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To:  MOQ.org discussion group 
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Date:  Sat, 12 May 2001 08:59:47 -0700  

I think that there ought to be a Routledge paperback titled An Introduction to the 
Metaphysics of Quality.  And it should be used in a course for college freshman.  They 
could write essays and stuff.  Then it would be a real discipline, and not just some 
fringe list on the Internet.  

Think of how much time and energy has been wasted studying outdated and useless 
things like religion or art history when the kids should have been learning something 
Good.  Maybe some of us could get jobs teaching Quality, then people would have a 
reason to study it.  But the first step is to publish a textbook.  The kind with big 
unchanging chapter headings and review questions in the back.  And we’ll need a 
glossary, so that everybody will be speaking the same jargon, a sort of glue to hold 
the book together. 

Well let me know what you think, 

Dan Colonnese 

 

Though this text is largely based on the work for my Ph.D. thesis, it is has been 
written for the philosophy under-graduate in mind.  On other words, it aims to be the 
kind of text suggested above by Daniel Colonnese.   
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A NOTE FROM ROBERT PIRSIG 
 
Anthony McWatt comes closer than anyone to being a dharma successor of my own 
work on the Metaphysics of Quality. By ‘dharma’ is meant a duty that transcends 
one’s own personal self. It was this sense of dharma that made me write Zen and the 
Art of Motorcycle Maintenance over a period of four years when no one, including 
myself, thought it would ever be published. I think it’s this same sense that has caused 
Mr. McWatt to study for so many years to produce this clarification and expansion. 
He has been so painstaking here because he’s not just trying to entertain you or 
instruct you with philosophic details. His purpose here is to permanently enlarge and 
improve understanding at the most general levels of philosophic comprehension. The 
Metaphysics of Quality is a radically different way of understanding the universe but, 
as McWatt makes it clear in this treatise, its conclusions are not necessarily untrue.  
 
Robert Pirsig 
 
April 2003 
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PREFACE 
 
 
 
 

 
At a 1998 presentation in London for the EPSRC (Engineering and Physical Sciences 
Research Council), Professor Harry Kroto1 unexpectedly spent his time elucidating 
the merits of meccano2 instead of discussing his recent Nobel award winning 
discovery of Carbon 60.  His argument being that students require tactile experience 
to know when to stop tightening a screw and computer use alone doesn’t teach this.  
When asked3 at the end of the lecture, whether he had read Robert Pirsig’s4 Zen & the 
Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (ZMM),5 Kroto replied: ‘Yes, and that’s what it’s all 
about!’   

Conversely, in a 1991 review for Pirsig’s second book Lila: An Inquiry into Morals 
(LILA), Dan Cryer of the New York Newsday remarked:  ‘Like the village crank 
hanging out at the public library, the guy really believes he has discovered the secret 
of the universe’.6  I doubt Pirsig has discovered the secret of the universe though the 
writer of the classic7 novel ZMM has formulated a new metaphysics from first 

                                                 
1 Professor Sir Harry Kroto was made a Royal Society Research Professor in 1991.  In recognition of 
the discovery of Carbon 60 (a.k.a. Buckminsterfullerene), he received a Nobel Prize in chemistry in 
1996.  http://www.susx.ac.uk/Users/kroto/harry1.html. (August 6th 2001) 
 
2 The engineering toy developed in the 1900s by Frank Hornby for building model bridges, cars etc. 
 
3 The question was asked by a student of mine, Dr Mathias Brust.  Brust is a lecturer at the University 
of Liverpool’s Chemistry Department who were involved in research with Kroto.  
 
4 Robert M. Pirsig studied at the University of Minnesota receiving a B.A. (1950) in chemistry & 
philosophy and an M.A. (1953) in journalism.  In addition, Pirsig studied Indian philosophy during 
1950 at Benares Hindu University.  Publications include Quality in Freshman Writing (1961), Zen & 
the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (1974), Cruising Blues & Their Cure (1977), Lila (1991) and 
Subjects, Objects, Data & Values (1995). 
 
5 The full title of ZMM is Zen & the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry into Values. 
 
6 Pirsig (1995d) notes:  
 
‘The hardest thing for me to deal with since the publication of Lila has been the complete 
disbelief of many that quality is or can be anything real…  The solution to this cultural resistance 
to the MOQ may come from the Orient where quality is a central reality.  But there the problem 
is reversed.  A famous Japanese Zen master who read ZMM told me he thought it was a nice 
book but he didn’t see anything unusual in it.’   
 
7 It’s doubtful that Pirsig’s status as an academic outsider has helped in the serious consideration of his 
work.  As the Harvard economist, John Kenneth Galbraith, once quipped, no one has ever advanced an 
academic career by writing a popular book.  However, Plato, Nietzsche and Sartre also successfully 
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principles that may yet prove to be a useful one.  This is the ‘Metaphysics of Quality’ 
(or ‘MOQ’) which was first published in LILA. 

My initial interest in the issue of values (and specifically Pirsig’s work) developed in 
the late 1980s while studying art and social theory.  In the latter, I was initially keen to 
have just the ‘hard facts’ for my academic work but became aware when examining 
Durkheim’s 1897 study of suicide8 that the distinction between facts and values is 
often ambiguous.9  In his study, Durkheim concluded that in comparison with 
Protestants, Catholics are less likely to commit suicide because they’re more socially 
integrated.  However, due to the dogma attached to suicide by traditional Catholic 
belief, the statistics (i.e. facts) were distorted by some Catholic suicides being 
recorded as other causes of death.10  This indicated that Durkheim’s positivistic belief 
that the methodology of the social scientist should commence with just the collection 
of pure, objective facts was problematic and that the distinction between facts and 
values were not as clear-cut as I had previously assumed. 

Another issue concerning values, not totally 
unrelated to social theory, was the classification 
of certain avant-garde pieces as art.  It was 
difficult for me to reconcile pieces which lacked 
any mastery of technique such as Carl Andre’s 
Equivalent VIII of 196611 (pictured) as art; let 
alone art that pointed towards the transcendent.  
For as Daisetz Suzuki (1958, p.xi) notes, even 
technical ability does not necessarily produce art 
of Quality: 

Mastery of technique alone does not satisfy; we 
feel in the depths of our consciousness that 
there is something more to be reached and to 

be discovered.  Teaching and learning are not enough, they do not help us to 
penetrate the mystery of art; and so long as we have not experienced this 
mystery, no art is real art.  The mystery belongs to the realm of metaphysics, is 
beyond rationality; it springs from prajna, transcendental wisdom. 

 
Andre’s Bricks 

                                                                                                                                            
combined popular narrative with philosophy and others, such as Iris Murdoch and Olaf Stapledon, also 
wrote philosophy and fiction, though their work was clearly fictional or philosophical. 
  
8 http://www.relst.uiuc.edu/durkheim/Summaries/suicide.html. (July 12th 2001) 
 
9 The fact-value dichotomy is also known as the ‘is-ought problem’ or ‘Hume’s Principle’.  It was 
originally noted in Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1738) section III/1/1. 
 
10 A similar contemporary example is seen in the recording of pneumonia as a cause of death in UK 
hospitals.  It is often the last illness a person suffers but, in many cases, the pneumonia itself is caused 
by other illnesses (such as AIDS).  As with Durkheim’s Catholics, a celebrity’s family, for instance, 
might not desire the wider world to know the full picture. 
    
11 The notorious Equivalent VIII (or the ‘Tate Bricks’) is 120 firebricks simply arranged on two tiers. 
There has been controversy about classifying the bricks as art since the Tate bought the piece in 1972.  
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Conversely, I didn’t agree with comments such as Brian Sewell’s that ‘art’ pieces 
such as Andre’s should simply ‘be taken to the dump’12 because such pieces can be 
intellectually stimulating.13  I just thought the distinction between such pieces and art 
that approached the sublime was not a purely subjective one even though it was 
difficult to suggest which objective criteria should be applied to distinguish the two.  
As with the issue separating facts from values in a scientific study (and especially the 
social sciences), this issue indicated that a clear understanding of values was not 
straight forward.  The solution seemed to require philosophical examination and 
eventually directed my academic interests to Robert Pirsig.   

In 1989, a few weeks after completing the above studies I was introduced to Pirsig’s 
philosophy while assisting an engineer14 in constructing a steel-framed shed.  While 
we were working, he made a comment about over-engineering in iron framed 
Victorian buildings and 1950s motorbikes.  He suggested that I read Pirsig’s ZMM 
(‘the engineer’s philosophy book’) as this examined a number of philosophical issues 
in relation to modern technology.   

Not the biggest adherent of motorcycle maintenance, I noted the Pirsig reference but 
only pursued it six months later with the commencement of an M.A.  These studies 
contained a large philosophical component and showed that there had also been 
considerable argument in philosophy about the ontological status of values.  It then 
seemed a suitable time to follow this line of research.  In reading ZMM, I noted that 
Pirsig shared my view that values were not just subjective.  Though, additionally, he 
put forward the more radical (and intuitively false) postulation that actually all 
subjects and objects were types of value.  Despite my reservations concerning its 
coherence, his radical thesis elicited enough interest in me to write an M.A. 
dissertation about it.  With the publication of LILA in late 1991, Pirsig’s philosophical 
ideas were developed into a new metaphysical system termed the MOQ.  This was of 
particular interest as it seemed to make further progress with the fact-value 
dichotomy.   In consequence, I decided to continue my original query in more depth.  
The following text, therefore, is largely based on my Ph.D. thesis15 though in a more 
accessible format.   

In this text, I take the general line that the MOQ, despite some drawbacks, is a 
positive development for Western metaphysics.  It commences with a brief chapter 
examining the anthropological origins of the system.  There then follows a general 
overview of the MOQ and a chapter devoted to how it deals with the metaphysical 
problems of modern Western16 philosophy.  Chapter 5 is dedicated to how the MOQ 

                                                 
12 Sewell is the London Evening Standard critic.  His original quote reads ‘Let’s return this rubbish to 
the dump.’  See Kenan Malik’s article The good, the bad and the avant-garde 
http://www.informinc.co.uk/LM/LM54/LM54_Living.html#anchor437746.html. (July 11th 2001) 
 
13 As I noticed when visiting the Tate from the amount of debate generated between my students by 
most pieces. 
 
14 John Middleton who is a senior lecturer in mechanical engineering at Liverpool John Moores 
University.  
 
15 A Critical Analysis of Robert Pirsig’s Metaphysics of Quality, November 2004. 
 
16 In this text, the term ‘Western philosophy’ denotes the Anglo-American and Continental traditions 
and the term ‘Eastern philosophy’ denotes the traditions of Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism, 
Jainism and Taoism.   
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relates to Eastern17 philosophy 
followed, finally, by an enquiry 
devoted to applying the MOQ more 
practically in the context of 
alienation.  

It is my concern primarily to 
consider the validity of the elements 
composing the MOQ.  As the 
system differs from traditional 
metaphysics by making values 
fundamental, it should be no 
surprise that this postulation has 
wide-ranging consequences for its 
depiction of reality.  I conclude that 
though traditional philosophical 
concepts (such as causation and 
truth) are given unconventional 
meanings in Pirsig’s writing, there 
is an advantage in his system, once 
it becomes familiar, in that it has an 
internal coherence lacking in 
metaphysics based on Cartesian 
notions.  I, therefore, adopt a 
position which gives a limited and 
reserved approval for Pirsig’s work 
though his mode of argument often 
leaves much to be desired – certainly from an analytic point of view.  However, as 
noted in the text, the reliance on myth and analogy (in the novel mode that Pirsig 
employs) is possibly more suited to dealing with the problems in philosophy (such as 
incorporating mysticism in a rational framework) that he faces.  

                                                                                                                                            
17 Eastern, in this context, refers to the countries of the ‘East Asia’ such as India, Japan, Malaysia, Tibet 
and China. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
WHY PIRSIG 
DEVISED 
THE MOQ 
 

 

1.0. INTRODUCTION  
The principal explanation18 given by Pirsig for the initial development of the MOQ 
was his desire to develop a text on anthropology in order to show that contemporary 
American culture is derived from Native Indian as well as European culture.  This was 
revealed in an interview with the Washington Post19 (a few months after the 
publication of ZMM) and also in LILA:  

Six years later, after publication of a successful book... when the question arose 
of what would be the subject of a second book there was no question about what 
it would be. …Phædrus20 just wanted to talk about Indians now.  There was 
plenty to say.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.50) 

According to the text in LILA, this original design of Pirsig’s was dropped because of 
American anthropology’s particular tradition of objectivity:   

The whole field seemed like a highway filled with angry drivers cursing each 
other and telling each other they didn’t know how to drive when the real trouble 
was the highway itself.  The highway had been laid down as the scientific 
objective study of man in a manner that paralleled the physical sciences.  The 
trouble was that man isn’t suited to this kind of scientific objective study.  
Objects of scientific study are supposed to hold still.  They’re supposed to follow 
the laws of cause and effect in such a way that a given cause will always have a 
given effect, over and over again.  Man doesn’t do this.  Not even savages.  The 
result has been theoretical chaos.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.55) 

Lewis (1961 p.v) confirms that many issues in anthropology are a matter of 
controversy and ‘even expert opinion is responsible for conflicting judgments’.  He 
further contends that to avoid ‘continuous quotation and counter-quotation’ in just one 
anthropology text requires being ‘drastically selective with the immense amount of 
                                                 
18 Another explanation offered by Pirsig include the improvement of the philosophy first elucidated in 
ZMM. 
 
19 ‘I’m trying to examine the interface between cultures.  If ZMM was a prolegomenon to any 
future metaphysics, this book tries to apply the metaphysics of Quality worked out in ZMM to 
anthropology’.  Pirsig from an interview by Tom Zito The Art of Metaphysical Maintenance: On the 
Road in Montana with Robert Pirsig, August 5th 1974. 
 
20 Phaedrus is a fictional character in ZMM and LILA.  However, the character of Phaedrus certainly 
plays a part similar to the real events experienced by Pirsig as indicated by ZMM’s preface which 
states that the events depicted are largely factual and through correspondence with the author. 
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material available’.  However, even if this chaotic state of affairs is true, is this mainly 
due, as Pirsig suggests, to a particular tradition of objectivity in American 
anthropology?   

1.1. OBJECTIVITY IN AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGY  
Firstly, we need to examine what Pirsig means by objective in the context of 
anthropology.  He gives this through reference to Verne Dusenberry, a colleague of 
his at Montana State College (who was an anthropologist interested in the local 
Chippewa-Cree Indians).  In LILA, the character of Dusenberry explains the 
objective approach as thus: 

When you’re ‘objective’ you just disappear from the face of the earth and see 
everything undistorted, as it really is, like God from heaven.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.32) 

I.e. an approach which asserts: 

That the social scientist can be a disinterested and objective observer of events 
and processes in society… that a clear distinction can be drawn between factual 
and evaluative statements.  (Walton, 1982, p.18) 

In 1961, Lewis (p.260) was still able to write (in a chapter titled The Anthropologist at 
Work): 

Primitive societies are particularly useful as a subject for study because they 
exhibit the characteristics of a large society in simplified form… The difference 
in scale has immense value.  It allows the observer an objective view of the whole, 
which is practically impossible in our own immensely complex modern life.  It 
throws the articulation of the parts into relief.  This gives us a real opportunity to 
conduct an objective analysis of social forms, as controllable and as demonstrable 
as a study of chemical interactions.21  

According to Wagner (1975, pp.140-43), this conceptual view is used so 
anthropologists can deal with a ‘thing’ which, like a machine, can be controlled and 
examined to discover how it works.  In this process, a way of life becomes abstracted 
and verbalised as a ‘culture’.  This machine analogy (in the context of Franz Boas) is 
also noted by britannica.com:  

Boas inclined toward what was called functionalism or the functional approach - 
an approach based on sociological theories of the late nineteenth and early 20th 
centuries that tended to liken societies to living organisms or machines, with 
interdependent parts.22  

Pirsig (1991, p.53) perceives the development of an objective approach in early 
anthropology as largely due to Boas23 who dominated the field so completely ‘…that 
                                                 
21 My italics. 
 
22 http://www.britannica.com/bcom/eb/article/6/0,5716,117536+8+109543,00.html. (March 9th 2001) 
 
23 Boas became Columbia University’s first professor of anthropology in 1899.  Alfred Kroeber noted 
that science was his religion: ‘He called his early convictions materialistic.  Science could tolerate 
nothing ‘subjective’; value judgments - and by infection even values considered as phenomena - 
must be absolutely excluded’.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.54)  Original reference from the monograph Culture: a 
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most of the anthropology in America today still seems to lie in his shadow.’ Though 
Pirsig’s other assertions about anthropology are less certain, there seems little 
controversy about the dominance of Boas in this field.  For instance, the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica states: 

Franz Boas… inspired a number of students - Ruth Benedict, Alfred L. Kroeber, 
Margaret Mead, and Edward Sapir - to go out and seek evidence of human 
behaviour among people in their natural environs, to venture into the field to 
gather facts and artifacts and record observable cultural processes.  
Consequently he is known as the founder of the so-called culture history school, 
which for much of the 20th century dominated American cultural 
anthropology.24  

Through the character of Dusenberry, Pirsig (1991, p.32) indicates his doubts of the 
‘objective approach’ when dealing with the Indians: 

You don’t learn much that way…  When a person’s objective his attitude is 
remote.  He gets a sort of stony, distant look on his face.  The Indians see that.  
They see it better than we do.  And when they see it they don’t like it.  They don’t 
know where in hell these ‘objective’ anthros are at and it makes them suspicious, 
so they clam up and don’t say anything… or they’ll just tell them nonsense… 
which of course a lot of the anthros believe at first because they got it 
‘objectively’. 

1.1.1. THE OBJECTIVE APPROACH OF MARGARET MEAD  

In the above criticism of objectivity, Pirsig is possibly thinking of anthropologists 
such as Margaret Mead.  Mead is most famous for her studies of the Samoans during 
1925-26.  According to Freeman (1983), she erroneously thought Samoan puberty 
was significantly less difficult for their adolescents than for children of other cultures.  
Freeman notes that the Samoans had been described numerous times already by 1910 
and that these accounts (as well as the ones carried out after Mead’s research) showed 
Samoan society to be less harmonious than she alleged.25  Additionally, Freeman 
(1983, p.65-71) notes that: 

1. Mead admitted not knowing much about fieldwork before visiting Samoa;  

2. had not studied the Samoan language before arriving there;  

3. lived apart from the Samoans while on their island of Ta’u;  

4. did not have any economic and political participation in their village life (as they 
banned women from any of their assemblies);  
                                                                                                                                            
Critical Review of Concepts and Definitions by A.L. Kroeber & Clyde Kluckhohn (1952).  Papers of 
the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Cambridge, Harvard University, Vol.47, No.1. 
 
24 In the entry titled ‘cultural anthropology’.  http://www.britannica.com. (March 13th 2001) 
 
25 Freeman, (1983, p.115) states that, after numerous criticism, Mead defended her findings in 1969 by 
suggesting that T’au in 1925 might have been an unusual exception from the ‘quarrels and rivalries, 
and the sensitivity to slight and insults that other observers had reported as characteristic of 
Samoan society both before and after the time of her research.’ 
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5. also in consequence of the latter, had little opportunity to witness any religious or 
social ceremonies and, finally; 

6. spent a total of only nine months on the islands.  This period of observation 
compares unfavourably with the decades spent by other Western observers of the 
Samoans such as the anthropologist George Brown and the nineteenth century 
missionaries Pratt, Turner and Powell.26 

Though Mead’s research experience and techniques left a lot to be desired, Boas was 
still happy to promote her findings (in the late 1920s) as they undermined hereditarian 
(i.e. biological dominated) doctrines which he and his followers had been in open 
conflict with since 1916.27   

1.2. THE PARTICIPANT OBSERVER APPROACH OF 
DUSENBERRY 
In contrast to the period of nine months that Mead studied the Samoans, Pirsig notes 
that Dusenberry studied the Chippewa-Cree for about twenty years before submitting 
his Ph.D. on their culture.  Another difference was Dusenberry’s more participatory 
approach which was: 

To care for them and win their love and respect… then they’ll do almost 
anything for you…  I believe in them and they believe in me and that makes all 
the difference.  They’ve told me things they’ve said they never told any other 
white man because they know I’ll never use it against them.  It’s a whole 
different way of relating to them.  Indians first, anthropology second.  That 
limits me in a lot of ways.  There’s so much I can’t say.  But it’s better to know a 
lot and say little, I think, than know little and say a lot.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.32) 

In the 1950s and early 1960s, Pirsig notes that Dusenberry was the advisor for the 
Indian students at the Montana State College in Bozeman.  This was an entry point for 
him to visit their families, participate in Indian ceremonies, run errands for them and, 
advocate on their behalf with state officials.  

And beyond that, completely losing himself into the ways and personalities and 
secrets and mysteries of these people he loved a hundred times better than his 
own.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.32)28 
                                                 
26 According to Freeman (1983, p.114), the writings of George Pratt, George Turner and Thomas 
Powell ‘…make up an enormously rich fund of information on Samoan culture and behaviour.’  
  
27 Mead concluded that it was social factors rather than biological ones which caused a discordant 
puberty.  (Freeman, 1983, p.80) 
 
28 David L. Thomas whose Uncle was the ‘Chief of Indian Law Enforcement for the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs’ in Montana during the 1950s and 1960s notes the following: ‘I grew up regaled with his 
‘Indian tales’ at family gatherings… If Dusenberry was truely (sic) accepted into the Indians 
‘heart of hearts’ he was indeed a rare individual and one of no more than an handful in all of the 
West.  Interracial marriages were and are extremely rare and those couples shunned by Indians 
more fiercely than whites.  Even though this area at that time was very rural with closest 
neighbors usually miles away, no telephones, no electricity et al, there was almost no Indian 
family to white family interaction even though most went to the same public school and 
sometimes were ‘next door’ in this rural sense, neighbors.  Save for grade school and high school 
basketball games and the summertime rodeos there was very little social interaction and almost 
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Possibly, Dusenberry’s close participatory approach compromised his impartiality 
(i.e. he wasn’t objective enough) and such a method is also not suitable if relatively 
rapid findings are desired.  However, as Freeman notes with the work of Pratt, Turner 
and Powell, such an approach (which sees anthropological subjects primarily as 
people rather than objects) achieves a better understanding of the group studied.  
Moreover, with the issue of trust in mind, a member of an observed group is less 
unlikely to invent nonsense for an anthropologist (or sociologist) who puts them 
before the research. 

1.3. ANTHROPOLOGICAL IMPERIALISM 
Furthermore, Susan Wright (1998, p. 15) notes, in reference to a recent UNESCO29 
report concerning the Kayapo tribe in South America, that the objectification of a 
culture by the outside world often leads to disempowerment of the observed group: 

Both the UNESCO report and the British New Right’s cultural racism deploy a 
disembodied voice, ‘we’, to authorize a top down definition of ‘culture’ as if it 
were common sense or ‘natural’.  This strategy, like the… anthropological 
strategy of objectification, tries to mask or erase the politicization of culture. 

Wright (1998, p. 15) contends that if a culture is perceived as a natural object beyond 
human control, then it becomes harder to question the values of cultural racism and 
the corporate values of multi-nationals i.e. the ‘objective approach’ of anthropology 
lends its findings to abuse.  As Lewis (1961, p.263), despite his support of such an 
approach, even realised: 

Unfortunately anthropology may be gravely misused in dealing with primitive 
peoples.  It may become little more than an instrument for carrying through 
policies which it is not asked either to formulate or approve.  It may be used to 
guide propaganda, or as a powerful weapon in the armoury of psychological 
manipulation.  

