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It is interesting to note that one of the FBI investigators in the Unabomber case spoke of the Pirsig as a suspect.  This book is anti-science and he evidently lives near San Francisco or has links there and this is from where some of the bombs were mailed.  I thought it funny when I heard that.  I had read Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance in the mid-70's (after college but before Peace Corps) and I found it interesting but not revolutionary.  I decided to read it again.  This is a summary of my notes from reading. 

The book starts with Pirsig and his son, Chris, with another couple, John and Sylvia Sutherland.  They are riding motorcycles from Minnesota to Montana.  Pirsig wants to talk about things that seem important.  “We are in such a hurry most of the time we never get much chance to talk.  The result is a kind of endless day-to-day shallowness, a monotony that leaves a person wondering years later where all the time went and sorry that its all gone.  Now that we do have some time, and know it, I would like to use the time to talk in some depth about things that seem important.”

Pirsig doesn’t want to talk about new things but go over old ones and dredge the silt-filled channels of our thoughts he doesn’t want to ask “what is new?”  but rather, “what is best?”
This book was written in the early 70's and published in 1974 and Pirsig wrote that what is best is a question which cuts deeply rather than broadly, a question which when answered tends to move the silt downstream.  There eras of human history in which the channels of thought have been too deeply cut and no change was possible, and nothing new ever cut and no change was possible, and nothing new ever happened, and “best” was dogma, but that is not the situation now.   He writes, “Now the stream of our common consciousness seems to be obliterating its common banks, losing its central direction and purpose, flooding the lowlands, disconnecting and isolating the highlands and to no particular purpose other than the wasteful fulfillment of its own internal momentum.  Some channel deepening seems called for.”

As I read the book, I found Pirsig asking a different question, “What is truth?”    I believe that the purest form of art, really the only experience that deserves to be called art, is that which evokes a belief or feeling on one who sees, reads or experiences it that some universal truth has been revealed.  

· Like when I read Faulkner’s “As I Lay Dying.”   Each chapter was written in the first person --- with each child of the dead woman explaining how he or she is taking his mother to town for a decent burial --- but the last chapter was written in the third person with the narrator explaining that each child had his own, very selfish reasons for taking the mother to town.  As I read that last chapter, I suddenly realized that Faulkner was telling me that no matter what people say, they are always driven by their own selfish motives.  It was like a brick thrown into my chest.  Here was the “truth” in a story of living characters bringing home the message.  
· On another occasion, in 1985, I went to the Corcoran Art Gallery in Washington and saw the French Impressionist paintings of Monet and discovered how “real” they were, of how the farther away I got the clearer and sharper the painting became, and of how the mist moved in the grey wood.  I could see the wind blow.  This was “truth” – interesting stuff.

Pirsig was seeking truth.  His search was through formal science, cold, calculating and verifiable “scientific method”: 1) statement of the problem, 2) hypothesis as to the cause of the problem, 3) experiments designed to test each hypothesis, 4) predicted results of experiments, 5) observed results, and 6) conclusions from results of experiments.  He said the real purpose of scientific method was to make sure nature hasn’t misled you into thinking you know something you don’t actually know.  “One must be extremely careful and rigidly logical when dealing with nature...”, he said.  
To Pirsig, rational thought was the path to “truth.”  But something happened that changed his mind.  As man progressed, as science expanded, the number of rational hypotheses for a given problem were increasing exponentially.  For example: 1) Solve Problem: Why doesn’t cycle work?, 2) Hypothesis #1  The trouble is in the electrical system, or Hypothesis #2  The trouble is in the engine, suddenly increased to an infinite number as more became known.  It became impossible to test an infinite number of hypotheses.  One could never know the “truth.”  Pirsig was troubled by Albert Einstein’s statement that  truth is a function of time.  What was true today may not be true tomorrow -- it depends on how far we have advanced in science, how much we know and what new hypotheses we can test.  

Pirsig wrote on  --- “... attacks against the effects of  the system are useless --- the structures that form the system must be attacked --- focus on the causal elements.  The cause of our current social crises he would have said, is a genetic defect within the nature of reason itself.  And until the genetic defect is cleared, the crisis will continue.  The major producer of the social chaos, the indeterminacy of thought and values that rational knowledge is supposed to eliminate, is none other than science itself.”   He felt that institutions such as schools, churches, governments and political organizations of every sort all tended to direct thought for ends other than truth, for the perpetuation of their own functions, and for the control of individuals in the service of these functions.  “Informal and formal processes of hypotheses, experiment, conclusion have built up hierarchies of thought which have eliminated most of the enemies of primitive man  but it is rational thought which now dominates man.”
It is not clear to me what Pirsig’s believes is best.  It is clear that he thinks science will take us only so far until we are abandoned on a roadside somewhere.  I see Pirsig out there thumbing a ride but I don’t know what will pick him up and I don’t know where it will take him.  

LATER ...

I kept reading and Pirsig is complicated.  His narrative must be digested slowly and with thought.  I’ve tried to put my thoughts together and try to understand what he is saying.  He goes through a process that leads us to a definition of “quality” (which he means to say is “reality”).  

