for selling a craft, but Etsy and eBay are two of the most 

popular. There are many benefits to using these platforms, but just as there are benefits, so too 

are there drawbacks. Dr. Schindler, when asked, “How accessible are goods produced by 

craftsmen and women in the U.S.?” responded: 

Better now than ever through things like Etsy and eBay —  a hundred percent better. 

But it’s still hard. However, I will say this. I think it’s better now because there’s 

better access to goods produced by them, but there is also a drawback to it. It’s 

almost like getting farmers’ market goods without going to the farmers’ market. 

You don’t get to see the person interact with it. So, again, you’re getting that final 

product but you’re not getting any of the stuff that craftsmen can convey through 

either watching them or talking with them or whatever. But it is nice that they have 

a place to sell their goods. (Dr. Bill Schindler, personal communication, February 

7, 2020) 

 As he pointed out, the process is masked through this method of selling. The final 

product arrives, but once again, the processes that went into the production aren’t visible. 

However, the ability to attract such a wide range of potential customers is of great value to many 

craftsmen and women who need to support themselves.  

 Another complication of the website is the possibility that some of the crafts that are sold 

aren’t authentic. Since anyone can sell through the site, some may falsely advertise what they are 

selling. The products they sell could claim to be hand-crafted when, in reality, they are not. If the 
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products are mass-produced, they could also potentially be sold for cheaper, taking away 

business from real craftsmen and women. There wouldn’t be any way to ensure that the seller 

was being truthful about the way the good was produced unless there was enough uncertainty 

around the product to warrant an investigation. It is important to be aware of who the products 

are being purchased from when buying crafts online. While these are important considerations in 

using these platforms to buy or sell, these sites help support craftsmen and women and give them 

a way to expand their businesses and attract more customers. 

 

The First of Its Kind? 

 Traditional crafts still face the challenges discussed in Chapter 1. Today’s organization of 

labor continues to encourage people to repeat the same task rather than learning the entire 

process. Technological innovations encourage people to work without using their hands, 

separating the connection between a person and the items produced. Education systems often 

promote paths to college rather than into the trades. The national political and economic 

environment has shifted to favor professions other than manufacturing and craft production. 

Globalization has undercut some craftsmen and women and created ethical complications. These 

issues will all continue to pose issues for traditional crafts going forward.  

 The challenges are somewhat mitigated by other factors. The traditional craftsmen that 

were interviewed all felt optimistic about the future of their industries and have built great lives 

from their careers. “Craft” and “artisan”-based words are trendy and used to add value. Hand-

crafted luxury goods are also continuing to rise in value. Videos, television shows, and festivals 

centered around crafts give craft processes more visibility, allowing more people to appreciate 

the work done by craftsmen and women. Platforms like Etsy and eBay allow craftsmen and 
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women to sell their crafts to a much wider base of potential customers. These factors all paint a 

bright future of the traditional crafts. 

 The traditional crafts, contrary to popular belief, do not appear to be dying. So why is 

there this disconnect? It could be that the traditional crafts are adapting to changes and look 

much different than they did in the past. At first glance, it could appear that many of these crafts 

are dying out. But those in the field know that this isn’t true. The traditional crafts fight many 

obstacles but remain resilient. Is it possible for the traditional crafts to continue to overcome 

these obstacles and flourish for centuries to come? It may be possible to learn from a very similar 

story of resilience in the face of adversity. 

 Native Americans in the southwestern United States have faced intense historical trauma 

ranging from colonization to national policies to government efforts to forcibly assimilate Native 

Americans. The results of these traumas have created reduced population numbers, more 

sedentary lifestyles, and disrupted social structures (Reinschmidt et al., 2016). Their cultures 

were already disrupted by these events, but on top of these historical traumas, Native Americans 

are portrayed to be an exotic group of people meant to be ogled.  

 Today, indigenous tourism is more popular than ever, with tourists entering the 

reservations of the Native Americans to observe these populations and be entertained. 

Commoditization of a living culture is one of the ethical issues raised by this (Bunten, 2010) in 

addition to the increased stress that influxes of tourists place on the already strained 

infrastructure (Garfin et al., 2013). On the other hand, tourism provides a much-needed source of 

income for many Native Americans. However, the Native Americans persist. After conducting 

research in the Southwest with the Navajo on the impacts of tourism on their culture, the 

interviews and surveys revealed that the Navajo felt that these struggles, be it policies or the 
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disruption of their lives by tourists, have actually made them even stronger. They felt that in the 

face of these issues, sharing their culture with others allows them to grow even closer together 

(West, 2018).  