1.4. CONCLUSION 
In the above, then, it seems that the accuracy of findings obtained through the 
objective methodology of anthropology can be distorted by a lack of trust and 
empathy.  Moreover, there is a concern that its objectification of other cultures lends 
its findings to abuse.  It does emerge, therefore, that Pirsig was justified, certainly to 
some extent, in being unhappy with this approach and in proposing a new 
metaphysical foundation for the field.    In the next chapter, then, we will examine his 
proposed foundation - the MOQ.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
no one on one or family to family interaction.  While whites were allowed at some Indian 
functions, most notable the annual Crow Fair, a week long rodeo, horse race, and pow-wow they 
were never truly welcomed.’  E-mail titled A Novel experience dlt44@ipa.net. (March 16th 2000) 
www.moq.org Mail Archive (September 10th 2000).  
 
29 UNESCO is the acronym for the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
A GENERAL  
OVERVIEW OF  
THE MOQ 
 

 

 2.0. INTRODUCTION 
This chapter is devoted to the particular terms employed within the MOQ and how it 
operates as a metaphysical system.30  We will first examine the general outlines of the 
Metaphysics of Quality, subject-object metaphysics, the term Quality, the MOQ’s 
four static levels and, Dynamic Quality.  There is then three sections devoted to the 
theory of evolution that underpins Pirsig’s system, the pragmatic notion of truth that 
the system employs and, finally, a brief section concerning Plato’s Forms .   

2.1. THE TERM ‘METAPHYSICS OF QUALITY’   
The term ‘Metaphysics of Quality’ (or ‘MOQ’) is the formal term given to Pirsig’s 
metaphysical system.  The MOQ can be perceived as completing Nietzsche’s project 
concerning the trans-valuation of values i.e. a complete re-evaluation of Western 
values on humanistic grounds rather than theistic ones.31  There is no evidence that 
Nietzsche would have followed Pirsig’s particular path though the fact it took Pirsig 
about thirty years to construct the MOQ does provide some explanation as to why 
Nietzsche failed to complete such a project himself.   

Pirsig asserts that the philosopher closest to him is Plotinus.32 Within the MOQ, Pirsig 
incorporates elements of William James’s pragmatism and radical empiricism, 

                                                 
30 Keeping in mind Northrop‘s caution against presuming that the same terms in different philosophical 
systems necessarily have the same meaning.  For instance, the term ‘mind’ for Descartes and Locke 
refers to an internal mental substance (as distinct from an external material substance) while ‘mind’ for 
a Buddhist philosopher (of the Cittamatra tradition) refers to all apprehended factors (whether physical 
or mental) given in immediate awareness. 
 
‘The philosophically important thing about any common-sense term as it enters into any 
philosophical theory is not its bare dictionary meaning, but the particular contextual meaning 
usually unique to the philosophical system in question. Philosophical materialists, idealists, 
dualists and neutral monists all admit the existence of what common sense denotes by the term 
‘mind,’ yet there is all the difference in the world in the ways in which they analyze and conceive 
of this datum.’ (Northrop, 1947, p.80) 
 
31 In fact, Pirsig trans-values the term ‘value’ itself by giving it primary position in his metaphysics. 
 
32 I think Pirsig has stated this as both philosophers characterise experience as being a continuum from 
the divine through the intellect to biology then to physical matter (the least divine or lowest Quality 
level); everything is one, for both philosophers, in the sense of being an aspect of God (or to use 
Pirsig’s terminology ‘Dynamic Quality’).  
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Taoism, Zen Buddhism, evolutionary theory and the work of F.S.C. Northrop.33 
Northrop was mainly concerned with reconciling the different values of the East and 
West in the interests of world peace.  This reconciliation of Eastern and Western 
values is also a theme running through Pirsig’s two books.   

Pirsig builds his metaphysical system on the postulation that everything is a type of 
value.34  In consequence, the MOQ is a monistic theory that describes and explains 
reality in the context of Quality (or Value) patterns.  In addition, it uses cosmological 
evolution as a basis for ordering reality.  Pirsig implements this in an effort to remove 
the cultural subjectivity inherent in many social and intellectual values i.e. he is 
attempting to place morals on a more objective and, therefore, valuable foundation.  

In the MOQ, reality (as a whole) is denoted by the term ‘Quality’ which Pirsig divides 
into Dynamic Quality and static quality.  Static quality is further subdivided into a 
framework of intellectual, social, biological and inorganic patterns related through 
cosmological evolution.   If the Big Bang is taken as the starting point of the universe, 
it’s seen that the inorganic patterns (such as hydrogen) were the first static quality 
patterns to appear.  From these, biological patterns, societies and, eventually, 
intellectual patterns evolved.  

Within the order of static patterns, the MOQ gives primacy to intellectual patterns, 
then to social patterns, biological patterns and, lastly, inorganic patterns.35  

Static, patterns of value are divided into four systems: inorganic patterns, 
biological patterns, social patterns and intellectual patterns.  They are 
exhaustive.  That’s all there are.  If you construct an encyclopaedia of four topics 
- inorganic, biological, social and intellectual - nothing is left out.  No ‘thing’, that 
is.  Only Dynamic Quality, which cannot be described in any encyclopaedia is 
absent.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.153) 

The above paragraph is emphasising the essential mystic nature of Dynamic Quality 
though as Pirsig discusses it at length in LILA and SODV,36 I’m not convinced that 
an entry for it couldn’t be created!  

                                                 
33 F.S.C. Northrop was educated at Beloit College, Yale, and Harvard University, where he received his 
Ph.D. in 1924.  He also studied at Trinity College, Cambridge.  Northrop was made Sterling Professor 
of philosophy and law at Yale University in 1947.  He was also a visiting professor at the universities 
of Iowa, Michigan, Virginia, Hawaii, and Mexico.  The author of numerous journal articles, Northrop 
published six books including Science and First Principles (1931), The Logic of the Sciences and the 
Humanities (1947), The Meeting of East and West (1946), The Taming of the Nations (1952), European 
Union & United States Foreign Policy (1954) and The Prolegomena to a 1985 Philosophiae Naturalis 
Principia Mathematica (1985).  Noting the full title of the first Northrop text that Pirsig read (The 
Meeting of East and West: An Inquiry concerning Understanding) with the full title of Pirsig’s two 
books (Zen & the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry concerning Values and Lila: An 
Inquiry concerning Morals), it’s not unreasonable to assume that Pirsig sees his work as a 
development of Northrop’s.  
 
34 Rather than values being a property of a subject or object.  The postulation that everything is 
fundamentally (patterned or non-patterned) value is probably the principal difference of Pirsig from 
other philosophers.  This postulation is examined in more depth during the following.  
 
35 The justification for giving primacy to intellectual patterns then to social patterns etc. is on the 
grounds of harmony and freedom.  This issue is examined throughout this text.  
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To initially assist the reader in understanding how the MOQ is structured, a diagram is 
included below as a rough guide.  This shows the evolutionary development of the 
static patterns; the oldest and less ‘moral’ (such as the inorganic) being on the lowest 
level.  Though it’s not labelled on the diagram as such, Dynamic Quality is 
everywhere (on the diagram), as it underlies all the static patterns.  

 

The evolutionary development of the static quality patterns 

With its conceptual division between Dynamic Quality and static quality patterns, the 
MOQ is similar to Mahayana Buddhism in recognising both an unconceptualised and 
a conceptualised part of reality.  In Western philosophy, the latter is traditionally 
divided between subjects and objects.   

Since the European historical period referred to as the Enlightenment, it seems that 
the unconceptualised part of reality (Dynamic Quality) has been overlooked in 
Western philosophy because the concepts of mind and matter have become such a 
familiar metaphysical apparatus in the West.  This seems due to the dominant 
influence of Galileo and Newton’s methodological assumptions on Descartes and 
Locke and is discussed further in Chapters Three and Four.  

2.2. SUBJECT-OBJECT METAPHYSICS 
Pirsig uses the term ‘subject-object metaphysics’ (SOM) for any metaphysics 
(explicitly or implicitly) that perceives reality as either mind and/or matter such as 
idealism, materialism, and dualism.  This recognition is not unique to Pirsig as, for 
instance, the Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy also notes that ‘a subject-object 
dichotomy is acknowledged in most Western traditions’.37   

                                                                                                                                            
36 SODV is the standard acronym for Pirsig’s 1995 paper Subjects, Objects, Data and Values.  It 
explores the relationship between science and art. 
 
37 Noted in the article subject-object dichotomy by Dale Jacquette.  Other terminology for SOM (such 
as ‘Cartesian Dualism’) will be explored further in Chapter Three. 
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SUBJECT-OBJECT METAPHYSICS 

SOM usually refers to any metaphysical system that follows the subject-object 
dichotomy epitomised by Descartes (1596-1650) in what is called the mind-body 
distinction.  This involves the division of a sentient being (such as a human being) 
into a body (which is spatially extended and, therefore divisible) and a mind (which is 
not).  In consequence of this assertion, Descartes (1641, p.59) believed that ‘the mind 
is completely different from the body.’38   

As can be seen by the diagram of SOM (pictured above), the two principal differences 
(in comparison to the MOQ diagram) are the mind-matter void of Descartes and a 
lack of evolutionary order.  The void refers to the metaphysical absence of a 
relationship between the two conceptual entities of mind and matter. Moreover, it’s 
noticeable that there are two ‘missing’ aspects of reality in SOM which are given 
equal ontological status in the MOQ (i.e. the biological and social).  Pirsig (1991, 
p.159) notes that these are important in understanding the evolutionary development 
between mind and matter:   

The mind-matter paradoxes seem to exist because the connecting links between 
these two levels of value patterns have been disregarded.  Two terms are missing: 
biology and society…  As anthropologists know so well, what a mind thinks is as 
dominated by social patterns as social patterns are dominated by biological 
patterns and as biological patterns are dominated by inorganic patterns.  
                                                                                                                                            
 38 To put Descartes‘ quote in its larger context: ‘The first observation I make at this point is that 
there is a great difference between the mind and body, inasmuch as the body is by its very nature 
always divisible, while the mind is utterly undivisible...  This one argument would be enough to 
show me that the mind is completely different from the body, even if I did not already know as 
much from other considerations.’ (Descartes 1641, p.59, Sixth Meditation, para. 86) 
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As SOM was formulated before Darwin’s time, it lacks any notion of evolutionary 
development.  This is understandable as evolutionary change isn’t noticeable in a 
given lifetime but it’s possibly critical in understanding how sentient beings arose.  
For instance, in the introduction of The Blind Watchmaker, Dawkins (1986, p.xiv) 
notes:  

I want to persuade the reader, not just that the Darwinian worldview happens to 
be true, but that it is the only known theory that could, in principle, solve the 
mystery of our existence. 

The mind-matter problem will be examined further in Chapter Four.  In this chapter, 
we will now return to an expanded critical analysis of the MOQ proceeding through 
its metaphysical terms (such as Dynamic Quality and static quality patterns) and the 
MOQ’s relationship with evolutionary theory.  Even if the MOQ does dissolve the 
mind-matter problem (or other traditional metaphysical problems) it solves them on a 
new ‘chessboard’ (i.e. a reality fundamentally composed of values) with new ‘pieces’ 
(e.g. evolutionary theory).  It should, therefore, be noted that these may cause 
difficulties for the MOQ which SOM, for all its faults, avoids.   

Finally, it’s worth noting that the diagrams illustrating the MOQ and subject-object 
metaphysics, are caricatures of the respective traditions that they represent; like 
Wittgenstein’s ladder, they should be disregarded once a grasp of the MOQ is 
obtained. 

2.3. THE TERM ‘QUALITY’ 
Firstly, the MOQ centres round the term ‘Quality’ (with a capital ‘Q) which is used, 
interchangeably with ‘Value’.  ‘Quality’ is used to denote reality (by which Pirsig 
means the totality of what exists)39 in addition to its traditional context (i.e. as a 
synonym for excellence).  In LILA, the term ‘Quality’ is interchangeable with the 
term ‘Dynamic Quality’ when a mystic viewpoint is taken.  This can be confusing at 
times though the understanding that Pirsig is alluding to can usually be understood in 
the context of the particular passage.  

If the text in ZMM is an accurate account of Pirsig’s days at Montana State College, it 
does appear that he was initially concerned with defining Quality (or understanding 
what it is) rather than discovering a new term for reality.   

Quality became a pivotal term for personal historical reasons - it resulted from 
the flow of events that occurred in Bozeman, Montana, as documented in Zen 
and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.  Quality was adopted dynamically.  The 
term itself had high Quality.  I just felt ‘Quality’ had quality the way the 
students just ‘felt’ some student papers were better than others.  I used to give 
the students the advice, ‘First you just “see” what has quality, then you figure 
out why.  Don’t reverse the process, or you will get all confused.’  It is important 
to restate this now to avoid the perennial literary critics’ trap of thinking that the 
pivotal term quality is the result of some rational, analyzable process. (Pirsig, 
1995d) 
                                                 
39 This is noted in Pirsig’s letter to Paul Douglas Renselle dated August 18th 1999 
www.quantonics.com/Pirsig_Letter_to_PDR_18Aug99.html.  (September 21st 2001) 
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Pirsig’s thought in equating ‘Quality’ with reality began in 1959 with his days as an 
English teacher at Montana State College.  Pirsig noted that he was under legal 
contract to teach ‘quality’ though it was not defined explicitly by the college 
authorities.  Consequently, with encouragement from a senior colleague,40 Pirsig 
became interested in finding a definition or understanding of what Quality is.  

At Montana State College, it was a common mischievous practice for students to send 
the same rhetoric paper to a number of teachers who would then often give it different 
grades.  However, one tutor turned the tables on the students and handed them a group 
of papers to grade for quality.  As he expected, the student’s relative rankings 
correlated with each other and his own.  Pirsig (1995, p.12) took this exercise and 
used it with his own class by ‘…having the students’ judge four papers day after day 
until they saw that they knew what quality is’. 

This process involved the withholding of essay grades and, instead, focused on the 
students assessing each other’s work solely on the basis of their quality.  Pirsig 
justified this because his students creatively realised the elements that produced better 
essays for themselves rather than rely on him just telling them what a quality essay is.   

They never had to say in any conceptual way what kind of object quality is but 
they understood that when you see it you know it.  Quality is real even though it 
cannot be defined.  (Pirsig, 1995, p.12) 

Later, at the University of Chicago, Pirsig came to realise that Quality is not only real 
but (following Plato) postulated that Quality is the fundamental reality (i.e. the ‘sun’ 
shining outside Plato’s mythical cave)41 from which subjects and objects are derived.  
His later work follows the consequences of this postulation to see if a more coherent 
metaphysics for values (and, especially, with anthropology in mind, social values) can 
be produced.   

Certainly, there are problems in just considering value as subjective or objective.  If 
value is objective, then there needs to be an explanation of why individual value 
judgements for the same (intellectual) object can be so variable while if value is 
purely subjective then this leads to an uncomfortable relativity in moral judgements.  

2.3.1. THE VIEW THAT QUALITY IS SUBJECTIVE 

The view that value is purely subjective is held by logical positivism which holds that 
evaluative statements are not statements of fact but an expression of feelings.  In 
consequence, as evaluative statements have no rational basis, arguments about them 
must be seen as only recommendations or attempts to persuade.  However, the 
position of the logical positivists seems problematic in that there can’t be any good 
reason to hold their position.  A good reason involves evaluation; such a reason in 
support of their position should be ruled out according to their own criteria.  

                                                 
40 Sarah J. Vinke (B.A. 1914, M.A. 1921 and, Ph.D. 1923, Wisconsin University) was formerly chair of 
the English Department at Montana State College.  She retired around 1961 and is the basis of the 
character ‘Sarah’ in ZMM. ‘Her maiden name was Sarah Jennings and in her earlier years she was 
sometimes called ‘The Divine Sarah’ for the inspiring effect she had on her students.’ (Pirsig 
2001a) 
 
41 However, as noted at the end of this chapter, Pirsig (2001d) doesn’t perceive the Good (or Quality) 
as any type of Platonic Form.  
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Moreover, it is unsatisfactory to think that the use of Van Goghs for bonfires (rather 
than garden cuttings) or the eating of human flesh (rather than vegetables) is just a 
matter of taste or opinion. 

A cultural relativist might respond in stating that these could be the norms of a 
particular culture.  Agreed, cultural influences on an individual can be considerable 
but it doesn’t follow that such influences are absolute.  An individual can question 
social norms and use non-cultural criteria (such as scientific evidence) as a basis for 
evaluative discrimination.  Moreover, in the comparison of cultures, it can be argued 
that some ideas are objectively better than others.  For example, it’s highly doubtful 
that the scientific ideas of a medieval culture would be as effective as modern 
scientific ideas in achieving a moon landing.  As the particle physicist John 
Polkinghorne (1996, p.108) notes about ‘what our Western cultural relativists do 
when they are ill’.  Is it a matter of just cultural difference whether ‘…they consult a 
witch doctor or a medical doctor?  I think not.’  

2.3.2. CRITICISM OF PIRSIG’S USE OF THE TERM ‘QUALITY’ 

Though there are problems in categorising Quality as subjective or objective, Pirsig’s 
particular use of the term as referring to reality does sound strange42 at first reading 
and has certainly given discomfort to some philosophers.  For instance, John Beasley 
(2001, p.1) states that ‘I feel uneasy with Pirsig’s use of a capital ‘Q’ for ‘Quality’.  
He explains his unease in the following:  

(Pirsig) loses the value of his core term, ‘quality’, by equating it with too many 
other terms, and ultimately reifying it; while at the same time asserting that 
quality cannot be defined, and ignoring the resulting paradox.  (Beasley, 2000, 
p.2) 

I think the validity of Beasley’s criticism, depends on what advantages are gained, if 
any, by extending the traditional understanding of Quality to also denote all of reality 
(whether good or bad).  This expansion certainly results in two different applications 
of the term within the MOQ: ‘Quality’ i.e. as everything that exists and as what is the 
best or most ethical.  This is not ideal especially as a seemingly negative thing (such 
as a disease) can still be a pattern of Quality.  However, Pirsig justifies this by 
suggesting that most people do agree that existence as a whole is fundamentally 
valuable.43 

Moreover, Beasley is correct in stating that Pirsig reifies Quality but any metaphysics 
or religion devised will reify something.  And as noted in the next two chapters, there 
are a number of metaphysical problems caused by reifying mind and matter which 
appear absent from the MOQ. 

To reify means to regard an abstraction as if it had a concrete or material 
existence.  You don’t lose the value of quality by treating it as if it had a concrete 
or material existence.  You lose the value of quality by treating it as if it had only 

                                                 
42 At least, for the Westerner. 
 
43 The MOQ shares the Taoist belief that each part of nature is valuable.   Taoism is examined in more 
detail in Chapter Five. 
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an abstract existence.  That is a fundamental point of the MOQ.  Beasley’s 
unease is caused by an inability to understand this basic assertion of the MOQ.  
He assumes it is in error because it contradicts his prejudices but never explains 
why his prejudices are superior.  (Pirsig, 2001c) 

As noted above, Pirsig’s idea about the reality of Quality is shared by Plato,44 
Plotinus and the culture of the Far East which is examined next.  

                                                

2.3.3. THE UNDERSTANDING OF QUALITY IN THE FAR EAST 

Evidence that ‘Quality’ is a central pivotal term for the Japanese is apparent in Nissan 
Motor Company’s The Dawns of Tradition, a text produced to ‘encourage 
international understanding and bridge the numerous gaps between people of different 
cultures.’  In a chapter titled Quality through Harmony, it emphasises the importance 
of Quality to the Japanese in a number of places.  For instance: 

‘Quality’ goes far beyond makers boosting productivity and production 
technology… excellence must be cultivated in the hearts and minds of all 
involved.  (Clark & Itoh, 1983, p.119) 

In addition, it notes as Pirsig does, the spiritual aspect of Quality: 

To most Japanese, quality has an almost religious significance and the attitudes 
of craftmanship are protected at all costs.  (Clark & Itoh, 1983, p.111) 

And, also supports Pirsig’s (1974, p.239) assertion that Quality ‘takes you out of 
yourself, makes you aware of the world around you’: 

Over the centuries, (Japanese) craftsmen have pushed themselves to respond to 
the needs and desires of their fellow citizens by placing work in a larger cultural 
context.  And these craftsmen, with their unique cultural tradition, have also 
immersed themselves in the ideal of functional beauty.  In their products they 
aim for an ultimate harmony of quality, beauty and practicality.  This goal is not 
simply to satisfy as many people as possible, but rather, to express in a finished 
ware their own ideals.  (Clark & Itoh, 1983, p.112) 

This theme of the close relationship between harmony and Quality is also noted by 
Pirsig (1974, p.268):  

It is this harmony, this beauty, that is at the center of it all… It is the quest of 
this special classic beauty, the sense of harmony of the cosmos, which makes us 
choose the facts most fitting to contribute to this harmony.  

2.3.4. WHY PIRSIG USES THE TERM QUALITY 

Even though the cultures of the Far East share a similar understanding of Quality with 
Pirsig, he avoids the established Eastern terminology (such as ‘nothingness’) because 
he thinks ‘Quality’ can be used in a broader context; even a scientific one:    

‘Oneness’ is one intellectual path up the mountain of understanding.  
‘Nothingness’ is another such path.  ‘Quality’ is a third.  When a scientifically 

 
44 See Plato‘s Republic (Book VI, Chapter XXIV, p.508). 
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oriented mind hears the term ‘substance’ it says, ‘that’s reality.’  When it hears 
about ‘oneness’ and ‘nothingness’ it says, ‘That’s just empty, meaningless, 
metaphysical claptrap for the “Mind of God” which we have already rejected for 
empirical reasons.  Scientifically those words have no meaning’. 

The term ‘Quality’ is superior to ‘oneness’ and ‘nothingness’ because it is impos-
sible for scientists to… get away with saying there are no values in the world.  
(Pirsig, 1995b) 

The view of science that such notions of ‘God’, ‘nothingness’ and, ‘oneness’ are 
scientifically meaningless seems to have arisen in the Enlightenment when the realm 
of science became separated from religion.  As Northrop (1947, p.368) illustrates: 

God was no longer to be conceived, as in medieval science and philosophy, as the 
formal causal factor in nature, since nature, according to modern Newtonian 
physics, is the effect of material entities operating according to purely 
mechanical laws.  This made all the traditional medieval arguments from 
causality or design in nature to the existence of God untenable.45  

Moreover, Pirsig thinks ‘nothingness’ is additionally problematic due to its 
ambiguous connotation with empty space:  

The ‘nothingness’ of Buddhism has nothing to do with the ‘nothingness’ of 
physical space.  That’s one of the advantages in calling it ‘Quality’ instead of 
‘nothingness.’  It reduces the confusion.  (Pirsig, 1996) 

However, I’m not too sure that philosophers from the Eastern tradition would agree 
with Pirsig’s dismissal of their terms.  For instance, if the ‘world as flux’ point of 
view is accepted (which Pirsig does), ‘nothingness’ as a term for the ultimate reality 
has advantages (over ‘Quality’) because it implies the ineffable nature of reality i.e. 
nothing can be absolutely and completely conceptualised.  This implication is absent 
from the term ‘Quality’.  Moreover, in addition to scientific considerations, there are 
also political and social considerations to be taken account of in considering the best 
terminology to use.  As Hu Shih46 and Radhakrishnan47 would no doubt contend.  