He talks of -- What is real?  What is not?  How do we know?  Let me start with what I think his questions are – “What is real, what is important?”  And “How does it impact our lives or how should it influence how we live our lives?”  That is what Pirsig wants to answer.  What qualifies as important and how we seek it.  He starts the journey asking questions about how best to solve problems and finds that the mechanisms of classical rationality lead him to a dead end.   Pirsig believes that philosphy is the highest echelon of the entire heirarchy of knowledge.  He had great faith in it.  What causes the problem was the “defect” in the nature of reason itself.  
Pirsig read David Hume’s work that said if one follows the strictest rules of logical induction and deduction from experience (induction is starting with observations and arriving at a general conclusion, while deduction is starting with a general knowledge and predicting a specific observation) to determine the true nature of the world, one must arrive at certain conclusions.  Hume was an empiricist or one that believes all knowledge is derived exclusively from the senses.  The infinite number of hypotheses threw Pirsig for a loop.  He could not arrive at conclusions as long as new hypotheses were presented.   He then turned to Immanuel Kant and his “Critique of Pure Reason.”  Kant found that all knowledge may begin with experience but it did not follow that all knowledge arises from experience.  Kant said that some types of knowledge are acquired independently of the senses like our concept of time, death, space etc.  He went on to say that this type of knowledge, “a priori” knowledge, filters how we perceive the world.  
What followed was a definition of reality that made sense to Pirsig --- “reality is a continous synthesis of elements from a fixed hierarchy of a ‘a priori’ concepts.”
Application of space and time and our sensory data collection system gives us a sense of reality.  BUT this reality is filtered through our beliefs and concepts formed by family and culture.  Great thinkers, inventors, statesmen and others who changed the world were able to see past the a priori concepts to the “truth”.  Our perception of reality is actually our a priori thought process filtering our intake of sensory data.  
Pirsig talks of his experience with oriental religion and its impact on his screening of data --- on his view of reality.  Hinduism, Buddism and Taoism are much more similar than Christianity, Judaism and Islam.  In oriental religions great value is placed on the sanskrit doctrine of “Tat tvam asi ...”  (“Thou art that ...”), which asserts that everything you think you are and you think you perceive are undivided.  To realize fully this lack of division is to become enlightened.  
Logic presumes a separation of subject from object --- therefore logic is not the final wisdom.  The illusion of separation of subject from object is best removed by the elimination of physical activity, mental activity and emotional activity.  According to Persig, one way to achieve this elimination of physical, mental and emotional activity is through discipline of dhyana (sanskrit), or chan (in Chinese) or zen (in Japanese).  Zen is meditation.  Zen is the path to enlightenment, the entry way to the “church of reason.”

The church of reason is a concept, a state of mind.  It is a slap at technology because technology presumes there’s just one right way to do things and there never is.  Reason is divided into two general categories --- Classical Reason and Romantic Reason.  Pirsig debates the differences between Classical and Romantic Reason sayting that classic leads to a rational slave mentality , a squareness while romantic is superficial but allows creative forces  (innovation and change) to occur.  Romantic reason gives us new a priori concepts with which to filter the world.

A critical part of our filter on the world is the concept of quality.  Pirsig says that to see quality is to perceive shapes and forms yet quality is independent of shapes and forms.  The names, the shapes and forms, we give quality depend only partly on the “quality.”  They also depend on a priori images we have accumulated in our memory.  We constantly seek to find, in the quality even, analogues to our previous experiences --- we build our whole culture in terms of these analogues.  The reason that people see quality differently is that come to it with different sets of analogues.  People differ about quality not because quality is different but rather that people are different in terms of experience.  Quality is a response of an organism to its environment --- people act to overcome a poor environment.

Quality --- our perception of quality as determined by the a priori filter of instilled by our family, society and culture --- is the generator of mythos (as opposed to logos).  These myths determine our knowledge, our perception of what is good and bad, what is quality.  But the mythos does not determine what is quality --- it is our perception of quality that forms the mythos.  Quality is the generator of the mythos, the continuing stimului which cause us to create the world in which we live --- “all of it, every last bit of it.”  Quality builds mythos upon mythos (not unlike the subsequent Mayan kings built their temples on the ruins of his predecessor’s so that over the centuries the temples reached higher and higher as layer upon layer of  Mayan civilization transitioned to the next).  

As a society we respond to these mythos and those that fall outside the boundaries that our perception of quality forces us to build are considered not a success or a failure but insane.  Our mythos must be built upon real values that are filtered through a priori concepts apart from society’s (Christianity plays a role in allowing one to view the world in a different set of a priori concepts).  If I refuse to live within the boundaries of the mythos of my culture I am (according to Pirsig) crazy.   “Religion is not invented by men, men are invented by religion.”  The South is not invented by men, men are invented by the South. In all of this there has to be a way to inject values --- there is, unfortunately, a strong tendency to do what is “reasonable” even when it is not any good (racism in the South) --- we have to be able to step back and apply values to what we are, what we do and what we stand for.    

Thoreau said, “You never gain something but that you lose something.”  Pirsig laid out the following gains and loses.




Myths >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> Values




Reason >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> Truth but Valueless