 This is admittedly a different situation from that of the traditional crafts. Yet there are 

some clear parallels that can be drawn from these two stories. Both the traditional crafts and 

Native American populations have been confronted with challenges for centuries. Both have 

been increasingly exposed to outsiders, through the media in the case of the traditional crafts and 

through tourism in the case of Native Americans. The insiders of both groups, the craftsmen and 

the Native Americans, feel they are stronger than ever. 

 The traditional crafts have many obstacles left to overcome going forward. However, the 

optimism of craftsmen and the opportunities that modern society allows them will ensure that the 

crafts will continue to flourish for generations to come. Working in a craft may not always be the 

most glamorous or highly praised job. However, there is no doubt that these careers can be 

rewarding and provide the craftsman or woman with a long and successful career. Al was asked 

“Do you have anything else you would like to add?” He responded: 

I have met so many different people and I have worked in so many different places 

where people have worked in the same office with the same people every day. But 

I’ve worked in so many different places from the Redskins and Ravens stadiums to 

funeral homes and met so many different people in different fields. I’ve made a 

good living and will have a good retirement and was able to take care of my family. 

It’s been a really good job for me. (Al Brocato, personal communication, February 

1, 2020) 
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 The love that all the craftsmen have for their respective crafts shines through when they 

discuss their careers. The belief that traditional crafts are seeing their demise ignores a 

significant population of people whose adoration and respect for their crafts is more alive than 

ever. It also neglects to consider the ways in which craftsmen and women have adapted to 

changes in society for centuries and still remain resilient in the face of challenges. While the 

notion of a dwindling presence of the traditional crafts does have some footing, the testimonies 

of those in these crafts along with other data and factors, suggest that these crafts will continue to 

persevere for generations to come. 
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Debriefing Form 
 

Washington College 
Debriefing Form 

 
Project Title:  Craft in the Modern Corporate Landscape 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Michael Harvey 
Co-investigators:  Ms. Maura West 
 
In this study, you were asked questions about your profession and on craft as an industry 
 
Your participation was an essential part of our effort to better understand the status and prevalence 
of craft-based professions in the United States. 
 
Before you end your participation, please let us know if:    

• The purpose of this study is not clear to you 
• You find any aspect of the study odd, confusing, or troubling    

 
If you have any questions about the study, please feel free to ask them of the investigator(s) or of 
the faculty member who sponsored this research.   
 
If you would like a summary of the final research, we will be happy to provide one.  Simply email 
the investigator or the faculty advisor with your request. 
 
If you feel that you have been treated in an unprofessional manner or have concerns about your 
rights as a research participant, you can contact the Principal Investigator or the chair of the Review 
Board for Research with Human Subjects, Dr. Tia Murphy at tmurphy2@washcoll.edu. 
 
 
Again, thank you for your time! 
Ms. Maura West (mwest2@washcoll.edu) 
Dr. Michael Harvey (mharvey2@washcoll.edu) 
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Interview Questions: Series A 
Washington College 

 

Questions for those involved in craft 

1. What is your product/service?  

2. What inspired you to get involved in your profession? 

3. Can you tell me more about your craft?  

4. What are some of the skills someone needs to engage in this craft? 

5. What distinguishes a beginner from a master craftsperson in this profession? 

6. How did you learn how to do your craft? Did you have an apprenticeship? 

7. Have you ever worked with apprentices? 

8. How has the industry that you are involved in changed in recent years? 

9. Has participation in this industry increased or decreased? 

10. Do you foresee a good future for your industry? 

11. What sets your product apart from a mass-produced product? 

12. How valuable do you perceive the human aspect of production to be? 

13. Why do people choose your product? 

14. Who do you see to be your target market? 

15. Who do you view as your competitors? 

 

 

 



West 
 

75 

Interview Questions: Series B 
Washington College 

Questions for professors/specialists in the field 

1. How would you define craft? 

2. What trends in the prevalence of craft have you seen in recent years? 

3. How have modern education systems impacted the quantity of people who are getting 

involved in craft? 

4. How accessible are goods produced by craftsmen and women in the US?  

a. Are these goods typically affordable or have they been mostly overtaken by the 

presence of mass-produced goods? 

5. How much value is there in production done by hand? 

6. Do you see a future for craftsmanship in the US?  

a. How would this future look different from how craft has been viewed historically? 

7. What forms of craft have blossomed in recent years?  

a. Which have suffered? 

8. Has modern technology and division of labor spelled the end for many forms of craft? 
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