2.3.5. MYSTIC CRITICISM OF NAMING THE ULTIMATE REALITY 

Moreover, due to the connotations (positive or negative) any term for reality has, the 
mystic would criticise any term employed.  Certainly, from reading the Tao Te Ching 
there is a clear emphasis that reality (i.e. the Tao) cannot be completely described (or 
explained) by words: 

                                                 
45 The influence of Newtonian mechanics on philosophy is further explored in Chapter Three.  
 
46 Hu Shih (1891–1962) was a Chinese pragmatist.  He was a leader of the ‘New Culture’ movement in 
China during the 1920s. (Cooper, 1996, p.372) 
 
47 Radhakrishnan (1888-1972) is also notable as once being a philosophy tutor at Benares Hindu 
University (from 1939 to 1948) where Pirsig later studied: ‘The reference I use most commonly is S. 
Radhakrishnan’s “Indian Philosophy.”  He was head of the philosophy department at Benares 
Hindu University before I studied there.  Later he became chancellor of the University and then 
President of all India.’ (Pirsig 2000d) 
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The Tao that can be told 

is not the eternal Tao. 

The name that can be named 

is not the eternal Name.48 

A mystic would possibly criticise a philosopher for violating the ‘nothingness’ of 
mystic reality by even writing a metaphysics.  As noted by Bradley, this is primarily 
because words divide things up conceptually while reality (in itself) is not divided.  
Bradley (1914, p.176) notes: 

Everything which is got out into the form of an object implies still the felt 
background against which the object comes.    

The ‘felt background’ Bradley is referring to seems inescapable and is why words can 
produce very good or accurate descriptions though never complete ones.   

On the other hand, it can be argued that what the modern world requires is not yet 
another mystic path (and there are already numerous texts and traditions which ‘point 
to the moon’ of enlightenment) but, especially as their use is unavoidable, improved 
intellectual frameworks.  Unless metaphysics is dismissed completely, the primary 
philosophical issue with the term ‘Quality’ (in denoting reality) will be the advantages 
and disadvantages obtained when using the term.     

2.4. STATIC QUALITY PATTERNS 
As noted above, Pirsig uses the term ‘Dynamic Quality’ (to denote the continually 
changing flux of immediate reality) and ‘static quality’ (for any pattern that appears 
long enough to be abstracted from this flux).  ‘Static quality’ refers to anything that 
can be conceptualised and is a synonym for the conditioned in Buddhist philosophy.49  
As also noted above, the terms ‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ are avoided in the MOQ, and 
instead (for pragmatic reasons i.e. it makes human existence much easier by 
employing concepts) Pirsig divides conditioned reality between four static quality 
patterns.  These refer to any repeated arrangement whether it is: 

inorganic (e.g. chemicals, quantum forces),  

biological (e.g. plants, animals),  

social (e.g. cities, government laws), or;  

intellectual (e.g. thoughts, ideas).   

The division of reality into four distinct evolutionary levels is also meant to assist in 
the recognition that what is considered of value for each level (and the Dynamic code 
of Art) is different, often radically.  For example, philosophy books can be a quality 

                                                 
48 The Tao Te Ching is attributed to Lao Tzu, c.500, paragraph 1. 
 
49 The ‘conditioned’ is everything dependent (or caused) by something else.  This terminology is 
examined in more detail in Chapter Five. 
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food for bookworms (i.e. biological quality), for a child, an aid to reach a toy on a 
high shelf (i.e. inorganic quality) and, for a philosopher, intellectual quality. 

However, though Pirsig recognises four distinct realms in the ‘conceptualised 
universe’, possibly there are others not open to human perception and, as noted with 
SOM, there are other opinions on how the universe is fundamentally divided.  A 
possible higher static level is Steiner’s spiritual perception (what he termed 
Imagination, Inspiration and Intuition).50  However, I think the latter are included by 
the MOQ when it uses Dynamic Quality from the static viewpoint.51 

At the other end of the evolutionary spectrum, it can be argued that there should be a 
level recognised below the inorganic because the scientific experiments of quantum 
particles show that micro-world phenomena exhibit different characteristics to the 
macro-world.  Examples include Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle (which asserts 
that’s its impossible to simultaneously determine the exact position and momentum of 
a subatomic particle), quantum communication (which, according to the recent 
experiments by Alain Aspect, can occur instantaneously over great distances)52 and 
wave/particle duality.   

The latter is described by Barrow (1988, pp. 133-37) who notes that quantum particles 
fired at a target wall (through a screen with two slits) create wave patterns (of 
alternate bands of maximum and minimum intensity) while particles at the macro 
level (such as golf balls) fired in a similar manner create only two narrow bands of 
hits on the target wall.  However, Barrow does admit that the patterns made by golf 
balls do exhibit quantum behaviour; the effects are just too negligible to notice on the 
macro level.     

Another problem with Pirsig’s terminology is that the term ‘static’ is ambiguous due 
to its connotations with the movement of physical objects though this isn’t the sense 
in which Pirsig (1994) defines the term.   

According to the Metaphysics of Quality all objects, whether they move or not, 
are physical patterns of value and are therefore static patterns of quality.  Static 
and Dynamic Quality are not properties of objects.  Objects are a property of 
static quality. 

                                                 
50 Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) invented the term of ‘anthroposophy’ (literally ‘wisdom about man’) to 
denote his teaching methods.  These were developed from research into spirituality and led to practical 
applications in education, farming, medicine and the arts.  The 200 or so world wide Steiner schools are 
probably the most well known developments of his work.  John Davy (1977).  Davy is a former 
Assistant Principal of Emerson College, a Rudolf Steiner school in Forest Row, East Sussex. 
 
51 When I state ‘the latter are covered by the MOQ when it uses Dynamic Quality from the static 
viewpoint’, I am referring to the two viewpoints of the MOQ: its static, conditioned viewpoint which, 
for pragmatic reasons, considers things such as physical reality as real and independent and its mystic, 
non-conditioned viewpoint which considers anything conceptualised as unreal.  This subtle distinction 
is examined further within the context of Nagarjuna‘s philosophy in Section 5.5. 
 
52 Though, according to Hawking (2001), instant communication exists only in the sense of a logical 
inference i.e. if the twin of a sub-atomic particle is spinning one way, it must be spinning in the other 
direction (whatever the distance between them).  
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I think it would be an improvement, therefore, if a term (such as ‘stable’) which 
avoids this ambiguity but retains the essential meaning of ‘static’ was used instead.  

Another possible problem concerning the four static levels is that Pirsig hasn’t defined 
the distinction between them clearly enough.  It has been evident in correspondence 
with him (Pirsig, 2000e) that he recognises that more time should have been devoted 
in LILA in emphasising that the four levels have precise and distinct borders:   

I have noticed that in the Lila Squad53 Archives some writers think the static 
levels of the MOQ are ‘fuzzy’ but in my opinion the fuzziness is not in the 
categories.  Separate categories can exist simultaneously and still be sharp.  For 
example: A cat meows. A cat is four-legged. I don’t think that means that 
meowing and four-leggedness are fuzzy indistinct categories because you can’t 
tell where one stops and the other begins in a single cat.  

It can be argued that the four static quality levels (as intellectual constructions) are 
sharp and distinct but, I think this is true only within the boundary of (static) 
categorization.  In the larger context of Dynamic Quality, I don’t think these 
distinctions hold.  Moreover, it should be pointed out that a sharp distinction between 
the static patterns is not made explicit in Pirsig’s published work and it was only 
through later discussions with him (concerning the relationship of the MOQ to 
Kosko’s fuzzy logic)54 that this became clear. 

2.4.1. INTELLECTUAL QUALITY PATTERNS 

The block at the top (of the above MOQ diagram) contains such static intellectual 
patterns as theology, science, philosophy, mathematics. The placement of the 
intellect in this position makes it superior to society, biology and inorganic 
patterns but still inferior to Dynamic Quality.  (Pirsig, 1995, p.14)   

Intellectual values include truth, justice, freedom, democracy and, trial by jury.  It’s 
worth noting that the MOQ follows a pragmatic notion of truth so truth is seen as 
relative in his system while Quality is seen as absolute.55  In consequence, the truth is 
defined as the highest quality intellectual explanation at a given time. 

If the past is any guide to the future this explanation must be taken 
provisionally; as useful until something better comes along.  One can then 
examine intellectual realities the same way he examines paintings in an art 
gallery, not with an effort to find out which one is the ‘real’ painting, but simply 
                                                 
53 The informal name for the Pirsig Internet discussion group ‘MOQ.org Discuss’. 
 
54 Bart Kosko received a Ph.D. in mathematics for his theories of fuzzy logic.  He gives a brief 
introduction to fuzzy (or multivalent) logic in his 1994 text ‘Fuzzy Thinking’.  I was interested in the 
link between Pirsig and Kosko because Pirsig asserts that reality is fundamentally indeterminate while 
Kosko thinks that the fuzziness of reality is the usual state of affairs.  For instance, Kosko provides a 
strong case that the one and zero (of Aristotle‘s logic) are just the special limiting cases on a fuzzy 
continuum (that can be infinitely divided).  This continuum is analogous to the one implied by the 
MOQ in the context of freedom and determinism (see Chapter Four).  Kosko’s (2001) ideas were 
developed from Russell‘s work on logic: ‘You might point out to Mr. Pirsig that Bertrand Russell’s 
1923 article Vagueness is arguably the founding article of fuzzy logic.’ 
 
55 The pragmatic notion of truth is examined further in Section 2.7.  
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to enjoy and keep those that are of value.  There are many sets of intellectual 
reality in existence and we can perceive some to have more quality than others, 
but that we do so is, in part, the result of our history and current patterns of 
values.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.103) 

It’s worth emphasising here that Pirsig thinks that intellectual abilities (such as 
rational analysis) evolved initially as a function of society; certainly not directly from 
biology.  In fact, some contemporary writers such as Robin Dunbar speculate that the 
intellectual level developed as an adjunct to gossip!56  Pirsig illustrates the intellectual 
level’s development from society in the following: 

Descartes’ ‘I think therefore I am’ was a historically shattering declaration of 
independence of the intellectual level of evolution from the social level of 
evolution, but would he have said it if he had been a seventeenth century Chinese 
philosopher?  (Pirsig, 1991, p.305) 

I think the point of this illustration is to argue that it was only Descartes’ Western 
cultural conditioning that produced his belief that the doubt in the ego was anything 
for special attention.  Whereas if he had been a Chinese philosopher (where the 
primacy of the ego has been doubted continuously for, at least, two thousand years) it 
would have been unlikely that such a common place belief would have merited 
special attention.  However, I doubt that Pirsig is asserting here that all ideas have 
their genesis in society - only that society has a large influence on the ideas that an 
individual will hold.  

2.4.2. SOCIAL QUALITY PATTERNS 

The social patterns in the next box down include such institutions as family, 
church and government. They are the patterns of culture that the anthropologist 
and sociologist study.  (Pirsig, 1995, p.14)  

Probably due to Pirsig’s interest in anthropology, it’s apparent that the MOQ gives 
social value patterns the same ontological status as the intellectual, biological and 
inorganic realms of existence.  However, the first difficulty with presuming this is 
noted by Babbie (1994, p.20): 

Ask Sociology professors around the country what their most difficult task is, 
and many will tell you that it involves getting students to grasp the existence, the 
reality, of social structure. 

According to Pirsig (1991, p.163), this sentiment of sociology students is shared by 
SOM philosophers:  

In a subject-object metaphysics this single social-biological code is considered to 
be a minor, ‘subjective,’ physically non-existent part of the universe.  

I think it’s a caricature to suggest that all SOM philosophers think social values are of 
minor concern.  However, the SOM viewpoint does facilitate such a viewpoint due to 
the nature of its basic metaphysical distinction.  As it starts from the premise that the 
universe is composed of mind and/or matter then social relationships must be 
subjective (in its system).  Society can’t be placed elsewhere as it’s clearly not a 
                                                 
56 See Dunbar’s book Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of Language (1996), Faber, London.  
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material entity.57  However, if social structure is real, in some sense, its absence in 
SOM’s fundamental division of reality will limit this metaphysics ability to accurately 
portray the human experience of reality.   

Babbie (1994, p.23) argues that social structure is real by pointing out that individuals 
are really expected to behave in particular ways with others depending on the 
circumstance:  ‘The wrong behaviour can get you yelled at, shut out, or dead.  That’s 
how real social structure is.’  An example of this would be driving on the wrong side 
of the road.   

Moreover, Babbie (1994, p.69) notes that individual identity is interwoven with social 
structure; that most references we use in a self-description (such as gender, 
hometown, occupation and, family name) are shared with other people.  

Babbie (1994, p.31) thinks that the recognition of social structures as being real is 
important because social problems often require social (rather than individual) 
solutions. 

  Many of the problems we face as a society are embedded in the structure of 
social relations rather in the hearts and minds of individuals.  The solutions to 
those problems also lie in the domain of how we structure our social relations, 
and the necessary remedies are not the same ones that might be effective with 
individuals.  

An example of a structural social problem is institutionalised racism.  Though in 
Europe and the United States there is legislation designed to counteract this, the fact 
remains that because blacks earn less than whites their children will, in general, have 
less opportunities in future.  Even if racist ideas were to disappear overnight, the 
imbalance of opportunities (for black children) would still remain.   

Another example of institutional racism is the British police force where the relatively 
low recruitment of blacks creates a vicious circle where antagonism by the black 
community towards a misrepresentative police force results, in turn, to a low take-up 
from that sector of society.58   

This does not mean that the tackling of racist ideology is futile, just that the 
accumulated social residue from the past can, at best, lead to an underestimation of its 
impact.  While new laws of Government can be applied in a few months, the 
subsequent change in society often follows at a much slower pace.  For example:  

When Poland returned to competitive pricing after many years, it was reported 
that people were at a loss to take advantage of the free market.  They knew that 
certain stores were charging less, but they had no skills for shopping around.  
                                                 
57 In addition, it does not follow that entities not composed of mass-energy (such as social relations) are 
unscientific.  For example, scientific work can be calculated on digital computers which use ones and 
zeros.  Though zeros lack mass or energy, it does not follow the computers’ calculations are therefore 
unscientific. 
 
58 As one wit noted: ‘The British police focus on young and old, black and white alike, especially 
the young and black’.  As a measure to prevent this type of discrimination, British police will soon be 
required to make a record of the ethnic background of any person they stop and search.  BBC One TV 
Six O’Clock News. (March 11th 2002) 
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Their experience of stores was not about comparison shopping; it was about 
standing in line.  (Babbie, 1994, p.34) 

2.4.3. BIOLOGICAL QUALITY PATTERNS 

In the third box are the biological patterns.  (Pirsig, 1995, p.14) 

These include the functions, structures and processes of biology (such as 
reproduction) and include the static value patterns (such as DNA) studied by 
geneticists, microbiologists, botanists and zoologists.  Examples of biological quality 
include health and physical pleasure.   

Though the process of variation caused by genes is biologically good (by ensuring the 
survival of life on earth over immense time and changes), the genes in-themselves are 
blind to intellectual and social quality.  They are, as Sexton (2002, p.147) points out, 
neither altruistic nor selfish.59  For instance, Polkinghorne (1996, p.110) notes that a 
biological explanation (such as genes) is a good explanation for the appearance of 
blue eyes but an unlikely one for musical appreciation or the appreciation of beauty in 
a dangerous animal.  Not only is it difficult to see how such behaviour aids biological 
survival, but the transfer of social and intellectual knowledge is not genetic (but by 
language and ritual).  As seen in rituals such as hari-kari (social quality) or the sense 
of discovery (intellectual quality) of the astronauts involved in the manned missions 
to the moon,60 biological survival is not always the primary concern for human 
behaviour.   

Though both use evolution theory, it’s important to note that the MOQ is opposed to 
socio-biology (i.e. the theory that human behaviour is determined by what is good for 
genes) as the latter is too reductive in its explanation of human behaviour.  Though 
the MOQ accepts genes as being a partial explanation, it also perceives the inorganic, 
social, intellectual and artistic realms of existence as having important effects on 
human behaviour and, critically, recognises what constitutes Quality for these five 
realms (of existence) can be very different.  As noted by Pirsig (1998b): 

Intellectual quality measurements are logic, fittingness to empirical data, 
economy of statement, and what is sometimes called ‘elegance’ by 
mathematicians.  Social quality measurements of quality, by contrast, are such 
things as conformity to social custom, popularity, ego satisfaction, and 
‘reputation’.  Biological standards are physical pain and pleasure. 

Finally, an issue not touched upon by Pirsig, is that the synthesis of Darwinism and 
genetic theory is actually a good example of the relationship between harmony and 
the static/Dynamic division employed in the MOQ.  For instance, Miller & Van Loon 
(1982, p.163) note that there actually isn’t a direct one-to-one correlation between a 
gene and a particular characteristic (such as blue eyes) in the phenotype.  The utility 

                                                 
59 Altruism and selfishness are both social patterns of value so it’s a categorical mistake to assign these 
properties to genes which are biological patterns.  Dawkins may have titled his book The Selfish Gene 
but even he makes it clear that genes have ‘no conscious forethought whatsoever’ and that the life of a 
human being is ‘largely determined by culture rather than by genes.’   (Dawkins, 1976, p.164)  As 
Sexton (2002, p.148) cynically notes, the title The Selfish Gene is a better selling title than The Blind 
Gene. 
 
60 This is discounting the element of cold war propaganda that the moon missions provided.  
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of a gene, therefore, depends on the extent to which it relates to the other genes in an 
organism:  

The substitution of a brand new gene depends to a large extent on how the 
newcomer harmonizes with the pre-existing (biological value) pattern.  (Miller & 
Van Loon, 1982, p.163)  

Moreover, Miller & Van Loon (1982, p.169) note that a species is a balance between 
the Dynamic (in that it’s always open to the possibility of further change through 
mutation and sexual selection) and the static (by its tendency to preserve and 
perpetuate an existing standard form):   

Both (Dynamic and static) tendencies are indispensable for the survival of life on 
earth.  Organisms which promiscuously dispersed the hard-won bequests of their 
predecessors, would soon lose their adaptive grip.  On the other hand, organisms 
which slavishly reproduced the structure of their ancestors would soon lose their 
competitive place in a changing world.  It is natural selection which strikes the 
balance between obstinate conservatism (static value patterns) and careless 
mutability (Dynamic Quality).   

2.4.4. INORGANIC QUALITY PATTERNS 

The lowest section of the MOQ diagram shows the ‘static inorganic patterns of value’ 
which replace the SOM notion of ‘material substance’.  However, if material 
substance doesn’t exist… 

It must be asked, then why isn’t everything chaotic?  Why do our experiences act 
as if they inhere in something?  If you pick up a glass of water why don’t the 
properties of that glass go flying off in different directions? (Pirsig, 1991, p.108) 

 The answer provided by Pirsig is that the atoms of the glass can be said, 
metaphysically, to value sticking together.   

The difference is linguistic.  It doesn’t make a whit of difference in the 
laboratory which term is used.   No dials change their readings.  The observed 
laboratory data are exactly the same.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.108) 

It seems that the advantage of the term ‘value’ in this context is that it avoids the 
implication of absolute certainty that determined consequences have, and at the same 
time, avoids chaos as the only alternative.  It seems that these two options are the only 
ones available in classical Newtonian mechanics where particles operate in terms of 
absolute certainty.  However, as Pirsig (1991, p.108) notes, modern science indicates 
that quantum particles do not exhibit absolutely determined behaviour. 

Particles ‘prefer’ to do what they do.  An individual particle is not absolutely 
committed to one predictable behavior.  What appears to be an absolute cause is 
just a very consistent pattern of preferences.61 

However, I’m not too convinced that Pirsig’s particular use of value (in such an 
expanded context) would be accepted by natural scientists as their main focus of 

                                                 
61 The issue of free-will and determinism is discussed further in Section 4.6. 
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research would become the ‘static inorganic patterns of value.’  Having said this, the 
physicists new Theory of Everything ‘Membrane Theory’62 seems strange in 
comparison with Newtonian physics so possibly I’m under-estimating their open-
mindedness or pragmatic bent about this.  

2.5. DYNAMIC QUALITY 
The term Dynamic Quality refers to what Buddhists call unconditioned reality63 and is 
described by William James’ notion of ‘pure experience’:  

‘Pure experience’ is the name which I gave to the immediate flux of life which 
furnishes the material to our later reflection with its conceptual categories.  Only 
new-born babes, or men in semi-coma from sleep, drugs, illnesses, or blows, may 
be assumed to have an experience pure in the literal sense of a that which is not 
yet any definite what, tho’ ready to be all sorts of whats; full both of oneness and 
of manyness.64  (James, 1912, p.93-94) 

As Dynamic Quality refers to ‘pure experience’ it is given logical priority above all 
intellectual concepts (as the latter are derived from experience).  It’s also important to 
note that ‘Dynamic Quality’ is not meant to be a concept but only a referring term for 
reality: 

It’s important to keep all ‘concepts’ out of Dynamic Quality.  Concepts are 
always static.  Once they get into Dynamic Quality they’ll overrun it and try to 
present it as some kind of a concept itself.  (Pirsig, 1997e) 

Dynamic Quality is also useful as a term as it allows reference to ‘conceptual 
unknowns’ (for example, quantities that are ineffable in the context of mystical and 
aesthetic experiences).  If, as suggested by Feyerabend (1975, p.20) ‘…the world 
which we want to explore is a largely unknown entity’ there does appear to be an 
advantage in a metaphysical system that can incorporate the unknown. 

When A. N. Whitehead wrote that ‘mankind is driven forward by dim 
apprehensions of things too obscure for its existing language,’ he was writing 
about Dynamic Quality.  Dynamic Quality is the pre-intellectual cutting edge of 
reality, the source of all things, completely simple and always new…  It contains 

                                                 
62 ‘Membrane’ or ‘M-theory’ contends that the universe is composed of one dimension of time and ten 
dimensions of space (three large and seven relatively small) in which everything is a manifestation of a 
single membrane that is 10-20 mm wide and infinitely long.  (BBC Two’s Horizon TV programme first 
broadcast February 14th 2002) 
  
63 It’s worth noting that Pirsig (1997d) also thinks the term ‘patterned’ would suffice as a synonym for 
‘static quality’ and ‘unpatterned’ for Dynamic Quality.  However, these terms weren’t used for the 
MOQ because there is a problem of ambiguity with ‘unpatterned’ that is similar to the one of 
‘nothingness’: ‘“Unpatterned” might work as well except that “unpatterned” suggests that there 
is nothing there and all is quiet.  There is nothing in the sense of no “thing”, that is, “no object”, 
and the Buddhists use nothingness in this way, but the term Dynamic is more in keeping within 
the quotation, “Within nothingness there is a great working”, from the Zen master, Kategiri 
Roshi.’ 
 
64 To James‘ definition, Pirsig (2000c) adds the following qualification: ‘Pure experience is neither 
innate or external.  That bit of information comes later.’ 
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no pattern of fixed rewards and punishments.  Its only perceived good is 
freedom.65  (Pirsig, 1991, p.119) 

As noted later in Chapter Four, Whitehead shares many of the same concerns of 
Pirsig’s with SOM.  Sneddon (1995, p.76) notes further that Whitehead and Pirsig 
reached similar conclusions concerning the process nature of reality though from 
diametric starting points:   

Whitehead thought that the world could better be described as being founded in 
events of experience; the universe fundamentally experiences itself.  This creative 
activity incorporated the human experience, value-laden as it is, nicely.  Pirsig, 
wrapped up in examining value-differences, eventually arrived at the idea of a 
universe in process.  

Though, it could be said that Whitehead and Pirsig are both process philosophers, 
Whitehead seems to suggesting (as per Plato) that there is a reservoir of forms to 
which the realm of actuality has access (at least once) while Pirsig does not recognise 
any such realm (Sneddon, 1995, p.81).  Ultimately, static forms in the MOQ are 
thought to be essentially intellectual constructions applied to a Dynamic ever-
changing reality. 

2.5.1. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DYNAMIC QUALITY AND GOD 

Though Pirsig sees Dynamic Quality as permeating all existence as an omni-present 
God might do, he rejects the idea that it has some type of theistic personality.  The 
MOQ appeals then to the person who doesn’t believe in a theistic God yet doesn’t 
believe, as Monod (1970) concludes, that the universe is completely devoid of 
purpose.  In this context, the MOQ follows a point between nihilism and religion in 
the form of a non-sentient ‘sense of direction’ towards the Good. 

If we think of God as something embodied within, or something which uses, the 
law of physics, then the relationship between the vacuum and the existing 
universe suggests a God who might be identified with the basic sense of direction 
in the unfolding universe - even, perhaps, with an evolving consciousness within 
the universe.  The existence of such an ‘immanent God’ would not preclude that 
of a transcendent God as well, but, given our knowledge of the universe, the 
immanent God (or immanent aspect of God) is more accesible to us.  (Zohar, 
1991, p.208) 

Having noted this, it’s worth emphasising that Pirsig also shares the Enlightenment 
philosophers concern that people are often too ready to ‘worship images of God or 
take His Name in vain’ (Clark, 2000 p.696).  So though Dynamic Quality is placed as 
the transcendent source of all things, Pirsig emphasises that it is non-theistic.  Despite 
making this distinction, Pirsig is still criticised by Beasley (2001, p.9) who notes that:   

Substitute the word ‘God’ (for Dynamic Quality) and not much changes.  
Quality has been reified as moral codes… In saying that there were moral codes 
that established the supremacy of life over inanimate nature, (Pirsig) is asserting 
something as untestable as any religious belief…  For me, it makes more sense to 
look at quality as co-emerging with life, not as some prior code. 

                                                 
65 The issue of Dynamic Quality in the context of freedom is examined further in Section 4.6. 
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Firstly, it’s worth noting that if Quality is considered as emerging with life then this 
puts us outside any type of ‘value metaphysics’ and returns us to some type of 
traditional SOM metaphysics i.e. a reality divided between an objective physical 
realm and a subjective qualitative realm.  As such, Quality can’t be the fundamental 
component of reality and any potential advantage in postulating this is lost.   

Secondly, Dynamic Quality as used in the MOQ is fundamentally different from how 
the term ‘God’ is used in the theistic religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  As 
noted above, this is because (in the context of Northrop’s definition of theism)66 it’s 
non-theistic as it’s indeterminate, has no personality, and is immediately 
apprehended.67   

Quality can be equated with God, but I don’t like to do so. ‘God’, to most people, 
is a set of static intellectual and social patterns.68  Only true religious mystics can 
correctly equate God with Dynamic Quality.  In the West, particularly around 
universities, these people are quite rare.  (Pirsig, 1994)  

In consequence of his rejection of theism, Pirsig (1994) is sceptical about numerous 
statements that supposedly represent ‘God’s’ will.    

The others who go around saying ‘God wants this,’ or ‘God will answer your 
prayers,’ are, according to the Metaphysics of Quality, engaging in a minor form 
of evil.  Such statements are a lower form of evolution, intellectual patterns, 
attempting to contain a higher one.  

It’s therefore apparent that if a theistic God replaced Dynamic Quality in the MOQ, it 
would shift from being a system (largely based on logic and reasoning) to a theistic 
system (largely based on religious faith).  I doubt very much that this could be 
regarded as ‘a small change’ especially as an important component of Pirsig’s 
philosophy is its notion of self-reliance.   

                                                 
66 The definition of ‘theistic’ as used by Northrop (1947, p.375) reads as follows: ‘The theistic 
religions of the West believe in the immortality of the determinate personality and in a divine 
being with determinate characteristics.’   
 
67 Pirsig (1994d) has attempted to make this clear in correspondence i.e. ‘Dynamic Quality is 
independent of all objects.  It is not any kind of a pattern; not physical, not biological, not social 
and (most importantly for you) not intellectual…  Dynamic Quality is outside all patterns 
including philosophical rules.  It is perceived directly, without intellectual mediation.’   
 
68 In support of his statement that ‘‘God’, to most people, is a set of static intellectual and social 
patterns’, Pirsig (2000a) states the following: ‘The idea that God can hear one’s prayers can be 
meaningful only if one assumes that God is a social and intellectual entity.  The Buddhist 
“nothingness” does not listen to prayers.  It has no discernible social or intellectual existence. 
Dynamic Quality also does not listen to prayers.  It also has no discernible social or intellectual 
existence…  If one considers the Bible to be the center of the Christian faith then it is evident that 
the Christian faith is dominantly social.  Attention is sometimes drawn to various mystical 
statements in the Bible, but the fact that attention has to be drawn to them indicates how rare 
they are.  Read any book of the Bible and count the number of lines classifiable as mystic, the 
number classifiable as intellectual, and the number classifiable as social.  Then read the Tao Te 
Ching or the Buddhist sutras or the Bhagavad Gita and do the same.  Compare the results and I 
think you will come to the conclusion that Christianity is dominantly social and intellectual 
whereas these Eastern religions are dominantly mystic.’  In opposition to Pirsig’s last assertion, it 
should be noted that all of the Eastern religions also have large social and ceremonial traditions.   
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As implied in ZMM, if you want to know God or Quality in reality, you deal with 
trying to improve the here and now (that you are an inherent part of) rather than 
putting faith in an external agency to answer your prayers.  As far as I can assess, the 
MOQ sees true human nature as being properly engaged in a continual dialogue of 
observation, searching out and experimenting with reality.  It would therefore regard 
the hope solely on a heaven to eventually provide a high quality life as possibly a 
serious obstacle in an individual’s self-development.  

Thirdly, in contradiction to Beasley’s assertion, it seems that Pirsig’s postulation that 
values existed before the establishment of life, is possibly testable.  For instance, 
Zohar69 (1991) notes testable evidence for Bose-Einstein70 condensations which she 
believed assisted in creating life.  Zohar claims that the unity of consciousness is 
evidence that the mind is a manifestation of these Bose-Einstein condensations.71   

Zohar advances the thesis that the collapse of a wave function is not random but 
values (or tend towards) Bose-Einstein condensates.  The critical issue for the MOQ is 
that the existence of Bose-Einstein condensates (since the Big Bang) imply that there 
is a primordial tendency (or value) of the universe towards coherency.   

In the MOQ, Dynamic Quality is perceived as continually pulling the static patterns… 
‘towards a further and greater ordered coherence.’ (Zohar, 1991, p.208)  As noted 
below in Section 2.6, what this ‘greater ordered coherence’ will be is not pre-ordained 
but depends on the continuing creative dialogue between Dynamic Quality and the 
static quality patterns.  This suggests a… 

God who might be identified with the basic sense of direction in the unfolding 
universe - even, perhaps, with an evolving consciousness within the universe…  
This immanent God would be at every moment involved in a mutually creative 
dialogue with His world, knowing himself only as He knows His world.  It is the 
concept of God proposed most strongly in this century by Teilhard de Chardin.  

I note that Teilhard de Chardin (1959, p.221)72 borrows an expression of Julian 
Huxley which could also be read as a summary of the MOQ: 

Man discovers that he is nothing else than evolution become conscious of itself. 

A view supported by the cosmologist, Rocky Kolb (1998, p.37/42) who notes:  
                                                 
69 Danah Zohar is a noted scientific author, consultant & a visiting fellow at Oxford Brookes & Oxford 
Templeton College.  Her books include The Quantum Self, Rewiring the Corporate Brain and SQ: 
Spiritual Intelligence.  
 
70 S.N. Bose was a ‘remarkable Indian physicist’ who worked with Einstein in the 1920s. (Penrose, 
1989, p.389) 
 
71 According to Zohar (1991, p.63-64), a condensate is a condensed phase.  For example, water has 
three phases - gaseous (steam), liquid (water) and solid (ice).   Each state displays a greater order 
amongst its molecules than the last.  The degree of coherence refers to the degree that a group of things 
(such as atoms or a football crowd or brain cells) behave as one.  When one particular behaviour 
becomes strong enough to outweigh the effects of others, the group is said to have gone into a 
‘condensed phase’.  She suggests that it’s this condensation that gives the human mind its unitary 
character by organizing millions of neurone firings into a coherent whole. 
 
72 Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1959, p.221) in The Phenomenon of Man. 
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In perhaps nature’s most miraculous transformation, the universe evolved the 
capacity to ponder and understand itself.  

Structure would never have formed if the entire universe was completely 
uniform.  Without (quantum fluctuations to act as) primordial seeds in the 
universe... gravity would not have been able to shape the universe into the form 
we now see.  A seedless universe would be a pretty boring place to live, because 
matter would remain perfectly uniform rather than assembling into galaxies, 
stars, planets, and people.  

I think this viewpoint is interesting as it suggests that cosmological evolution, far 
from undermining the idea of a God (which creationism asserts), actually supports the 
idea of an immanent God that is in a constant creative dialogue with his universe.   

In Pirsig’s favour, therefore, no-one can completely rule out the involvement of 
values in the creation of the universe but it doesn’t mean there’s overwhelming 
evidence that they created it, either.  Paul Davies (1995, p.215) certainly agrees with 
Pirsig that ‘the essential feature’ of cosmic evolution ‘is that something of value 
emerges’ but: 

Whether such qualities (such as ingenuity, economy, beauty and so on) can 
themselves bring the universe into existence I don’t know.  If they could, one 
could conceive of God as merely a mythical personification of such creative 
qualities, rather than as an independent agent.  This would, of course, be 
unlikely to satisfy anyone who feels he or she has a personal relationship with 
God. 

2.6. COSMOLOGICAL EVOLUTION   
Though evolutionary theory was established by the nineteenth century, Pirsig’s 
particular perception of the universe’s evolution as being primarily an evolution of 
values is probably unique:   

 I didn’t get the idea that the MOQ is an evolutionary theory of value patterns 
from anybody.  It just arrived Dynamically one day the way a good chess move 
arrives Dynamically.  There was probably some stream of consciousness, a series 
of intellectual jigsaw puzzle pieces that didn’t fit anything and were immediately 
forgotten, when among them appeared this puzzle piece which fit everything.  It 
seemed of higher quality than anything I had thought before on the subject and 
so became incorporated into the static pattern of the MOQ.  (Pirsig, 1997d) 

If the ‘Big Bang’ is taken as the starting point of the universe, it is seen that at this 
point (in time) that only inorganic quality patterns existed.  That is to say quantum 
forces.  Since then, at successive stages, throughout the universe’s history, chemicals 
developed from quantum forces, plants and animals evolved from chemicals, societies 
evolved from biological patterns, and intellect evolved from societies.  

The universe is evolving from a condition of low quality (quantum forces only, no 
atoms, pre-big bang) toward a higher one (birds, trees, societies and thoughts) 
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and in a static sense (world of everyday affairs)73 these two are not the same.  
(Pirsig, 1997a) 

By higher quality patterns, I think Pirsig means a number of things: 

1. Of having a higher harmony, whether biological (e.g. health), social (e.g. political 
agreement), intellectual (e.g. mathematical solutions). 

2. Anything that opposes the force of entropy; that tends toward order rather than 
disorder. 

3. The development of increasingly complex and sophisticated levels. 

4. Something that increases the potentiality (or freedom) for new value patterns. 

5. As noted above, ‘a further and greater ordered coherence.’  

Having said this, I think Pirsig avoids defining high quality too precisely as he 
recognises that it’s often recognised intuitively.  Something can be recognised as 
having an undefined betterness and that though this betterness can often be 
rationalised afterwards, occasionally (as in the case of some art) this isn’t possible.  
Conversely, Bhattacharya (an Indian philosopher with positivist sympathies) suggests 
that any ‘big story’ of cosmic evolution (such as the MOQ) is a ‘species of 
imaginative literature’. (Cooper, 1996, p.369)   

If cosmological evolution does not exist then the ordering of the four static levels 
in the MOQ would cease to be a viable basis for a moral framework.  The only 
basis for a morality would then be tradition and Dynamic Quality - pretty much 
what we have today. (Pirsig, 1998e) 

However, there is strong scientific evidence to suggest that cosmological evolution 
occurred, and if it did, Pirsig notes that the MOQ avoids problems with both 
teleological and traditional evolutionary theories.   

In specific reference to Ernst Mayr,74 (the Professor Emeritus of zoology at Harvard) 
Pirsig lists the problems thus:   

1. The proponents of teleological theories, for all their efforts, have been unable 
to find any mechanism (except supernatural ones) that can account for their 
postulated finalism.  The possibility that any such mechanism can exist has now 
been virtually ruled out by the findings of molecular biology.  (Mayr, 1978, p.6)75 

2. That, in fact, mechanism is the enemy of life.  The more static and unyielding the 
mechanisms are (such as the law of gravity), the more life works to evade them or 
overcome them. 

                                                 
73 The realm of static quality patterns i.e. anything that can be conceptualised.  
 
74 ‘Ernst Mayr is one of the greatest living authorities on evolutionary theory, and although they 
sometimes make hard reading, his essays on Evolution and the Diversity of Life provide an 
unrivalled account of many aspects of this difficult subject.’  (Miller & Van Loon, 1982, p.176) 
 
75 This quote is also given by Pirsig in LILA, 1991, p.146.  
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One could almost define life as the organized disobedience of the law of gravity.  
One could show that the degree to which an organism disobeys this law is a 
measure of its degree of evolution.  Thus, while the simple protozoa just barely 
get around on their cilia, earthworms manage to control their distance and 
direction, birds fly into the sky, and man goes all the way to the moon. (Pirsig, 
1991, p.147) 

3. In addition, the term ‘fittest’ in the phrase ‘survival-of-the-fittest’76 can be equated 
with ‘undefined betterness.’ 

‘Survival-of-the-fittest’ is one of those catch-phrases like ‘mutants’ or ‘misfits’ 
that sounds best when you don’t ask precisely what it means.  Fittest for what?  
Fittest for survival?  That reduces to ‘survival of the survivors,’ which doesn’t 
say anything.  ‘Survival of the fittest’ is meaningful only when ‘fittest’ is equated 
with ‘best,’ which is to say, ‘Quality.’  (Pirsig, 1991, p.148) 

As far as the latter is concerned, if The Origin of Species is examined, Darwin (1859, 
p.459) does note that:  

Natural selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal 
and mental endowments will tend to progress towards perfection.77 

As the term ‘perfection’ is a synonym for Dynamic Quality and as an improvement of 
a species cannot be pre-determined but (as later discovered by geneticists such as 
Fisher and Haldane) operates by the random mutations of genes,78 it seems that Pirsig 
is correct in asserting that the terms ‘fittest’ and ‘undefined Quality’ can be 
interchanged.   

If you take it step by step through molecules and viruses and cells and the 
Darwinian process and then anthropological evolution and historical evolution 
and academic evolution, I think you can see how it happens with pure preference 
and nothing more.  It’s only when you drop out all the stuff in the middle that it 
looks difficult.  The MOQ, as I understand it, does not contradict Darwinian 
evolution in any way, it only expands it.  (Pirsig, 2000e) 

In other words, there is a tendency (what Popper would term a propensity) in the 
universe for life to improve its situation where possible but this improvement is not 
pre-determined by physical laws nor consciously directed by a pre-set defined purpose 
                                                 
76 The phrase ‘survival of the fittest’ was coined by Herbert Spencer in 1852, seven years before 
publication of Darwin‘s The Origin of Species. 
 
77 My italics. 
 
78 Darwin (1859, p.178-82) thought the variation in species was caused by a combination of 
environmental factors (e.g. bats losing their sight from living in caves) and innate differences.   
‘Darwin, for example, assumed that the use or disuse of a structure by one generation would be 
reflected in the next generation, and so did many evolutionists until late in the (nineteenth) 
century, when the German biologist August Weismann demonstrated the impossibility, or at least 
the improbability, of the inheritance of acquired characteristics.’ (Mayr, 1978, p.1)  
 
Unfortunately, Darwin wasn’t aware of the 1860s work of Mendel which suggested that variation was 
caused solely by the genetic characteristics underlying the external appearance (or phenotype) of an 
organism.  In consequence, Darwinism and genetic theory weren’t integrated until the 1930s. 
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or end.   

One of the major triumphs of Darwinism is that it… explains how the organic 
world has the appearance of deliberate design without the intervention of a 
deliberate designer.  (Petrinovich, 2001, p.20) 

2.6.1. THE RATCHET PROCESS OF EVOLUTION 

Though Pirsig (1991, p.151-52) asserts that the universe has a general tendency 
towards higher quality, he notes that cosmological evolution (from the inorganic to 
the intellectual) has been analogous to a ratchet movement: 

Sometimes a Dynamic increment goes forward but can find no latching 
mechanism and so fails and slips back to a previous latched position.  Whole 
species and cultures get lost this way.  Sometimes a static pattern becomes so 
powerful it prohibits any Dynamic moves forward.  In both cases the 
evolutionary process is halted for a while.  

This is supported by the biologist Lynn Margulis who notes that evolution is often a 
reticulum79 rather than an ever-diverging arborisation.80  In this context, she is 
referring to a relatively narrow band of reality i.e. eukaryotic cells (the cells which 
compose bodies of animals, fungi and plants).  However, this doesn’t alter the 
observation that, on the whole, cosmological evolution (from stars to people) has been 
in one general direction.  

2.6.2. THE MORAL FRAMEWORK DERIVED FROM EVOLUTION 

In the Metaphysics of Quality there’s the morality called the ‘laws of nature,’ by 
which inorganic patterns triumph over chaos; there is a morality called the ‘law 
of the jungle’ where biology triumphs over the inorganic forces of starvation and 
death; there’s a morality where social patterns triumph over biology, ‘the law;’ 
and there is an intellectual morality, which is still struggling in its attempts to 
control society.  Each of these sets of moral codes is no more related to the other 
than novels are to flip-flops.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.162) 

Though each level of patterns have emerged from the one below, Pirsig asserts  that 
each level manifests distinct behaviour i.e. there are physical laws such as gravity 
(inorganic), the laws of the jungle (biology), co-operation between animals (society), 
and the ideas of freedom and rights (intellect).  In consequence, the different levels 
often clash81 e.g. adultery (a biological good for transmitting one’s genes over a wider 
area) v. family stability (a social good for a stable environment to raise children).  

                                                 
79 A reticulum is a circular process i.e. like a loop.  An example of this in evolution are dolphins which 
evolved from land-based creatures, which themselves, had originally evolved from sea creatures. 
 
80 Arborisation is a process of spreading out.  For example, tree roots.  
 
81 With each other and the Dynamic ‘Code of Art’. 
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 With static patterns of value divided into four systems, conventional moral 
patterns82 have almost nothing to do with inorganic or biological nature.  These 
moral patterns are superimposed upon inorganic nature the way novels are 
superimposed upon computers.  They are more commonly opposed to biological 
patterns than they are supportive of them.  And that is the key to the whole 
thing.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.162) 

I think when Pirsig states ‘that is the key to the whole thing’ he is referring to how 
cosmological evolution, in its development of a number of distinct realms, is the 
fundamental cause for moral conflict.  In the MOQ, therefore, an immoral action is 
one where a lower evolutionary level of reality (e.g. the biological) takes precedence 
over a higher one (e.g. the intellectual) while a moral action is one where a higher 
level (e.g. the social) takes precedence over the lower one (e.g. the inorganic).83  For 
instance, sex and drugs have biological quality but if they’re not controlled they can 
undermine social relationships such as the family and the local community.   
Moreover, biological patterns can divert people from still higher goods (for example, 
intellectual pursuits).  It is therefore seen that by placing the four distinct evolutionary 
stages in this hierarchy, a code of ethics is then generated, arguably a rational one.  In 
consequence, Pirsig believes that the MOQ can avoid the cultural relativity that is 
inherent in many ethical beliefs by dealing with values on the basis of reason.  As 
such, the MOQ’s purpose is similar to Kant’s ‘categorical imperative’.84  

Together with the four static moral codes, Pirsig adds the ‘Dynamic Code’ (or ‘Code 
of Art’) to complete his metaphysical ‘map’ of reality.  The ‘Dynamic Code’ refers to 
something that can’t be conceptualised but is known to be better e.g. the code an 
abstract artist ‘follows’ when producing art.  Stapledon’s (1929, p.8) ‘dark god’ 
illustrates it well:  

In literature and art, war is waged against authority and restraint.  We are 
familiar with the crusade for spontaneity, instinct, the subconscious, and with the 
cult of the creative and non-rational. 

2.6.3. THE IMPORTANCE OF EVOLUTIONARY THEORY FOR THE MOQ 

Without the metaphysical ‘tool’ of evolution, the MOQ as a pragmatic philosophy 
would be open to the charge of relativism.  However, this seems unlikely as 
cosmological evolution is a well established theory only rejected in modern Western 

                                                 
82 Conventional moral patterns are termed the social-biological code by Pirsig (1991, p.163):  ‘What is 
today conventionally called ‘morality’ covers only one of these sets of moral codes, the social-
biological code.  In a subject-object metaphysics this single social-biological code is considered to 
be a minor, “subjective,” physically non-existent part of the universe.  But in the Metaphysics of 
Quality all these sets of morals, plus another Dynamic morality are not only real, they are the 
whole thing.’ 
  
83 In an attempt to clarify what is being conveyed here, an example of evil action in the MOQ would be 
the clubbing to death of a puppy for sadistic pleasure.  This would be perceived as evil in the MOQ as 
it would result in intellectual, social, and biological patterns of Quality (i.e. a living puppy) being 
reduced to purely inorganic patterns (a dead puppy).  
 
84 In The Critique of Pure Reason Kant maintained that rationality can find an objective basis for moral 
ideas. 
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thinking by Fundamentalist Christianity.85  To illustrate what happens to a pragmatic 
philosophy when it lacks evolutionary theory, Pirsig (1991, p.371) cites the 
philosophy of William James.  Though James was aware that the concepts of 
‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ were not fundamental,86 he still employed them in dividing 
reality.  However, his usage of these terms lack an implicit evolutionary relationship 
so it can appear to an uncharitable critic that the moral value in pragmatism87 depends 
on personal whim or satisfaction.  This is illustrated by Pirsig (1991, p.371/72):    

The idea that satisfaction alone is the test of anything is very dangerous… The 
Holocaust produced a satisfaction among Nazis.  That was quality for them.  
They considered it to be practical.  But it was a quality dictated by low level 
static social and biological patterns whose overall purpose was to retard the 
evolution of truth and Dynamic Quality.  James would probably have been 
horrified to find that Nazis could use his pragmatism just as freely as anyone 
else, but Phædrus didn’t see anything that would prevent it.  

This is supported by Popkin & Stroll (1956, p.271) who note that the pragmatism of 
William James has no moral framework to judge behaviour by: 

It is not possible to make an evaluation, to say something works or not, unless 
one has some criteria to appeal to.  Such criteria the pragmatist denies us.  What 
is meant by ‘what works’?  Are we to be concerned for what works for us as 
individuals, for our society, for our humanity, or what?  We need some moral 
framework, some idea of what is good and bad, desirable and undesirable, some 
notion of aims and objectives, in order to know what it might mean to say that 
something works or does not. 

If the Metaphysics of Quality’s classification of evolutionary static patterns is 
coherent, then it can stand as the moral framework that Popkin & Stroll consider 
pragmatism requires.  This is because the recognition that reality has a number of 
evolutionary levels implies that some behaviour is absolutely more moral than others 
and, therefore, avoids the relativism left open by James.   
                                                 
85 ‘Fundamentalist Christianity - fascinating. These people actually believe that the world is 
12,000 years old.  Swear to God.  Based on what?  I asked one of them:’ 
‘“Well we looked at all the people in the Bible and we added ‘em up all the way back to Adam and 
Eve, their ages: 12,000 years.”‘ 
‘Well how fucking scientific.  OK, I didn’t know that you’d gone to so much trouble.  That’s 
good.  You believe the world’s 12,000 years old?’ 
‘“That’s right.”‘  
 ‘Okay, I got one word to ask you, a one word question… ready?’ 
“Uh-huh.” 
‘DINOSAUR?’ 
‘You know if the world is 12,000 years old and dinosaurs existed, they existed in that time (so) 
you’d think it would have been mentioned in the fucking Bible at some point.’  (Hicks, 1994)  
Hicks notes further that if dinosaur bones were placed by God to test the faith of ‘believers’ then that 
would entail the absurd conclusion of a God who purposely misleads. 
 
86 The ambiguity of values ‘…illustrates beautifully my central thesis that subjectivity and 
objectivity are affairs not of what an experience is aboriginally made of, but of its classification.’ 
(James, 1912, p.141-42) 
 
87 James derived his ideas of pragmatism from Charles Peirce who thought that our beliefs are really 
rules for action. 
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The MOQ distinguishes ‘what works’ inorganically from ‘what works’ 
biologically and ‘what works’ socially and ‘what works’ intellectually.  It shows 
that these levels are often opposed and that this opposition can be the basis of a 
scientific description of morality.  (Pirsig, 2000c)88 

2.7. THE PRAGMATIC NOTION OF TRUTH 
Despite the above criticism, Pirsig still uses James’ pragmatic notion of truth.  This 
asks: 

What difference would it practically make to anyone if this notion rather than 
that notion were true?  (James, 1907, p.45) 

I.e. a belief is considered to be true when it works well in practice (that it has 
‘workability’ to use James’ words).  Therefore, in pragmatism, the idea that ‘the 
world is round’ is true and the idea that ‘the world is flat’ is false because the 
difference the two ideas make in practical terms.  However, and no matter how 
unlikely it seems now, if the idea that the world is flat (or is part of an infinitely long 
strip, as noted by M-theory) became more useful, the idea that ‘the world is round’ 
will then become false.  Pragmatic truth, therefore, is seen not as an absolute to be 
reached but a process that happens to an idea: 

The truth of an idea is not a stagnant property inherent in it.  Truth happens to 
an idea.  It becomes true, is made true by events.  Its verity is in fact an event, a 
process, the process namely of its verifying itself, its verification.  Its validity is 
the process of its validation. (James, 1909, p. vi) 

2.7.1. HEMINGWAY’S CHALLENGE 

The advantage of the pragmatic view of truth is that it avoids (or, at least, recognises) 
the difficulty concerning the correspondence notion of truth.  This is termed 
‘Hemingway’s Challenge’ by the mathematician Bart Kosko and was derived from 
the rhetorical question Hemingway asks in his book about Paris society, A Moveable 
Feast:89 

All you have to do is write one true sentence. Write the truest sentence you 
know.90 

                                                 
88 Another difference between Pirsig and James is that the latter conceives reality as a neutral flux, 
consisting neither of value, mind or matter: ‘There appears no universal element of which all things 
are made.’ (James, 1912, p.27) 
 
89 Hemingway (1936, title page) considers Paris to be a ‘moveable feast’ because you can take its 
vibrant memories away with you.   
 
90 I would argue that when Hemingway‘s ‘question’ is read in its wider context, it seems to have been 
written primarily about the creative process rather than truth: ‘Do not worry. You have always 
written before and you will write now.  All you have to do is write one true sentence.  Write the 
truest sentence you know.  So finally I would write one true sentence, and then go on from there.  
It was easy then because there was always one true sentence that I knew or had seen or had 
heard someone say.  If I started to write elaborately, or like someone introducing or presenting 
something, I found that I could cut that scrollwork or ornament out and throw it away and start 
with the first true simple declarative sentence I had written’.  (Hemingway, 1936, p.12)   
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According to Kosko (1994, p.85) Hemingway meant the correspondence of a 
subjective statement with an objective fact (rather than mathematical truth): 

Hemingway meant accuracy of description.91 He meant accurate 
correspondence, accurate match of word with object, theory with fact, finger 
with moon…  Accuracy is clearly a matter of degree.  The precise but artificial 
statements of math are always 100% or 0% accurate.  Statements about the 
world have accuracy scores between these two extremes. 

In other words, if you can prove a statement 100% true, it doesn’t describe the 
objective world.  However, Kosko (1994, p.88-90) notes that philosophers from 
Descartes to Kant to Carnap have all attempted to find such a statement though 
without success.  In support of Kosko’s position, it does seem that anything objective 
could be an hallucination induced by Descartes’ demon; for even Descartes’ ‘thinking 
self’ (derived from the ‘cogito ergo sum’) is not an external objective fact.   

Moreover, as truth is derived from reality, it is secondary to it.  And as Pirsig equates 
reality with Quality (i.e. the absolute Good) then the truth (though being one of the 
highest intellectual ideals) becomes secondary (and, therefore, relative) to Quality.  
This is contrary to the Enlightenment viewpoint where it’s the Good that is perceived 
as relative (and subjective) and the truth seen as absolute.   To use James’s words: 

The true, to put it very briefly, is only the expedient in the way of our thinking, 
just as the right is only the expedient in the way of our behaving.  Expedient in 
almost any fashion, and expedient in the long run and on the whole, of course; 
for what meets expediently all the experience in sight won’t necessarily meet all 
farther experiences equally satisfactorily.  Experience, as we know, has ways of 
boiling over, and making us correct our present formulas. (James, 1909, p. vii) 

2.8. PLATO’S THEORY OF FORMS IN RELATION TO THE  
MOQ 
James’ assertion concerning experience, follows on from Plato’s assertion that what is 
most real is what is most constant.  For both Pirsig and Plato, the changing particulars 
are secondary to the constant underlying reality of Quality.92   

It is the cause of knowledge and truth; and so, while you may think of it as an 
object of knowledge, you will do well to regard it as something beyond truth and 

                                                 
91 ‘I have speculated that some of Hemingway‘s style came from his close contact with Indians in 
Northern Michigan as a boy.  His laconic “truth” is close to what Indians mean by truth, and I 
think his writing resonated with Americans because of this Indian strain within the American 
culture.  Both the European and American literati were much slower to praise Hemingway than 
was the general American public.’ (Pirsig, 2001b) 
 
92 The MOQ, in this context, is a return to Plato‘s positioning of the Good (or the One) as the primary 
reality where the truth, though important for discovering knowledge about the One, is secondary.  This 
sentiment is also shared by Iris Murdoch (See The Sovereignty of Good, 1970).  However, Murdoch 
(1970 p.79) sees no external plan or objective for human life while Pirsig assumes that the point of life 
is to improve its quality (though he does think this improvement is not pre-ordained or defined 
beforehand).  
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knowledge and, as precious as these both are, of still higher worth.  (Plato, 
Republic, Book VI, Chapter XXIV, p.508) 

However, the difference between Pirsig and Plato is that the constant and non-
constant are integrated in the MOQ while Plato divides the changing particulars of 
empirical reality (such as horses) from the Forms (such as horse-ness).   

Philosophologists93 sometimes try to identify the MOQ with Plato but Plato 
considers the Good to be a subspecies of form94 while the MOQ considers form 
to be a subspecies of Good.  That is a huge difference.95  (Pirsig, 2001d) 

                                                

2.9. CONCLUSION 
I would suggest that as evolutionary theory shows even ‘horse-ness’ changes over 
millions of years and is never constant, it’s the Dynamic element of reality that is 
more fundamental than the static one.  However, as Plato realised, there are valid 
reasons for holding both the positions that reality is fundamentally static and that it is 
Dynamic.  These positions are discussed further in the Time paper on the website.  In 
the meantime, using the basic outline of the MOQ, we will discuss the system’s 
handling of the problems caused by Descartes’ subject-object dichotomy. 

 
93The term ‘philosophologist’ is used by Pirsig’s to denote people who tend to study the results of other 
people’s philosophy rather than engage in philosophical activity themselves.  This distinction is also 
noted by Spier (1954) p.1: ‘Before we can enter into an examination of the philosophical system 
before us, we must answer the question: “What is philosophy?”  The word philosophy is 
commonly employed in a dual sense.  It can denote the result of philosophic activity, and it is in 
this sense that one speaks of the philosophy of Plato and Kant.  In this case one refers to their 
philosophical system, which still exists though these men have long since ceased to be active 
philosophically (i.e. philosophology).  Philosophy can also designate philosophic activity itself, the 
act of philosophizing, which is a human activity bound to our temporal life.  We shall employ the 
term in its second sense.’  It’s only the latter activity which is deemed philosophy by Pirsig. 
 
94 Though Plato considered the Good to be above all else, he still considered it as a Form.  This is 
confirmed by Chapter XXIII of Plato’s Republic where he states that what gives the objects of 
knowledge their truth is ‘the form or essential nature of Goodness.’  This is supported by the translator 
Francis Cornford (1941, p.212) who notes: ‘In Greek “the Good” is normally synonymous with 
“Goodness itself.”  This is the supreme Form or Essence.’ 
 
95 I think Pirsig considers his position concerning the Good is hugely different from Plato‘s as the shift 
from considering the Good as essentially ‘immediate experience’ to an idea leaves the Good open to 
metaphysical devaluation.  This is what Pirsig (1974, 380) thinks happened when Aristotle later revised 
Plato’s work: ‘Once the Good has been contained as a dialectical idea it is no trouble for another 
philosopher to come along and show by dialectical methods that areté, the Good, can be more 
advantageously demoted to a lower position within a “true” order of things, more compatible 
with the inner workings of dialectic.  Such a philosopher was not long in coming. His name was 
Aristotle.’  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
SUBJECT-OBJECT  
METAPHYSICS 
 

 

3.0. INTRODUCTION 
Throughout LILA, Pirsig refers to ‘the subject-object metaphysics’ or ‘a subject-
object metaphysics’ (SOM) which is contrasted with his own Metaphysics of Quality 
(MOQ).  As discussed in Chapter One, the principal reason for the development of the 
MOQ was to provide a better metaphysical foundation for American anthropology 
which was derived from the objective (or SOM)96 approach of Franz Boas. 

‘This may sound as though a purpose of the Metaphysics of Quality is to trash all 
subject-object thought but that’s not true’ (Pirsig, 1991, p.103).  I think Pirsig states 
this because he sees the MOQ as a system that places SOM in a wider metaphysical 
context.  In this chapter, then, I will examine how the term ‘SOM’ originated in 
Pirsig’s work, elucidate what Pirsig means by SOM, explore Galen Strawson’s 
contention that it’s simply a strawman invented by Pirsig and, finally, examine why 
Pirsig thinks SOM is problematic.   

3.1. THE ORIGINS OF THE TERM ‘SOM’ IN PIRSIG’S WORK 
Pirsig’s use of the term ‘subject-object metaphysics’ was formulated, around 1960, in 
answer to the following question put to him by a professor at Montana State College: 
‘“Does this undefined ‘quality’ of yours exist in the things we observe?” they asked. 
“Or is it subjective, existing only in the observer?”’97  Pirsig puts this in context: 

My use of this term arrived in answer to a question put by professors at 
Montana State College, ‘Is quality in the subject or in the object?’ with the 
presumption that it had to be one or the other.  This presumption, that 
everything is either objective or subjective, is what is meant by subject-object 
metaphysics.  (Pirsig 2000f)98  

                                                 
96 Pirsig classifies Boas’ ‘objective’ approach as a type of SOM.   
 
97 Pirsig, 1974, p. 228.  
 
98 Pirsig (2002a) expands the historical background of the question in the following: ‘Dusenberry‘s 
objection to objectivity was very pronounced, partly because of his long-standing feud with the 
two dominant teachers in the department, Howard Dean and Kenneth Bryson.  They had set up 
the dominant Freshman English course called “Communications” and written the text for it 
called “Effective Communications” which intended to teach English as an objective science.  
Howard Dean, incidentally, was the one who asked during a coffee break in the faculty room 
whether Quality was in the subject or object.’  
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As noted in Section 2.3., the question arose from Pirsig’s introduction in the 
classroom of a more creatively based teaching method orientated towards the 
students’ own sense of (undefined) Quality rather than an imposed definition of 
Quality set down by him or the text.    

3.2. WHAT PIRSIG MEANS BY SOM 
The closest Pirsig comes to a definition of SOM in LILA (1991, p.157/58) is given in 
Chapter 12:  

A conventional subject-object metaphysics uses the same four static patterns as 
the Metaphysics of Quality, dividing them into two groups of two: inorganic-
biological patterns called ‘matter’, and social-intellectual patterns called 
‘mind’… 

Inorganic-biological patterns are composed of ‘substance’99 and are therefore 
called ‘objective’.  Social-intellectual patterns are not composed of substance and 
are therefore called ‘subjective’.  

3.3. THE DEVELOPMENT OF SOM 
As noted in the previous chapter, Pirsig equates SOM with the tradition of Western 
philosophy which followed Descartes postulation that mind and body are absolutely 
distinct.  Pirsig (1991, p.61) illustrates this by quoting the anthropologists Kroeber 
and Kluckhohn:100   

Values were believed to be eternal because they were God-given, or divinely 
inspired or at least discovered by that soul part of man which partakes 
somewhat of divinity, as his body and other bodies and tangibles of the world do 
not.  A new and struggling science, as little advanced beyond physics, astronomy, 
anatomy and the rudiments of physiology as Western science was, only two 
centuries ago, might cheerfully concede this reservation of the remote and 
unexpected territory of values to the philosophers and theologians and limit itself 
to what it could treat mechanistically.  

It appears that Pirsig and the anthropologists are referring to the ideas which primarily 
originated in the early-seventeenth century from the methodology used by Galileo for 

                                                 
99 Pirsig (1991, p.107-08) usually applies the term ‘substance’ only in the context of matter: ‘substance 
is a stable pattern of inorganic values.’   
 
100 Like Pirsig, Kluckhohn also recognised that social values are an important component of cultures 
and also attempted to introduce a value orientated anthropology (through his Values Project).  
According to Pirsig (1991, pp.61-64) this was a critical failure because Kluckhohn still employed the 
objective metaphysical basis inherited from Boas.  The different approach of Pirsig was the more 
radical development of a value based metaphysics which gave cultures a substantiality they do not have 
under SOM.  
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mechanics;101 at this point, it appears a rift between the material world and the moral 
world developed.102     

The science of mechanics was no sooner founded than a widespread ideology of 
mechanism followed in its wake.  Man is a machine, so the lament goes.  The 
molecules in nature blindly run according to the inalterable mechanical laws of 
nature; and as our molecules go, so do we.  (Barrett, 1986, p.xv) 

This division between the mechanical (or objective) realm and the moral (or 
subjective) realm seems to have arisen due to the recognition by Enlightenment 
philosophers (and scientists) that Final Causes103 (or God’s purpose, if you like) could 
not be explained or discovered by science.  

Descartes and Spinoza both agreed in practice that we should not reckon on 
knowing final causes.  (Clark 2000, p.685)104 

I would suggest that this recognition was necessary to allow science to develop 
without the need of Final Causes in scientific explanations.  Barrow (1987, p.56/57) 
explains why: 

The acquisition of such a way of thinking hampers all useful enquiry into the 
laws by which Nature operates, because it becomes so easy to produce 
‘explanations’ which superficially appear very satisfying, but upon closer 
analysis add nothing whatsoever to our understanding of the world.  If the sun 
shines because its purpose is to supply heat and warmth to Mankind, then no 
further enquiry into its nature seems necessary…  One searches for evidence of 
design, rather than documenting what is observed in a dispassionate and all-
encompassing manner. 

On the other hand, if the moral order was not distinguished clearly from the material 
world, then mechanical explanations might replace God altogether.  Either way, (and I 
think this is a main concern of Pirsig’s) as the Enlightenment developed the 

                                                 
101 The development of Enlightenment thought from the use of mechanics is given in some detail by 
Ryle (1949, pp.20-25). 
 
102 Though the Ancient Greeks used a form of SOM, it’s critical to note that this was in the context of 
subject/predicate thinking, rather than the distinction between mind and matter employed by Descartes.  
Though the Ancient Greeks certainly had a notion of individuality, SOM in its particular modern form 
(where there is a division between the material world and the moral world) didn’t occur until the 
development of mechanics.  Scott Roberts (2002) notes that this development of SOM is supported by 
Owen Barfield in the 1957 text Saving the Appearances: A Study in Idolatry: ‘One of Barfield’s points 
is that without SOM thinking, there is no “inorganic”.  The gods, that is, were *experienced* in 
nature, not made up to “explain” nature.  And thinking was the voice of the gods, until SOM -- 
gradually -- took over…  Thus there is no inorganic level (as we currently think of it) until there 
is an intellectual level.  The key point is that our current stage of consciousness (subject-object 
dualism) is just as temporary as the “experiencing gods in nature” stage (what Barfield calls 
“original participation”).’  
 
103 The predominant Final Cause, until the Enlightenment, was God’s (Final) Design.  
 
104 Clark quotes Descartes ‘We shall entirely reject from our Philosophy the search for final 
causes; because we ought not to presume so much of ourselves as to think we are the confidants 
of His intentions.’  Originally from Descartes ‘Principles of Philosophy’, (tr. V.R. & R.P. Miller) 
Dordrecht & Boston, Reidel, 1983, p.85 (Part 3.3.). 
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importance of spiritual values became submerged.  This is illustrated by Clark (2000 
p.699-700): 

Unfortunately, later thinkers, forgetful of the priority of value (both in human 
life and in the universe at large), supposed that merely material causes could and 
(weirdly) should explain away the very recognition of value which drives us and 
the world. 

Clark (2000 p.690) seems to suggest the importance of spiritual values became 
submerged between the time of Leibnitz (i.e. the early eighteenth century) and 
Darwin’s theory of evolution (i.e. the mid-nineteenth).  Darwin’s theory offered a 
plausible explanation of how human beings arose without the need of a creator.  Like 
the scientific belief that physical matter was absolutely determined and followed 
mechanical laws, Darwin’s theory required no place or need for spiritual values.   

As both determinism and Darwinism were dominant towards the end of nineteenth 
century, they encouraged a nihilistic ethos, an example of which is seen in the work of 
Nietzsche.  It was only a matter of time for philosophers to suggest even more 
reductive (physicalist) theories.   In consequence, what commenced as just a useful 
methodological abstraction for mechanics eventually resulted in twentieth century 
philosophers (such as Churchland & Churchland) to ‘doubt that they are even 
conscious, or that there is anyone who is.’ (Clark, 2000 p.690) 

The development of this strange conclusion is also noted by Barrett (1986, p.xiii):   

Surely there is something a little strange, even foolish, about this flight from 
consciousness.  Is the consciousness of another person something that we should 
reasonably expect to see? 

Furthermore, Barrett (1986, p.xii-xiii) confirms that these strange ideas about the non-
existence of consciousness were not found among ancient or medieval thinkers: 

Whatever their other aberrations, these older thinkers did not doubt that we 
lived in a world that was shared by our own and other minds.  But in this 
modern, scientific age of ours we feel compelled to raise such doubts out of a 
spirit of what we imagine to be theoretical exactness. 

It seems that Clark and Barrett’s complaint rests on the convincing argument that 
there is nothing more ontologically certain than consciousness.  As illustrated by 
David Chalmers (1996, p.xii): 

Some say that consciousness is an ‘illusion’, but I have little idea what this could 
even mean.  It seems to me that we are surer of the existence of conscious 
experience than we are of anything else in the world.  I have tried hard at times 
to convince myself that there is really nothing there, that conscious experience is 
empty, an illusion.  There is something seductive about this notion, which 
philosophers throughout the ages have exploited, but in the end it is utterly 
unsatisfying.  I find myself absorbed in an orange sensation, and something is 
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going on.  There is something that needs explaining, even after we have explained 
the processes of discrimination and action: there is the experience.105  

However, the physicalist belief that consciousness is an ‘illusion’ remains the 
dominant viewpoint in the philosophy of mind debate.106  Its validity will, therefore, 
be examined in more depth in the next chapter.    

3.4. STRAWSON’S CONTENTION THAT SOM IS SIMPLY A 
STRAWMAN 
In light of the dominance of materialism in modern Western philosophy, it’s not too 
surprising that there’s some doubt that SOM is even a valid metaphysical term.  
Strawson (1991) doubts that SOM is a position held by any philosopher:    

In (LILA) Pirsig pursues the obscure question he raised in ZMM.  What is 
Quality? ...He keeps attacking something called ‘subject-object metaphysics’.  
But this is a straw man, a position held by no one.  And since his own position is 
partly defined by its contrast with a straw man, it appears equally brittle and 
insubstantial.  

I have to agree with Strawson in that no academic philosopher explicitly labels 
themselves as an ‘SOM philosopher’.  Moreover, Pirsig (1991, p.157) leaves his 
argument open to criticism by having only a few examples of SOM philosophers107 in 
LILA and only one explicit definition of SOM i.e.  

A conventional subject-object metaphysics uses the same four static patterns as 
the Metaphysics of Quality, dividing them into two groups of two: inorganic-
biological patterns called ‘matter’, and social-intellectual patterns called ‘mind’. 

However, examining this definition, it seems reasonable to assume that by ‘SOM’ 
Pirsig is referring to Descartes’ doctrine of the separateness of the mental and the 
physical.  If this is indeed the case, then Strawson is incorrect as this position is held 
by many Western philosophers.  As noted by Barrett (1986), it is nearly impossible to 
find a Western philosopher since the seventeenth century not affected by Cartesian 

                                                 
105 Chalmers started from a physicalist position but eventually rejected it.  As he now considers the 
reductive explanation of consciousness as impossible, he finds the behaviourists and materialists 
avoidance of this question unsatisfactory: ‘It seems to me to ignore the problems of consciousness 
would be antiscientific; it is the scientific spirit to face up to them directly.  To those who suspect 
that science requires materialism, I ask that you wait and see.’ (Chalmers, 1996, p.xiv) 
 
‘Chalmers‘ work has been an intractable problem for materialists who wish to reduce 
consciousness to the electrochemistry of the brain.  This is because Chalmers points out that, for 
instance, the experience of seeing the colour green and a particular wavelength of 
electromagnetic radiation that corresponds to ‘green’ in the visual spectrum are not the same 
thing; nor is a particular pattern of neural firing in the visual cortex the same as the sensation of 
‘greenness’.’ (Gee-Clough, 2002a)  It’s worth noting that a similar point about colour was made by 
G.E. Moore (1903, p.10). 
 
106 Chalmers (1996, p.xiii) calculates that the ratio between the physicalists and other philosophers is 
two or three to one. 
 
107 Descartes, Locke, Hegel and the logical positivist Herbert Feigl. 
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Dualism; he mentions a number of philosophers affected including Locke, Berkeley, 
Hume, Kant, Heidegger, Sartre, Russell, Moore and Wittgenstein. 

Moreover, as noted in the last chapter, the Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy 
(1999, p.885-86) recognises that SOM is recognised in most Western traditions while 
the Oxford Companion to Philosophy (1995, p.579) notes that the mind-body problem 
(which results from SOM) is a significant one:108  

The mind-body problem as it is now debated, like much else in contemporary 
philosophy has been inherited from Descartes.  Descartes conceived of the mind 
as an entity in its own right, a ‘mental substance’, the essential nature of which is 
thinking, or consciousness.  On the other hand, the defining nature of the body, 
or material substance, was claimed to be spatial extendedness - that is, having a 
bulk.  One thing that is certain is that the mind-body problem is one of the 
deepest problems in philosophy. 

Moreover, Ryle (1949, p.13) who labels SOM109 as ‘the official doctrine’ or ‘the 
dogma of the Ghost in the Machine’, notes that in the Western tradition: 

Most philosophers, psychologists and religious teachers subscribe, with minor 
reservations, to its main articles and, although they admit certain theoretical 
difficulties in it, they tend to assume that these can be overcome without serious 
modifications being made to the architecture of the theory. 

Strawson’s claim that SOM is a strawman seems to have arisen due to a lack of a 
dominant term for it developing and, in consequence, numerous labels for it have 
appeared.  Wilber (1999, p.58) offers some examples:  

                                                 
108 Sacks (1986, p.47) explains the link between SOM and the mind-body problem:  ‘If there are two 
entirely different kinds of entities, subjects and objects, how can they be connected - how can 
they affect one another?  We need to introduce some relation between them.  A causal relation is 
the obvious candidate; but it is notoriously difficult to explain how a causal relation can connect 
two such different kinds of entities.  It is in this way that the traditional mind-body problem 
arises.’ 
 
109 Ryle (1949, p.13) describes SOM thus:  ‘The official doctrine, which hails chiefly from 
Descartes, is something like this.  With the doubtful exceptions of idiots and infants in arms every 
human being has both a body and a mind…  Human bodies are in space and are subject to the 
mechanical laws which govern all other bodies in space... But minds are not in space, nor are 
their operations subject to mechanical laws.’  From reading their respective texts, I think it 
extremely unlikely that Ryle and Pirsig are talking about different things by ‘The official doctrine’ and 
‘SOM’.   Moreover, both philosophers do not dispense with the mind-matter contrast by reducing mind 
to matter or vice versa. 
 
However, each suggest different approaches to replace SOM; Ryle suggesting a logical one (based on 
behaviourism), Pirsig a metaphysical one.  The main difference resulting from these two ‘solutions’, is 
that Ryle dispenses with phenomena and images as meaningful in an explanation of the mind while 
Pirsig retains them.  If it’s believed that visualising an object (such as Ryle’s example of the mountain 
Helvellyn) is not ‘really doing anything’ (1949, p.252) then Ryle’s replacement for SOM is probably 
preferable.  However, if visualisation (such as an architect visualising an unbuilt building on a new site) 
is ‘doing something’ as Smart (1994, p.19) asserts then Pirsig’s MOQ is preferable.  Moreover, 
Chalmers (1996, p.xii) notes that the ignoring of mental phenomena does not really solve the problem 
of SOM (what Chalmer’s terms the ‘problem of consciousness’) and Northrop (1947, p.69-70) infers 
there are logical problems for behaviourism in ignoring mental phenomena.  If these criticisms are 
indeed valid, it would indicate that Ryle hadn’t extricated himself properly from SOM. 
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The old paradigm that everybody doesn’t want is the enlightenment paradigm, 
which is also called the modern paradigm.  It has dozens of names, ...the 
Newtonian, the Cartesian, the mechanistic, the mirror of nature, the reflection 
paradigm.110 

It seems that SOM has received less scrutiny than it would have done otherwise, not 
because it’s an invalid category, but because no single term has developed to 
represent it.  Yet, ironically, ‘the problem of consciousness’ which can be posed as 
‘the problem of SOM’ is also notable as one of the most significant in modern 
Western philosophy.  However, the myth (which Pirsig does little to dispel) that all 
Western philosophers follow the SOM tradition does remain an unfair caricature.111  

3.5. VALUES IN SCIENCE 
As values were originally abstracted from the objective realm by the methodology of 
mechanics, the only conceptual option left for SOM is to place them with the subject.  
As Pirsig (1991, p.281-82) notes:    

Subject-object science is only concerned with facts.  Morals have no objective 
reality.  You can look through a microscope or telescope or oscilloscope for the 
rest of your life and you will never find a single moral.  There aren’t any there.  
They are all in your head.  They exist only in your imagination.   

However, according to Polkinghorne (1996, p.103), the bracketing out of values is 
only a methodological device to allow attention on limited but attainable goals i.e. the 
measurement of quantities such as force or mass.  Polkinghorne (1996, p.104) thinks 
it a grave mistake to confuse this heuristic device with an adequate approach to reality 
as a whole: 

Methodology does not determine ontology.  A projectile executes the same 
parabola under gravity, whether it is a shell, or a distress flare, or the signal to 
attack, but that does not mean that Newtonian physics by itself is an adequate 
account of what is going on.  The fact that meaning and value have been 
bracketed out by science does not imply that meaning and value do not exist. 

Moreover, Polkinghorne notes (1996, p.103) that values re-enter the picture the 
moment scientists talk among themselves: 

‘It must be right’ is the way (scientists) feel about an elegant and insightful idea, 
often long before the empirical adequacy of the theory has been verified to a 
degree sufficient to warrant such a conclusion.  

Polkinghorne cites the example of Einstein112 who believed that his idea of special 
relativity was ‘just too good to be wrong’ before subsequent experiments confirmed 

                                                 
110 Quoted from Wilber, K., Schwartz, T. & Spinella, D. (Eds.) (1999).  A Brief History of Everything. 
2001 Second edition, Shambhala Publications, New York. 
 
111 For instance, many of the philosophers mentioned in this chapter (e.g. William James and F.S.C. 
Northrop) wouldn’t be categorised as SOM philosophers by Pirsig. 
 
112 Pirsig (1974, p.114) quotes Einstein from a 1918 speech which illustrates this: ‘Man tries to make 
for himself in the fashion that suits him best a simplified and intelligible picture of the world.  He 
then tries to some extent to substitute this cosmos of his for the world of experience, and thus to 
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his confidence.  Polkinghorne (1996, p.103) does caution that such feelings are not 
always correct but ‘they are confirmed astonishingly frequently in our experience’. 
Pirsig (1974, p.268) notes similar sentiments from the French mathematician, Henri 
Poincaré:113  

Mathematics, (Poincaré) said, isn’t merely a question of applying rules, any more 
than science.  It doesn’t merely make the most combinations possible according 
to certain fixed laws.  The combinations so obtained would be exceedingly 
numerous, useless and cumbersome.  The true work of the inventor consists in 
choosing among… a large number of solutions to a problem …on the basis of 
‘mathematical beauty,’ of the harmony of numbers and forms, of geometric 
elegance.  

Moreover, Polkinghorne (1996, p.105) emphasises that this harmony or beauty is 
more than a subjective whim: 

This search for beautiful equations is more than a mere mathematical 
aestheticism.  The reason that we believe that we find the best explanation of 
physical phenomena in this way derives from our experience that such theories 
have time and again proved to have a fruitfulness extending far beyond the 
original phenomena for which they were invented.  In science, the beautiful is the 
good because it has proved to be the fertile.  Dirac’s lifetime search for beautiful 
equations is an object lesson that this is so, as is Einstein’s discovery of general 
relativity through a similar eight-year quest. 

Bernard Dixon (1973, p.56) an investigative journalist (and science graduate) not only 
agrees with Polkinghorne and Pirsig (that modern science relies on values) but holds 
that it actually generates them: 

These include intellectual humility, an unusually acute regard for honesty, 
respect for the revolutionary and the apparent crank, and stress on the 
importance of co-operation.  These are not optional extras for the scientist; they 
arise directly out of the pursuit of science.  The degree to which a scientist lives 
by them will be reflected in the health of the scientific community and in an 
individual scientist’s long-term success in his trade. 

3.6. LIMITATIONS OF SOM IN MODERN SCIENCE 
In addition to its problem incorporating scientific values metaphysically, Pirsig 
believes that the SOM metaphysics still underlying modern science is now being 

                                                                                                                                            
overcome it… He makes this cosmos and its construction the pivot of his emotional life in order 
to find in this way the peace and serenity which he cannot find in the narrow whirlpool of 
personal experience… The supreme task… is to arrive at those universal elementary laws from 
which the cosmos can be built up by pure deduction.  There is no logical path to these laws; only 
intuition, resting on sympathetic understanding of experience, can reach them.’  
 
113 Thought as the greatest scientist of his time by Bertrand Russell, Poincaré assisted Einstein with the 
formulation of the special theory of relativity in 1905. (Hawking, 1988) 
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stretched beyond its technical capabilities.114  This development seems due to SOM 
being a metaphysics fundamentally based on Newtonian mechanics.   

Physicists in the 1920s realised that quanta do not behave mechanistically like the 
macro objects Galileo and Newton were observing.115  It was noted on the quantum 
scale, that the observer (or the observer’s means of measurement) significantly 
affected what was being observed.116  This is nothing to do with the ‘clumsiness’ of 
the observer but, as later demonstrated by Bell’s theorem,117 is due to the non-local 
effects of quantum behaviour.  As these effects are significant on the quantum scale, 
experiments using the methodology of traditional mechanics are significantly 
distorted.  In the quantum context, therefore, SOM is an imprecise way of 
conceptualising reality and its idea of an independent objective world ceases to be a 
useful one.118   

Barrow thinks that SOM science only worked so well because the effects of quantum 
mechanics were negligible until relatively recently.  However, he notes that such 
effects now have to be taken into account: 

In quantum theory we face the problem that confronts the necessary 
abandonment of… the idea of an external objective world...  The observer cannot 
be isolated in any sense from what he is observing; it becomes very difficult to 
say what, in fact, the ‘external world’ is actually external to.  Bell’s 
demonstration of the inevitability of non-local influences seems to place no 

                                                 
114 ‘In 400 of the last 500 years (Newtonian mechanics) has worked with enormous success.  It is 
only in the last hundred years or so that our measurements are showing that the objects we are 
studying are apparently impossible.’ (Pirsig, 1995, p.7) 
 
115 For instance, when ‘particles’ on the quantum scale are fired through a diffusion screen, containing 
two slits, they produce wave-like interference patterns on the target screen which indicates that they 
have wave-like properties.  In contrast, when particles on the macro scale (such as tennis balls) are 
fired through a diffusion screen they just produce a corresponding pattern of two narrow bands 
indicating no wave-like properties.  Strictly speaking, there are quantum effects on the macro scale but 
these effects are negligible. (see Barrow, 1988, p.132-137)   
 
Personally, I think that as the behaviour of ‘particles’ at the quantum level is different from their macro 
counterparts, and as they actually appear to be waves (when viewed under an electron microscope) its 
confusing to label them as either.  I would suggest this is why certain physicists, like Heisenberg, tried 
to dispense with visualised descriptions on the quantum level limiting themselves to just the 
mathematical results. 
 
116 An analogy is the problem aircraft engineers have in measuring the air currents around wings or in 
jet engines; it’s notoriously difficult to do this without affecting the air currents themselves. 
   
117 John Bell was a British physicist working at CERN, Geneva in the mid-1960s. (Barrow 1988, p.147) 
 
118 It’s pertinent to note that the only academic paper (Subjects, Objects, Data, Values) that an 
increasingly reclusive Pirsig presented in the 1990s was a paper relating the MOQ to quantum 
mechanics.  Despite this interest, he seems careful about making too many connections between 
quantum mechanics and mysticism:  ‘I have seen popular books on this subject: The Tao of Physics, 
The Dancing Wu Li Masters, that seem rather eager to jump from an observation of similarity to 
a statement of identity.  But be careful to follow the scientific rule of saying no more than you 
really know...  The (physicists) may have arrived at a rejection of objectivity but that isn’t where 
they start from.  No high school physics class begins with the statement “All the world is an 
illusion” ...talking mysticism in a scientific community is like talking Judaism in Damascus.  They 
may listen to you but it goes completely against the grain of their education.’ (Pirsig, 1997b) 
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bound on the extent of the ‘complete’ system of apparatus plus observers on 
which Bohr laid such continual stress.  How do we tell what distant observations 
are not affecting a state?  (Barrow, 1987, p.150) 

Moreover, the physicist David Bohm (1980, p.xi/xii) observes that SOM is not only 
unsatisfactory at the quantum level: 

Science itself is demanding a new, non-fragmentary world view, in the sense that 
the present approach of analysis of the world into independently existent parts 
does not work very well in modern physics. …in relativity theory and quantum 
theory, notions implying the undivided wholeness of the universe would provide 
a much more orderly way of considering the general nature of reality.  

However, in support of SOM, it should be noted the calculations in Newtonian 
Mechanics are much simpler than quantum mechanics or Einstein’s ‘theory of general 
relativity’. 

Understanding the technicalities of the general theory of relativity is a truly 
daunting task, each separate equation is much more complicated than Newton’s 
simple inverse square law and calculating anything useful using the full theory is 
beyond all but the most dedicated specialists.  While the application of Newton’s 
theory of gravity requires one equation to be solved, Einstein’s theory has no less 
than ten, which must all be solved simultaneously.  (Coles, 2000, p.22) 

3.7. WHY BELL’S THEOREM IS STILL AN SOM THEORY 
Though Bell’s demonstration of the inevitability of non-local influences (at the 
quantum level) undermines SOM, it’s interesting to note that Pirsig (1996) regards 
Bell’s theorem as still not being a complete departure from the Enlightenment 
metaphysics: 

I have thought about Bell’s theorem and what it might mean for the MOQ and 
so far have concluded that this theorem is just more of the same subject-object 
mess.  ‘Local’ and ‘non-local’ presume a physical space.  Physical space is a 
subjective intellectual pattern which is presumed to correspond to an objective 
inorganic pattern.  These patterns are so entrenched they are some of the last to 
disappear during the enlightenment process, but before pure Dynamic Quality is 
understood they must go.  

At first reading it seems that Pirsig is being overly cautious about the relevance of 
Bell’s theorem for a new holistic methodology for quantum theory.  I state this 
because the MOQ (being a holistic theory) also includes an ‘objective’ inorganic 
pattern (as well as an ‘objective’ biological pattern).   

However, as mentioned above, the MOQ includes the proviso that the four static 
levels (including the inorganic) are only ‘high quality’ 119 provisional ideas.  Though 
Bell’s Theorem goes so far in showing that a belief in discrete physical objects is 
false, it still retains the SOM notion that physical space is real and independent from 
any observer (rather than being a high quality idea that works well in explaining how 
certain perceptual facts appear).   

                                                 
119 I suppose a low quality idea is the belief that the world is flat. 
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According to Northrop (1947, p.131) Pirsig’s assertion about space being 
fundamentally a high quality idea is supported by Newton and Einstein:  

As Newton emphasized in the Scholium at the beginning of his Principia, and as 
Albert Einstein reaffirms in his rejection of the sensed simultaneity of spatially 
separated events as a basic for public time, public space and time are not directly 
observed; instead they are theoretically and postulationally known factors.  This 
is why Newton called sensed space and time ‘relative and apparent’ and 
postulated, mathematically designated space and time ‘real,’ meaning thereby 
that which is objective and public.  This is why Albert Einstein affirms… that 
this public external world is known by science, as by common sense, ‘only by 
speculative means.’ 

If true, these are interesting comments as they show that though Newton’s ideas 
underpinned SOM (as shown in the next chapter), he was careful (as was Einstein) not 
to make the error of assuming that the mathematical concepts he formulated were 
absolutely true (rather than ‘speculative’ working concepts).    

3.8. CONCLUSION 
As noted above, SOM has difficulty incorporating the intellectual values that science 
relies on such as honesty, the truth and mathematical harmony.  Moreover, the same 
methodological separation of the observer from reality which served SOM so well is 
now undermining its usefulness in the requirement of modern physics for a holistic 
methodology.   

In addition to these practical problems, Pirsig also argues that a number of 
metaphysical problems found in Western philosophy are intractable within a purely 
SOM framework.  He further asserts that a number of these are solvable when placed 
in the wider context of the MOQ though only a rough outline of his solutions are 
given in LILA.  In the next chapter then, we’ll go through these in more detail to see 
if Pirsig’s claim has any validity.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
METAPHYSICAL 
PROBLEMS 
OF SOM 
 

 

4.0. INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter, we will examine the original assumptions of Galileo, Newton, 
Descartes and Locke120 in order to understand the genesis of SOM, and, its immediate 
metaphysical consequence, the mind-matter problem.  In reference to the work of 
Nagel, Northrop, Hume, Popper and Chalmers, we will then apply the MOQ to this 
problem, as well as the problem of free-will & determinism and the ‘is-ought 
problem’.  Finally, there’s a section examining Chalmers’ ‘hard problem’ of 
consciousness. 

4.1. DESCARTES 
As mentioned above, SOM refers to the tradition of Western philosophy that follows 
Descartes’ division of a sentient being (such as a human being) into a material body 
(which is spatially extended and, therefore divisible) and a mind (which is not).  In 
consequence, Descartes (1641, p.59) believed that ‘the mind is completely different 
from the body.’  From the MOQ’s point of view, this is the fundamental error he 
made.121  This is because if cosmological evolution is true, it indicates that over the 
course of about twelve billion years, intellectual value patterns evolved from 
inorganic value patterns.  In consequence, though the mind is very different from the 
body, it can’t be absolutely different.122   

This is supported by Nagel (1979, p.183/84) who notes that only physical properties 
can ever be inferred from purely physical phenomena and, likewise, only mental 
properties can ever be inferred from mental phenomena.  Nagel (1979, p.184) then 
puts forward (as Pirsig does) that a possible solution to the appearance of mental and 

                                                 
120 However, Galileo, Newton, Descartes and Locke were also religious men and, therefore, not as 
radical in their materialism as later SOM scientists and philosophers.  Newton wrote over two million 
words on religion alone.  (Gjertsen, 1984, p.192) 
   
121 Popkin & Stroll (1956, p.97) also locate the origins of the mind-matter problem with Descartes:  
‘The mind-body problem has been a major concern of metaphysicians, especially since the rise of 
modern philosophy in the seventeenth century…   This problem has arisen as the result of certain 
views of the great French philosopher, Rene Descartes.’ 
 
122 Spinoza (1677, p.1) also postulated that mind and matter are derived from some type of ultimate 
substance though he perceived this as a pantheistic unchanging substance rather than one slowly 
evolving as Pirsig postulates. 
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physical properties is that both are derived from a common source (such as 
Quality):123   

In the event that any properties of matter are discoverable by explanatory 
inference from observable mental phenomena, they will have mental implications 
of a kind that physically inferred properties will never have… perhaps there are 
not two chains of inference, but one chain leading from the mental and the 
physical to a common source.  It is conceivable in the abstract that if mental 
phenomena derive from the properties of matter at all, those may be identical at 
some level with non-physical properties from which physical phenomena also 
derive. 

This not only supports Nagel’s panpsychism to the extent that the mental is 
irreducible to the physical but, also paves the way for a solution to the mind-matter 
problem: 

Other metaphysicians were not willing to give up as easily as Descartes, and 
suspected that the difficulties in the problem arose from the initial separation of 
mind and body in the Cartesian metaphysical system.  If one refused to grant 
that mind and body were really different kinds of entity, then one would not 
have any trouble accounting for their interrelations.  (Popkin & Stroll, 1956, p.99) 

This is, indeed, the approach that the MOQ takes when dealing with the problem. 

It seems that Descartes largely came to the conclusion that ‘the mind is completely 
different from the body’ by basing his metaphysical assumptions on those used by 
Galileo and Newton for mechanics (Northrop, 1947, p.353).  In particular, it’s their 
particular assumptions about subjects, objects and, perceptions (or sense qualities)124 
from which SOM (and, hence, the mind-matter problem) appears to have had its 
genesis.   In reference to SOM, Whitehead noted the following to Northrop in 1922: 

A mistake was made in the interpretation of the entities of modern physics at the 
beginning of the modern world, and it is only by returning to the origins and 
correcting this error that any solution for the problems of traditional modern 
philosophy in science or the humanities is to be found.  (Northrop, 1985, p.48) 

In the following, then, we’ll be returning to the original scientific assumptions made 
by Galileo and Newton and revising them where appropriate.  

4.2. GALILEO & NEWTON 
According to Northrop (1947, p.351), both Galileo and Newton assert that the 
perceptions in private sensed space and time are how the public material objects (in 
public mathematical space and time) appear to the observer.  Put more precisely, these 
perceptions are related to material objects by a three-termed relation in which: 

                                                 
123 Nagel (1979, p.185) suggests that a theory such (as the MOQ) where mind and matter are derived 
from a third substance ‘could still be called panpsychism.’  
 
124 As ‘quality’ in this context means ‘property’ and, not in the evaluative sense Pirsig uses, I have 
tended to avoid this phrase to prevent any confusion.  
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a. the perceptions in sensed space and time are one term;  

b. the physical objects, or material substances, in public mathematical space and time 
are  a second term, and; 

c. the observer is the intermediary, third term.125 

Galileo and Newton presume that b. (the physical objects in public mathematical 
space and time) are the cause of (and, therefore, logically precede) the perceptions in 
private sensed space and time.  All perceptions are thought to be mere projections 
generated in the observer (and is what Newton meant when he called them 
‘appearances’).   

Moreover, Newton adds a further qualification with respect to the role of c. (the 
observer) in the relationship between a. and b., in that the observer does not generate 
perceptions in sensed space and time spontaneously, but only when acted upon by the 
material substances in public mathematical space and time.126 

For Galileo and Newton, the observer cannot be conceived as merely an aggregate of 
the material substances of his body, since the latter type of observer would be quite 
unable to be conscious of perceptions in sensed space and time.  This is because (as 
both scientists emphasise) material substances have only the properties of moving in 
a straight line with a constant velocity when no external forces are acting upon them 
(and of moving in an accelerated manner when acted upon by external forces).127  
Galileo and Newton presume that material substances have no awareness at all and, 
therefore, no capacity, whatsoever, to have sense perceptions.   

4.3. LOCKEAN SPIRIT 
When John Locke128 saw that the Galilean and Newtonian observer had to be a 
different kind of substance from the material substances in mathematical space and 
time, he presumed that this type of observer must be a type of ‘mental substance’.   

For putting together the ideas of thinking and willing, or the power of moving or 
quieting corporeal motion, joined to substance, of which we have no distinct idea, 
we have the idea of an immaterial spirit; and by putting together the ideas of 
coherent solid parts, and a power of being moved, joined with substance, of 
which likewise we have no positive idea, we have the idea of matter.   

I do more certainly know that there is some spiritual being within me that sees 
and hears.  This, I must be convinced, cannot be the action of bare insensible 

                                                 
125 This particular terminology is from Northrop (1947, Chapter Twelve). 
 
126 It seems that dreams contradict this particular qualification of Newton‘s as they are perceptions that 
are generated without being ‘acted upon by the material substances in public mathematical space and 
time.’ 
 
127 It should be noted that quantum physics revises Newton‘s definition of material substance. 
 
128 The influence of Galileo and Newton on Locke is confirmed by Northrop (1947, p.353): ‘The 
Lockean philosophy which defined the economic and political ideology of classical Anglo-
American culture was not merely a philosophy of economic science and politics but also the 
philosophy to which Galilean and Newtonian physics first forced modern philosophical thought.’  
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matter; nor ever could be, without an immaterial thinking being. (Locke, 1690, 
p.193) 

The Lockean mental substance, therefore, is the kind of entity identified with c. (the 
observer or spirit) which has the property that when it’s exposed to b. (the material 
substances of physics in mathematical public space and time), it has the 
consciousness of, and the capacity to produce sense perceptions. 

4.3.1. LOCKE’S UNANSWERED QUESTION 

Unfortunately, the question129 is then usually asked of how the two completely 
different substances of Lockean spirit (i.e. mental substance) and ‘bare insensible 
matter’ can affect each other and, by doing so, the mind-matter problem is introduced.    

There is NO direct connection between the two realms ...if you start with the 
subjective/objective metaphysics (or the mind/matter idea if that sounds less 
‘metaphysical’)...  subjectiveness is subjectiveness from here to eternity as is 
objectiveness; nowhere do the two overlap.  (Skutvik, 1997) 

In the SOM of Descartes and Locke, objective quantity is perceived as inhering in 
material substance while subjective values are perceived as inhering in mental 
substances.  They are mutually exclusive and should, therefore, be unable to affect 
each other.  Of course, experience strongly indicates otherwise.  For instance, your 
mind can decide to move your little finger (a physical object) and LSD (a physical 
substance) can alter your mind.  If mind-body interaction is denied then this implies 
that planning or thinking form no causal link with actions and, conversely, that 
physical stimulus has no affect on mental states.   

As Campbell (1970, p.35) notes, we should only accept such an implausible position 
only after every other possible avenue has been explored: 

If we deny mind-body interaction we must furnish a convincing account of how 
the illusion arises.  We will need a powerful reinterpretation of all the evidence 
apparently supporting interaction.  In the meantime, the initial plausibility of the 
view that body acts on mind and mind acts on body is immense. 

4.4. SOM SOLUTIONS TO THE MIND-MATTER PROBLEM 
Before examining how the MOQ deals with the mind-matter problem, we will first 
consider the SOM solutions provided by materialism, idealism and dualism.  The first 
system to be assessed will be materialism, in the context of Northrop’s concepts by 
intuition and postulation.  

4.4.1. NORTHROP’S CONCEPTS BY INTUITION AND POSTULATION 

In dealing with this section on materialism, it’s important for the reader to understand 
Northrop’s (1947, p.82/83) specific terminology of ‘concepts by intuition’ and 
‘concepts by postulation’:  

                                                 
129 Even by Locke (1690, p.387). 
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(a) A concept by intuition is one, which denotes, and whose complete meaning is 
given in immediately apprehended experience.  ‘Intuition’ in this context means 
‘immediately perceived’ not instinctively known or felt.  A headache or ‘blue’ (in 
the context of the sensed colour) are concepts by intuition.130 

(b) ‘A concept by postulation is one the meaning of which (in whole or part) is 
designated by the postulates of the deductive theory in which it occurs.’  It is a 
concept not given by immediate experience but through deduction.  Sub-atomic 
particles or ‘blue’ (in the context of a particular wavelength in electromagnetic 
radiation) are concepts by postulation. 

It’s therefore apparent that concepts by intuition refer to phenomenal properties 
(including imagined objects) that are immediately apprehended (such as colour and 
pain) while concepts by postulation refer to theoretically postulated entities (such as 
‘mind’, ‘subjects’, ‘objects’, ‘atoms’ and ‘brains’) which are never immediately 
apprehended.  Concepts by intuition are parts of immediate experience (i.e. Quality) 
and are beyond doubt while concepts by postulation refer to anything that transcends 
immediately given phenomena and, in consequence, are subject to the vagaries of 
Descartes’ Demon.  Northrop (1947, p.43-44) explains the difference between the two 
concepts (with reference to pure empiricism): 

Empirically, we immediately apprehend what we immediately apprehend, the 
image of the snake on the bedpost with the same vividness and purely factual 
immediacy as the image of the snake in the zoo.  Nor does the former image come 
with a tag on it saying ‘I am illusory,’ or the latter image come with a tag reading 
‘I am the image of a real public, external animal.’  Both images are equally 
factual, the one as real, so far as pure empiricism can tell, as the other. 

In addition, Northrop (1947, p.67) gives an example of the relationship between 
concepts by intuition and concepts by postulation:  

When one concludes that the two-dimensional colored patch before one is the 
sign of the presence of a three dimensional desk, one has epistemically correlated 
the two-dimensional colored patch (i.e. a concept by intuition) which one directly 
inspects with one side of a theoretically postulated, three-dimensional, right-
angled cornered, external material object which one terms a desk (i.e. a concept 
by postulation). 

4.4.2. THE NEGATION OF MATERIALISM 

Northrop (1947, p.63) notes what occurs when SOM physicalists131 (such as Dennett) 
confuse the two:  

                                                 
130 Northrop (1947, p.195) expands on the definition of ‘concepts by intuition’ elsewhere: ‘In other 
words, they are concepts the complete meaning of which is given by something which can be 
immediately apprehended. Such concepts we shall call concepts by intuition, where intuition 
means, not a speculative hunch, but the immediate apprehension of pure empiricism, which 
occurs in direct inspection or pure observation. Descriptive, natural history biology with its 
classification of genera and species constructed in terms of directly observable characteristics is 
an example of a science…’ using concepts by intuition. 
 
131 W.A. Davis notes that physicalism is: ‘The doctrine that everything is physical.  Also called 
materialism, the view is associated with Democritus, Epicurus, Lucretius, Hobbes, Holbach, T.H. 
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Failure by… Western philosophy to distinguish the concepts by intuition… from 
the concepts by postulation of the stage of deductively formulated theory in 
Western science… has resulted in incalculable error.132  

For instance, Dennett (1991, p.372) makes the assertion that ‘I agree wholeheartedly 
that there seem to be qualia’ though, in the previous sentence to this, states 
ambiguously ‘I am denying that there are any such properties.’  To be fair, he does 
recognise (Dennett, 1991, p.37) that SOM (what he terms ‘the myth of the Cartesian 
theatre’) ‘needs to be avoided’.  Unfortunately, his approach involves the rejection of 
all concepts by intuition133 and, in so doing attempts the logically impossible by 
building a theory solely from concepts by postulation.  It must be emphasised that the 
latter is impossible because the existence of all concepts by postulation necessarily 
require the immediately apprehended concepts by intuition for verification.  This is 
illustrated by Northrop (1947, p.69/70) with the example of the sun:  

The scientific object, the star called the sun, which is a three dimensional 
spherical mass composed of molecules with a mean free path between them 
defining an exceedingly high interior temperature, is a theoretically inferred 
object.  In short, the astronomer’s sun is not an empirically immediate pure fact, 
but a highly complicated theoretical inference from pure fact.  Furthermore, the 
existence of this astronomical ball of matter is - only indirectly verified, through its 
deductive consequences checked against immediately inspected data such as those 
in… the sunset; (in other words) the existence of the scientific object which is the 
sun is not directly observed as pure fact. 

I.e. the concepts by postulation134 (which physicalism solely relies on) are never 
immediately apprehended and are meaningless if they do not have concepts by 
intuition (i.e. qualia) to refer to for verification.135  It seems certain that Northrop is 
correct because it’s difficult to envisage how a person without any of their five senses 
(and, therefore, lacking all qualia to provide concepts by intuition) could, in turn, 
                                                                                                                                            
Huxley, J.B. Watson, Carnap, Quine, and Smart.  Physicalists hold that that the real world 
contains nothing but matter and energy.’  (Quoted from The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, 
1995, p.679)  Any philosophy that asserts that reality is composed from mind, matter or a combination 
of both is an SOM philosophy.  As physicalism asserts that reality is fundamentally material, it fulfils 
this criteria. 
 
132 This is an ‘incalculable error’ as concepts by intuition (such as qualia) are immediately sensed while 
concepts by postulation (such as physical properties) are theoretically inferred. 
 
133 Of course, physicalism is forced to make this ‘illegal’ metaphysical move (of reducing the 
subjective realm to the objective) because otherwise it becomes a type of dualism. 
   
134 Amongst others, Dennett employs the following concepts by postulation in Consciousness 
Explained: ‘out there’, ‘in here’, ‘light-reflecting properties’, ‘objects’, ‘creatures’, ‘discriminative 
states’, ‘brains’, ‘innate dispositions’, ‘learned habits’, ‘mechanistic properties’, ‘human creatures’, and 
‘language’. 
. 
135 This is also supported by G.E. Moore (1903, p.10): ‘A moment’s reflection is sufficient to show 
that these light vibrations are not themselves what we mean by yellow.  They are not what we 
perceive.  Indeed, we should never have been able to discover their existence, unless we had been 
struck by the patent difference of quality between the different colours.  The most we can be 
entitled to say of those vibrations is that they are what corresponds in space to the yellow which 
we actually perceive.’ 
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postulate any scientific theory (i.e. think of a ‘concept by postulation’).  If so, 
Northrop’s insight into the proper context for each of the two distinct types of 
‘concepts by intuition and postulation’ is useful as it reveals the hidden conflation of 
these concepts undertaken by physicalists. 

4.4.2.1. DAVID CHALMERS ON DENNETT 

However, even within the SOM tradition, this conflation has been recognised.  
Though explicitly unaware of Northrop’s conceptual distinctions, David Chalmers136 
(1996, p.190-91) has still noticed Dennett’s ambiguous use of the word ‘seem’ in the 
sentence: ‘I agree wholeheartedly that there seem to be qualia’:137 

There is a phenomenal sense of ‘seem’, in which for things to seem a certain way 
is just for them to be experienced in a certain way.  And there is a psychological 
sense of ‘seem’ in which for things to seem a certain way is for us to be disposed 
to judge they are that way.  It is in the first sense that a theory of experience 
must explain the way things seem. But it is in the second sense that Dennett’s 
theory explains it.  Once this subtle equivocation is noted, the argument loses 
most of its force.  

Chalmer’s observation is of particular interest from the viewpoint of Northrop’s 
philosophy (and, in consequence, the MOQ) because the phenomenal sense of ‘seem’ 
is a ‘concept by intuition’ while the psychological sense of ‘seem’ is a ‘concept by 
postulation’.  Not only does Chalmers confirm that it’s the phenomenal sense of 
‘seem’ (i.e. the qualia) that’s important for a theory of experience, it’s also apparent 
that Dennett can only deny Chalmer’s criticism (of having a weak argument) if he 
(erroneously) conflates the two understandings of ‘seem’.  However, such conflation 
is not only misleading but would result in nonsense.  As Northrop (1947, p.63) notes:  

If one treats the concepts of Western philosophy, which almost invariably are 
concepts by postulation, as if they were empirically given concepts by intuition, 
vague rubbish is precisely and inevitably what one will get.  

If the above argument is sound, it shows physicalism doesn’t solve the mind-matter 
problem because it can’t account for the existence of qualia which its theoretical 
postulates depend on.  In the next section, we will now examine how the other SOM 
systems (idealism and dualism) handle the mind-matter problem.    

4.4.3. IDEALIST & DUALIST SOLUTIONS TO THE MIND-MATTER 
PROBLEM  

The suggested solution of idealism in dealing with the mind-matter problem is that the 
mind of God provides ideas so the ‘objective world’ (of trees, tables and chairs, etc.) 
does not disappear when human beings are not observing it.  However, the principal 
difficulty with this is that a belief in the supernatural Final Causes of God does not sit 
very easily with modern science.  As Pirsig (1995d) illustrates: 

                                                 
136 Chalmers is classified as an SOM philosopher because he’s a mind-matter dualist. 
 
137 Quoted above in this chapter; originally from Dennett, 1991, p.372. 
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When a scientifically oriented mind hears the term ‘(material) substance’ it says, 
‘that’s reality.’  When it hears about ‘oneness’ and ‘nothingness’ it says, ‘That’s 
just empty, meaningless, metaphysical claptrap for the ‘Mind of God’ which we 
have already rejected for empirical reasons.  Scientifically those words have no 
meaning.’  

If Kant is correct in his assessment of idealism, it also appears that it’s just another 
form of Cartesian Dualism.  Both theories assume that the distinction between an 
objective reality (and the subjective experience of it) is a distinction between two 
distinct and independent kinds of entities i.e. mind (whether the subjective ideas of 
idealism or the appearances of dualism) and a material ‘external world’ (whether it 
depends on the mind of God or a physical substance). (Politis, 1993, p.xxx-xxxiii) 

SOM dualistic theories such as pre-established harmony (Leibnitz), double aspect 
theory, and occasionalism (Malebranche) are also problematic in that they not only 
require a theistic God but one who arranges in advance that a person’s mental and 
physical histories are in close correspondence with each other.  For instance, as the 
two substances of mind and matter ‘must by definition have nothing in common with 
another’, Leibnitz and Malebranche postulate that their causal connection must be 
illusory though they do appear to act on each other (Popkin & Stroll, 1956, p.102).  
This circumvents the difficulties in Cartesian metaphysics by avoiding any direct 
relationship between mind and matter but is unconvincing as it goes against most, if 
not all, experience.  For example, in Leibnitz’s theory of pre-established histories of 
monads; Brutus did not kill Caesar because of anything Caesar did, but because God 
created each monad so at the moment that Brutus’s monad had certain thoughts of 
treachery and performed certain actions (i.e. stabbing Caesar), Caesar’s monad 
correspondingly dropped dead.    

Like Malebranche’s, Leibnitz’s view, though it may not contain any 
inconsistencies, is incredible from the point of view of our ordinary, common 
experience.  (Popkin & Stroll, 1956, p. 103)   

In other words, as Northrop (1947, p.196/199) notes, SOM fails to provide a credible 
scientific explanatory basis for science in the relationship between mind and matter: 

As the development of modern psychology and philosophy following Descartes 
and Locke (has) made clear, no one has been able to formulate clearly, within a 
single deductive theory, how the postulated mental substance is related to the 
postulated material substances of physiology and physics…  The trouble with the 
postulation of ‘material substances’ to account for certain immediately 
apprehended factors and ‘mental substances’ to account for other directly 
inspected factors is that, being so completely different from each other and 
having nothing in common, there is no way of getting them into working 
relationship with each other in a single deductive scientific theory. 

4.5. THE MOQ SOLUTION TO THE MIND-MATTER PROBLEM 
However, by avoiding certain assumptions of SOM, it does appear that the MOQ can 
obtain a working metaphysical relationship between mind and matter.  This is 
primarily achieved by asserting that mind can’t be absolutely different from matter 
because they have an evolutionary relationship.   
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This evolutionary relationship is viable in the MOQ because it rejects Galileo’s and 
Newton’s original SOM assertions about perceptions, material substances and mental 
substances.  Instead of presuming (as Galileo and Newton did) that b. (the material 
substances in public mathematical space and time), are the cause of a. (the 
perceptions in private sensed space and time), by acting on c. (the mental substance 
of the observer), the MOQ presumes (as does the Cittamatra tradition of Buddhism)138 
that b. and c. are abstractions (static quality patterns) derived from a. (the perceptions 
or Dynamic Quality). 

In the MOQ, then, it is c. (the mental substances or intellectual quality patterns) that 
logically precede b. (the material substances or inorganic quality patterns).  I think 
this is a reasonable argument because experiences are prior to any concepts such as 
‘material’, ‘subject’ and ‘object’ in human development.139 

Experience in a SOM is an action of the object upon the subject.  In the MOQ, 
experience is pure Quality which gives rise to the creation of intellectual patterns 
which in turn produce a division between subjects and objects.  

Among these patterns is the intellectual pattern that says ‘there is an external 
world of things out there which are independent of intellectual patterns’.   

That is one of the highest quality intellectual patterns there is.  (Pirsig, 1998d) 

The MOQ, therefore, asserts that it’s only because of (certain) perceptions that the 
ideas of society, animate objects and, most importantly, an ‘independent public 
mathematical space and time’ has developed.  Though, the MOQ recognises a belief 
in the latter as a very high quality idea, it remains provisional.   This is supported by 
Barrett (1986, p.40) who notes: 

The whole world of matter, which Locke would make the substratum, or 
underlying reality, for the world of our common experience, is in fact a high level 
intellectual construction.  It is a case of misplaced concreteness, as the 
philosopher A.N. Whitehead… has called it: the abstract concepts of physics are 
taken as ultimately concrete in place of the ordinary world of common 
experience. 

In other words, to use Northrop’s terminology, there has been a confusion of concepts 
by postulation (i.e. physical objects) with concepts by intuition (i.e. ‘the ordinary 

                                                 
138 This tradition of Buddhism is explored further in Chapter Five. 
 
139 Pirsig (1991, p.122-23) explains why, he thinks, perceptions are prior:  ‘It is not until the baby is 
several months old that he will begin to really understand enough about that enormously 
complex correlation of sensations and boundaries and desires called an object to be able to reach 
for one.  This object will not be a primary experience.  It will be a complex pattern of static 
values derived from primary experience.  Once the baby has made a complex pattern of values 
called an object and found this pattern to work well he quickly develops a skill and speed at 
jumping through the chain of deductions that produced it, as though it were a single jump.  This 
is similar to the way one drives a car.  The first time there is a very slow trial-and-error process 
of seeing what causes what.  But in a very short time it becomes so swift one doesn’t even think 
about it.  The same is true of objects.  One uses these complex patterns the same way one shifts a 
car, without thinking about them.  (It’s) only when the shift doesn’t work or an ‘object’ turns out 
to be an illusion is one forced to become aware of the deductive process.’ 
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world of common experience’).  Therefore, instead of Locke’s logical ordering of 
reality as: 

OBJECTS (first, then) - INTELLECT – (and, then) PERCEPTIONS/QUALIA, 

It is apparent that Pirsig corrects this logical ordering and replaces it with: 

QUALIA/PERCEPTIONS (first, then) - INTELLECT - (and then, social, 
biological & inanimate) OBJECTS. 

It’s this revised metaphysical ordering which is the key to solving the mind-matter 
problem.  The MOQ perceives that mental and material substances are composed of 
Quality which allows them to be not only distinct but, also metaphysically related as 
Quality patterns at different stages of evolution. 

The MOQ never says that the intellectual level is just the inorganic level in 
disguise.  The only reason the SOM people say that, I think, is that they are 
trying to prove that everything is inorganic in order to satisfy the demands of 
materialism.  But in the MOQ all the levels are embedded in quality and they 
don’t need to be embedded in each other.  (Pirsig, 2001b) 

In consequence, the mind-matter problem resolves solely into one of scientific 
concern.  However, it’s important to note that a scientific explanation of the 
relationship between mind and matter is not being offered here; just the use of the 
MOQ to clear any metaphysical obstacles to the use of one.  It’s also certain that 
scientific theories will be continually developed to connect the two.  Obviously it 
assists philosophers if they’re up-to-date on the latest scientific developments though, 
as Nagel (1994, p.65) infers, its outside philosophy’s remit itself to provide scientific 
explanations:   

We have increasing knowledge of a fascinating character about the physical 
conditions of particular types of conscious states, but these correlations, even if 
substantially multiplied, do not amount to a general explanatory theory.  In 
order to achieve a real understanding of these matters, we would have to make 
progress of a fundamental kind with the mind-body problem: progress which 
constituted a conceptual advance, rather than merely more empirically 
ascertainable information, however interesting. 

To return to SOM, its generation of the mind-matter problem seems to have occurred 
because the notion of mind evolving from matter (over a period of billions of years) 
was developed after the era of Newton, Galileo, Descartes and Locke.  Moreover, as 
Dawkins (1986, p.39-40) notes, there is still an ‘intuitive credulity’ concerning 
evolutionary development due to the ‘immensities of time’ involved.  However, if 
evolutionary theory had been contemporaneous with them, Descartes and Locke may 
have been alerted to this connection between mind and matter and, in consequence, 
revised their concepts.  However, as things stood, such a revision was perceived by 
them as ‘repugnant’: ‘It is as repugnant to the idea of senseless matter that it should 
put into itself sense, perception, and knowledge, as it is repugnant to the idea of a 

© 2005 ANTHONY MCWATT PAGE 66 OF 132  



AN INTRODUCTION TO ROBERT PIRSIG’S METAPHYSICS OF QUALITY 

triangle that it should put into itself greater angles than two right ones.’140  (Locke, 
1690, p.380) 

4.6. FREEDOM & DETERMINISM 
In addition to the mind-matter problem, SOM also becomes unstuck with the idea of 
determinism because if human beings appear to be composed of just physical matter 
then their behaviour is subject only to the laws of physics.  If that is the case, their 
behaviour is determined and, in consequence, free-will an illusion.  As Richard Taylor 
(1991, p.37-38) illustrates: 

Everything in nature is and always has been determinate, with no loose edges at 
all, and she was forever destined to bring forth just what she has produced, 
however slight may be our understanding of the origins of these works.  Ultimate 
responsibility for anything that exists, and hence for any person and his deeds, 
can thus rest only with the first cause of all things, if there is such a cause, or 
nowhere at all, in case there is not.  Such, at least, seems to be the unavoidable 
implication of determinism.  

However, some philosophers would disagree with Taylor’s conclusion and suggest 
that free-will is compatible with determinism.  For instance, the Stoics141 introduced a 
theistic belief to explain why everything is pre-determined (though, in certain 
circumstances, they still believed that we have responsibility for our actions).142  
Sharples (1995, p.852) illustrates this: 

Stoic ethics indicated that if a perfectly wise i.e. virtuous, man saw his child in 
danger of drowning (say), he would try to save it; but that if he failed he would 
accept this without feeling distress or pity, and without his happiness being 
diminished.  Since everything that happens is governed by divine providence, his 
failure must have been for the best.  
                                                 
140 Locke was also wrong about triangles not being able to have a total sum of angles greater than 180 
degrees (i.e. two right angles).  For instance, in Riemann geometry (which, like evolutionary theory, 
did not exist until the nineteenth century) such a triangle is possible. However, to give credit where it’s 
due, Locke did recognise that the solution to the mind-matter problem was connected to how the 
universe was brought into being:  ‘My right hand writes, whilst my left hand is still.  What causes 
rest in one, and motion in the other?  Nothing but my will, a thought of my mind; my thought 
only changing, the right hand rests, and the left hand moves.  This is a matter of fact, which 
cannot be denied; explain this and make it intelligible, and then the next step will be to 
understand creation.’ (Locke, 1690, p.387) 
 
141 The Stoics were deterministic and physicalistic.  The universe was conceived by them as an 
immanent Logos embodied by animating particles of fire.  However, stoicism corresponds with the 
MOQ, in its view that virtue (in fact, the Greek term ‘arete’ which is usually translated as virtue, is 
translated by Pirsig as ‘Quality’) and not pleasure is the good.  Moreover, stoicism’s radical 
differentiation between external goods like health and wealth (which are merely preferable to illness 
and poverty) and  moral goods such as self-control (which are truly and inherently good) is similar to 
the distinction in the MOQ where biological and social quality patterns (health and wealth) are 
secondary to intellectual quality patterns (such as self-control). (Sharples, 1995) 
 
142 Thinking about Aesop’s fable about the Fox with no tail, it seems, more than a coincidence, that 
stoicism was founded by someone (Zeno of Citium) who had just lost a fortune when shipwrecked (on 
the way to Athens).  The thought that maybe he could have chosen the next ship (which completed the 
journey successfully) would have been a hard one to deal with.  To believe that the shipwreck was, 
indeed, unavoidable, may have helped Zeno in coping with such a personal disaster. 
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It seems that the modern ‘compatibilist’ position has arisen because (in SOM) the 
alternative (that if everything is not determined then it must be random) is equally, if 
not more, unpalatable.  In this section then, we will see if a more palatable 
reconciliation of free-will and determinism be formulated using the MOQ in a 
combination with Popper’s theory of propensities. 

4.6.1. KARL POPPER’S THEORY OF PROPENSITIES 

Popper makes a similar assertion about the ontological status of propensities as 
Pirsig’s does with values.  By propensity, Popper (1990, p.18) means the tendency for 
things to happen or behave in a way that is greater than chance; what he terms 
‘weighted possibilities’.   

Propensities, like Newtonian attractive forces, are invisible and, like them, they 
can act: they are actual, they are real.   

Richard Hazlewood (1997, p.3) points out the connection between Popper and Pirsig: 

Both writers think that preference is a key term in understanding why the 
universe is as it is.  Popper, when writing about the evolution of species, talks of 
‘preferences of organisms for certain possibilities’ thus making them 
propensities and Pirsig writes ‘what appears to be absolute cause is just a 
consistent pattern of preferences,’ and he means by this, (is) preference for 
certain valued relationships which we can just as easily recognize as propensities.  

For both Pirsig and Popper, subjects and objects are perceived as being part of an 
event rather than the whole situation.  Popper (1990, p.14) phrases it thus: 

I have stressed that propensities should not be regarded as properties inherent in 
an object, such as a die or penny, but should be regarded as in a situation (of 
which, of course, the object is a part).  I asserted that the situational aspect of the 
propensity theory was important, and decisively important for a realist 
interpretation of quantum theory.  

Like Pirsig, Popper (1990, p.19) locates the development of quantum physics as an 
important factor in undermining determinist explanations:  

The world of physics is, we have known for some time, indeterministic.  It was 
long regarded as deterministic.  And then, after quantum indeterminism was 
accepted, indeterminism was usually regarded as affecting only the tiniest bodies, 
such as radioactive atoms and only very little.  But this, it turned out, was a 
mistake.  We now know that not only tiny particles are affected but also the 
probability of chemical reactions, and thus, of classical mass effects. 

4.6.2. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN POPPER AND PIRSIG 

However, the difference between Popper and Pirsig is that Popper still regards 
subjects and objects as being distinct from propensities while Pirsig, as noted 
previously, reduces subjects and objects down to propensities (as types of values).  In 
consequence, this allows Pirsig (1997c) to metaphysically conflate preferences (which 
are usually regarded as subjective) with probability (which is usually regarded as 
relating to the behaviour of objects):  
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When the distinction between them (i.e. preference and probability) is examined an 
interesting fact appears.  Preference is always supposed to be subjective.  It exists 
only at the intellectual and social levels.  At the biological level it becomes 
controversial as to whether animals such as cats have a preference or if they 
function according to Skinnerian stimulus-and-response probability.  And at the 
atomic level it is assumed that only probability exists. 

The MOQ puts an end to this ancient freewill vs. determinism controversy by 
showing that both preference and probability are subsets of value.  As the 
distinction between subject and object becomes relatively unimportant in the 
MOQ, so does the distinction between probability and preference.  There is no 
basic difference between mind and matter with regard to free will, only a 
difference in degree of freedom.  

As Chalmers (1996, p.294) infers, a human being’s experience has the potential to be 
richer and more complex (i.e. more valuable) than a dog’s, a mouse or a sub-atomic 
particle.  Possibly this view is human-centric but higher order animals such as parrots, 
for instance, do become mentally ill if the preferences available to them (in their 
experiences) are seriously curtailed while goldfish can seemingly be offered relatively 
little stimulation without any detrimental effect. 

If preference and determinism are on the same continuum, this implies that freedom is 
also on a continuum from little (or none) at the inorganic static quality level (e.g. I 
have no control over the strength of gravity in the universe; it is largely determined), 
to some freedom at the biological (e.g. I have to eat to survive but have some control 
of what I eat and of meal times), considerable freedom at the social (e.g. what church, 
if any, I attend), nearly complete choice at the intellectual (e.g. what I believe to be 
true) and to complete freedom at the Dynamic ‘Code of Art’ level (e.g. where I put 
my first brush stroke, if any, on the canvas).  It’s therefore seen that this ‘value’ 
continuum (of freedom) stretches between largely determined sub-atomic particles to 
complete artistic freedom.  This is important (metaphysically) as this allows, in a 
largely deterministic physical world, considerable intellectual freedom for an 
individual to make moral and aesthetic decisions.  

4.7. HUME’S ‘IS-OUGHT PROBLEM’ 
It’s also interesting to note that the MOQ’s reduction of subjects and objects to 
patterns of value possibly provides a solution to Hume’s ‘is-ought problem’.143   D.J. 
Taylor (1992) a contributor for The Newman notes the following:  

What is so exciting philosophically in Pirsig’s book is that we have finally found 
an answer to the argument of the sceptic Hume which has so totally undermined 
moral theory over the last two hundred years: that you cannot derive a 
                                                 
143 The ‘is-ought problem’ (a.k.a. ‘Hume‘s Principle’) is Hume’s famous assertion that it’s an error to 
use a set of non-moral facts to support a moral conclusion: ‘In every system of morality that I have 
hitherto met with, I have always remark’d that the author proceeds for some time in the 
ordinary way of reasoning… when of a sudden I am surpriz’d to find, that instead of the usual 
copulations of propositions, is, and, is not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with 
an ought, or an ought not.  This change is imperceptible; but is, however, of the last consequence.’  
David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, 1738, section III/i/i (quoted from Kant‘s Copernican 
Revolution, the Open University Press, Units 17-18, 1972, p.18). 
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(subjective) ‘ought’ from an (objective) ‘is’.  (In the MOQ) all experience is moral 
and ‘objects’ are mere abstractions (i.e. static value patterns). 

It seems that Hume’s dilemma is another SOM problem caused by dividing reality 
between a moral subjective realm and a non-moral objective realm.  I think Taylor 
supposes that the MOQ solves Hume’s dilemma because all facts (in the MOQ) are 
types of value patterns (from a low order of morality at the inorganic level to higher 
ones such as the social and intellectual).  Moreover, as cosmological evolution is a 
scientific fact and also the basis for moral grading in the MOQ, a thing ought to be 
treated according to the level of evolution it is at.  For instance, slavery is immoral 
because it’s treating people at a lower type of evolutionary pattern (i.e. inorganic or 
biological objects that are owned) so denying the fact of the highest evolutionary 
pattern that they actually manifest (i.e. intellectual patterns). 

4.8. THE SOM NOTION OF CAUSATION 
Though they may differ in their opinion concerning the ‘is-ought problem’,144 Pirsig 
shares Hume’s belief that there’s no necessary connection between mind and matter.  
Both philosophers do recognise that certain mental events are constantly conjoined 
with physical events but emphasis that no causal relationship between them is ever 
observed.145 

Empirically speaking, there is no such thing as causation.  You never see it, touch 
it, hear it or feel it.  You never experience it in any way.  This has not been a 
minor philosophic or scientific platypus.146  This has been a real show-stopper.  
(Pirsig, 1991, p.106) 

Hume (1777, p.81) postulates that the idea of necessary connection between events or 
successive impressions is an idea derived from experience.  

Our idea… of necessity and causation arises entirely from the uniformity 
observable in the operations of nature, where similar objects are constantly 
conjoined together, and the mind is determined by custom to infer the one from 
the appearance of the other.  These two circumstances form the whole of that 
necessity, which we ascribe to matter.  Beyond the constant conjunction of 
similar objects, and the consequent inference from one to the other, we have no 
notion of any necessity or connexion. 

                                                 
144 It’s worth noting that Hume possibly rejected the truth of his own principle.  (See Hanfling in Kant‘s 
Copernican Revolution, Open University Units 17-18, 1972, p.20) 
  
145 Not that Hume or Pirsig are suggesting anything not realised by Buddhist philosophy well before the 
eighteenth century.  As Guenther (1957, p.180) points out: ‘Buddhists never admitted the rule “A 
causes B”, except as a crude suggestion in non-philosophical parlance.  As a matter of fact, the 
Buddhist conception of causation is (that) there is no indefinable (i.e. mysterious) relation, except 
conjunction and succession and that our tendency to accept such propositions as “this causes 
that” is to be explained by the laws of habit and association.’ 
 
146 Pirsig (1991, p.104-05) uses the term ‘platypus’ to note a metaphysical mistake. 
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However, Nagel (1979, p.185-86) argues that Hume was mistaken in maintaining that 
causality is somehow illusory.147   

According to Hume, our idea of causal necessity is a kind of illusion, because all 
we ever observe are natural regularities and correlations…  But I do not believe 
it is an illusion.  True causes do necessitate their effects: they make them happen 
or make them the case.  Uniform correlations are at best evidence of such 
underlying necessities.  This seems to me clearly true in elementary cases: heat 
causing water to boil, rocks causing glass to break. 

Of course, just by asserting that ‘true causes do necessitate their effects’ because this 
seems ‘clearly true in elementary cases’ (such as heat causing water to boil), is not 
sufficient on its own for Nagel to prove beyond doubt that causal necessity is part of 
an objective real world.  This is because, as noted by Hume, there’s nothing in our 
experience that guarantees the continuation of the previously observed uniformity of 
nature.  Moreover, as Davies (1995, p.195) notes, there’s also no logical obstacle to 
the idea of a universe whose conditions of uniformity suddenly cease to exist.  

However, even if causal necessity is rejected, it doesn’t necessarily follow that the 
observed uniformity of nature has to also be rejected.  For instance, the MOQ uses the 
less deterministic notion of preference to connect two consecutive events:   

You can always substitute ‘B values precondition A’ for ‘A causes B’ without 
changing any facts of science at all.   The term ‘cause’ can be struck out 
completely from a scientific description of the universe without any loss of 
accuracy or completeness. (Pirsig, 1991, p.107) 

 Pirsig’s assertion that ‘value’ is a more accurate term to use than ‘causation’ is also 
supported by Popper (1990, p.18/19/20):  

The World is no longer a causal machine - it can be seen as a world of 
propensities, as an unfolding process of realizing possibilities and of unfolding 
new possibilities…  The old world picture that puts before us a mechanism 
operating with pushes, or with more abstract causes that are all in the past – the 
past kicking us and driving us with kicks into the future, the past is no longer 
adequate in our indeterministic world of propensities.  Causation is just a special 
case of propensity: the case of a propensity equal to 1, a determining demand, or 
force, for realization.   

It’s interesting to note that, as with freedom and determinism, causal necessity and 
(absolute) randomness can be placed as the opposing limits of a value (or propensity) 
continuum.  If causation is the case of a propensity equal to 1, randomness would be 
the case of a propensity equal to 0.  Though the MOQ perceives the inorganic level of 

                                                 
147 However, when Hume is accused of stating that causation is ‘illusory’, he’s just making the same 
point of Northrop and Pirsig that it’s only illusory in the sense that it’s a concept used to order certain 
sensory perceptions (and, therefore, subject to the vagaries of Descartes‘ demon).  This correlation 
becomes apparent when reading Hume’s (1777, p.151-52) example of the white table:  ‘This very 
table, which we see white, and which we feel hard, is believed to exist, independent of our 
perception, and to be something external to our mind, which perceives it…  But this universal 
and primary opinion of all men is soon destroyed by the slightest philosophy, which teaches us, 
that nothing can ever be present to the mind but an image or perception.’  This seems very similar 
to the example of the snakes used by Northrop earlier.  (See Section 4.4.1.) 
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reality as very close to being absolutely determined, it seems to view a propensity 
equal to 1 as just a theoretical limit: 

The only difference between causation and value is that the word ‘cause’ implies 
absolute certainty whereas the implied meaning of ‘value’ is one of preference.  
In classical science it was supposed that the world always works in terms of 
absolute certainty and that ‘cause’ is the more appropriate word to describe it.  
But in modern quantum physics all that is changed.  Particles ‘prefer’ to do what 
they do.  An individual particle is not absolutely committed to one predictable 
behavior.  What appears to be an absolute cause is just a very consistent pattern 
of preferences.  Therefore when you strike ‘cause’ from the language and 
substitute ‘value’ you are not only replacing an empirically meaningless term 
with a meaningful one; you are using a term that is more appropriate to actual 
observation.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.107) 

It’s perhaps pertinent to note that as the mechanical philosophy of SOM is revised in 
the MOQ, the closely related mechanical notion of causation is also changed.  
Though, this correlation is overlooked by Pirsig, Popper (1990, p.20/21) does note 
that causation was a ‘push’ theory; it implies that the world is like a mechanical 
clock148 in which the first cog wheel to move is the first push.  Popper (1990, p.7/8) 
also notes that this was an idea promoted by Descartes and was the dominant physical 
view of the universe until the development of quantum mechanics.  In the 1920s, it 
became apparent that the new science made the clockwork universe imprecise; that 
there were objective indeterminacies;149  indeterminacies that give rise to weighted 
possibilities:      

In so far as these possibilities can, and partly will, realize themselves in time, the 
open future is, in some way, already present, with its many competing 
possibilities…  It is not the kicks from the back, from the past, that impel us but 
the attraction, the lure of the future and its competing possibilities, that attract 
us, that entice us.  This is what keeps life – and, indeed, the world – unfolding.  
(Remember that Newtonian forces too are attractive forces!)  (Popper, 1990, 
p.20/21) 

This lure of the future has implications for evolution, and, in turn, the MOQ.  Popper 
(1990, p.26) postulates that evolution is a process which involves both chance and 
preferences:   

It is obvious that in the evolution of life there were almost infinite possibilities.  
But they were largely exclusive possibilities… only comparatively few 
propensities could realize themselves.  Still, the variety of these that have realized 
themselves is staggering.  I believe that this was a process in which both accidents 
and preferences, preferences of the organisms for certain possibilities, were 
                                                 
148 Attributed to Robert Boyle (1627-91) who wrote that the world was like ‘ a rare clock, such as 
may be that at Strasbourg, where all things are so skilfully contrived, that the engine being once 
set a-moving, all things proceed, according to the artificer’s first design.’  Quoted from Boyle’s 
Works (1672) Vol.5, p.163.  www.johndee.org Notes to Chapter One, (June 15th 2002).  
 
149 However, in the 1920s and 1930s, Einstein and Heisenberg maintained that the indeterminacies of 
quantum phenomena were subjective; that is to say due to the limitations of human measurement 
(Popper, 1990, p.8).  In Popper’s favour, I think Bell‘s 1960s theorem (in it’s noticing of non-local 
effects) indicates that quanta are objectively indeterminate.  
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mixed: the organisms were in search of a better world.  Here the preferred 
possibilities were, indeed, allurements. 

This is important for the MOQ as it provides an alternative to Davies (1995, p.194) 
two choices that the universe ‘is either a mindless accident or an inevitable 
consequence of mechanistic laws.’  It also challenges Monod’s (1972, p.167) theory 
that conscious beings emerged merely because of chance. 

4.9. CHALMERS’ ‘HARD QUESTION’ CONCERNING 
CONSCIOUSNESS 
The MOQ’s incorporation of cosmological evolution enables it to suggest a possible 
solution to Chalmers’ ‘hard question’ concerning consciousness.  Chalmers’ (1996, 
p.xii) question states:  

Why is all this processing (by the brain of environmental inputs and internal 
states) accompanied by an experienced inner life?   

Pirsig (and Popper) hypothesise that ‘an experienced inner life’ gradually developed 
from expectations (or values) of low level biological patterns (such as amoeba) to 
enable them to achieve certain preferred possibilities in their environment:   

Organisms and their organs incorporate expectations about their environment; 
and expectations… are homologous with our theories: as homologous as is the 
nose of my dog with my nose.  So I suggest the hypothesis that adaptations and 
expectations (of an amoeba) are homologous even with scientific theories.  
(Popper, 1990, p.47) 

 Popper (1990, p.47) notes that in addition to valuations, an organism needs to move 
(hence possibly explaining a reason why consciousness evolved in animals rather than 
plants):  

The organism’s structure may incorporate the theory: ‘the surrounding water 
can be dangerous: it may be too hot or too cold, and it may be too much or too 
little acid.’  Clearly such evaluations can evolve only if the organism is able to 
take action; for example by moving away if it anticipates danger from these 
environmental states.  Problems, values, and activity all evolve together.150  

It seems that the evolutionary development caused by the ‘problems, values and 
activity’ that Popper refers to (in the above example) is presently one of the better 
theories to provide an answer to Chalmers’ hard question of why consciousness 
developed (from physical matter).  This is supported by Dawkins (1986, p.xiv) who 
actually thinks that evolutionary theory ‘…is the only known theory that could, in 
principle, solve the mystery of our existence’. 

                                                 
150 A similar example is noted by Pirsig (1974, p.251): ‘An amoeba, placed on a plate of water with 
a drip of dilute sulfuric acid placed nearby, will pull away from the acid (I think).  If it could 
speak the amoeba, without knowing anything about sulfuric acid, could say, “This environment 
has poor quality.”  If it had a nervous system it would act in a much more complex way to 
overcome the poor quality of the environment.  It would seek analogues, that is, images and 
symbols from its previous experience, to define the unpleasant nature of its new environment and 
thus “understand” it.’  
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Moreover, if Popper’s ideas on evolution are transposed to the social realm, it 
indicates that self-consciousness initially evolved to make societies (of human beings) 
more directed in realising certain preferred possibilities.   

Anthropologists are beginning to see the importance of social interaction as the 
engine of the evolution of hominid intelligence.  Consciousness and language go 
hand in hand with that.  (Lewin, 1993, p.180) 

I suppose the credibility of the latter hypothesis depends in considering, whether or 
not, bee hives or ant nests would be more effective if their individual members 
developed self-consciousness.  This would involve an imaginative leap similar to the 
recent children’s animated film Antz, though obviously a more scientific one.   

However, Chalmers (1996, p.120) dismisses evolutionary criteria in the development 
of consciousness because he thinks that if a physical replica of himself appeared a 
million years ago, it ‘would have been just as conscious’ as his present day self.   
Chalmers’ certainty about this hypothesis is questioned by Pirsig (2002e) who asks: 

How does he know this?  There is no way a physical replica of him could appear 
a million years ago.  This is an hypothesis contrary to fact; like saying that if pigs 
could fly they could probably go to 10,000 feet in altitude.  

Chalmers (1996, p.121) assumes that if his physical replica was just as conscious a 
million years ago as his present day self, then this would indicate that the ‘connecting 
principles’ between mind and matter ‘are therefore independent of the evolutionary 
process’.   

However, even if Chalmers’ ‘pigs could fly’ hypothesis was shown to be true, the fact 
that the operating processes between mind and matter a million years ago were the 
same as they are today is irrelevant to the truth concerning the actual evolutionary 
development of mind from matter.   For instance, it seems plausible to think that the 
physical environment a million years ago on Earth could support the breathing and 
ingestion systems of present day animals.  However, even if this is the case, it doesn’t 
disprove the actual evidence that the present day breathing systems of animals (e.g. 
lungs) evolved, over the longer term, from more primitive systems (e.g. single cell 
osmosis).  

Moreover, it appears that Chalmers is conflating the ‘connecting principles’ for why 
consciousness developed (from physical matter) with the ‘connecting principles’ of 
how consciousness and physical matter operate between each other.  It seems that 
Chalmers is attempting to answer the second question when his ‘hard question’ 
clearly asks the former.  This being so, Chalmers is confusing the metaphysical 
obstacles of the connecting principles between mind and matter with the scientific 
explanation of these principles.   

The scientific explanation of consciousness is similar to phenomena such as electricity 
or light, in that their explanations are open to continual revision and improvement.  As 
concepts by postulation, it would be an error to assume that definitive answers to such 
phenomena will ever be found.  Only an omniscient God could ever be certain that 
s/he’d obtained such ‘definitives’.  If Chalmers is actually looking for an answer of 
how consciousness and physical matter operate between each other, I think the MOQ 
assists in removing the metaphysical obstacles between these operations (as shown in 
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Section 4.5.) but it’s outside the MOQ’s remit (as with any metaphysical system) to 
give a scientific explanation of these operations. 

As far as a scientific explanation of consciousness is concerned, I would suggest that a 
combination of Kosko’s idea of ‘neural nets’ (which indicates that consciousness 
resides in webs of neural connections between brain cells rather than in particular 
cells)151 and Zohar’s idea of ‘condensed phases’ (which shows that the unitary 
character of consciousness is formed when a critical number of neural connections are 
made) could be a productive line of enquiry.  However, such a theory is speculative 
and would require considerably further development.  As with Chalmers (1996, 
p.277) own ideas about a fundamental theory of consciousness, the combining of 
Zohar’s and Kosko’s theories in this context, is just to put forward a few ‘ideas onto 
the table.’   

4.10. CONCLUSION   
Idealism and materialism can be viewed as being the two extreme boundaries of a 
‘continuum’ of the known (or conceptualised) world.  Idealism is accurate, to the 
extent that (a substance corresponding to) mind does exist (and is one extreme of the 
continuum); materialism is accurate, to the extent that (a substance corresponding to) 
matter does exist (and is the other extreme of the continuum), while dualism is yet 
more accurate in recognising both the existence of mind and matter in their own right 
(though it makes the error of assuming that they are absolutely different).  Arguably, 
the MOQ is more accurate still, as it not only recognises both the ‘extremes’ (of mind 
and matter) but (as shown by cosmological evolution) recognises that they are 
different manifestations of the same (evolving) type of ‘substance’ (i.e. Quality).152  

In addition, Pirsig (as did Wittgenstein) recognises that not everything that can be 
shown to exist can be written about or conceptualised.  As well as the known aspect of 
reality, there’s also the ineffable and the unknown.  As noted above, these are 
recognised in the MOQ by the referring term ‘Dynamic Quality’.  As there’s actually 
nothing known (in an absolute and complete sense), not only does Dynamic Quality 
go beyond the ‘continuum’ of the known itself, it fundamentally composes it as well.  

Moreover, the MOQ gives equal ontological status to the other two distinct 
manifestations of conceptualised reality (biological and social patterns) which lie in-
between the two extremes (of mind and matter).  It’s the recognition that these social 

                                                 
151 See Kosko, 1994, pp.201-14. 
 
152 In this context, the MOQ seems similar to the philosophy of Spinoza.  His assertion (1677, p.11-14) 
that God is the one and only substance, infinite and inherent in all things plus his denial of God as 
being like a human being with a mind and body, is very similar to Pirsig’s conception of Dynamic 
Quality.  However, there’s little consideration of evolutionary development in Spinoza’s philosophy: 
‘(Spinoza) has no doctrine of progress, and his lack of narrative sense gives his ethics an 
appearance of ontology.  He does not naturally think of conduct in terms of doing, having, 
seeking, resisting, and the rest, of praising or blaming or earning, but simply of being.’  (Gregory, 
1910, p.xvi quoted from his introduction to Spinoza 1677).  For instance, Spinoza (1677, p.19) states 
the following: ‘God and all his attributes are immutable.’  As seen above, Pirsig thinks reality is 
essentially always becoming (i.e. dynamic), rather than just being (i.e. static).  This is a critical 
difference as the notion of evolutionary development is an important element of the MOQ.  Moreover, 
in the Ethics (1677, p.40), Spinoza attempts to prove that God is a thinking being, a property that Pirsig 
would deny of Dynamic Quality. 
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and biological aspects have an evolutionary relationship with mind and matter, and 
that the universe is an inter-related whole (rather than being a collection of absolutely 
discrete parts) that enables the MOQ to formulate a solution to the mind-matter 
problem without falling back on supernatural explanations (such as a theistic God).  
As this problem seems to also underlie the difficulties of free-will & determinism, the 
SOM notion of causation and the ‘is-ought problem’, the resolution for these other 
SOM metaphysical problems quickly follows suit, once it’s dealt with. 

As far as I can ascertain, the only implausible component of the MOQ’s solution to 
these problems is the fundamental assertion underlying the whole system itself i.e. 
that reality is composed of Quality.  Other than this, there are no incredible beliefs in 
the MOQ that counteract modern science or our ordinary, common experience.   
Possibly there are inconsistencies which I have missed but, if not, the MOQ should 
have (intellectual) value for academic philosophy, at least, in this context. 

The MOQ sorts Chalmers out by dissolving the ‘hardest problem’ whilst 
reinforcing the irreducibilty and ontological priority of experience 
(Consciousness/Quality).  It seems to me that this neat solution may be a possible 
entry route for the MOQ into the academic mainstream.  Granted the dissolution 
of the hard problem requires a shift in perspective - and this is never a quick and 
easy thing - but this is the whole point isn’t it?  (Gee-Clough, 2002b) 

As noted in the Preface of this text, a major component of the MOQ is based on 
Eastern philosophy (and, particularly, Zen Buddhism).  In the next chapter, then, the 
Western tradition is temporarily left behind and the MOQ’s similarities and 
differences with Eastern philosophy focused on instead.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE MOQ  
AND EASTERN  
PHILOSOPHY 
 

 

5.0. INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter, we will first examine Pirsig’s correlation of Quality with the 
nothingness of Buddhism, the oneness of Hinduism and the Tao.  We will then 
explore the principal Eastern tradition that the MOQ draws upon (Zen Buddhism), the 
use of meditation in Pirsig’s system, two Eastern philosophers (Nagarjuna and 
Nishida) that have similarities to Pirsig, and finally, the differences between the MOQ 
and these traditions.   

Firstly, it’s worth mentioning that the ‘Chinese have seldom subscribed to the view 
that adhering to one religion precludes adherence to another’ (Blofeld, 1978, p.90) 
while Cooper (1996, p.17) notes that in India ‘…thinkers from one school sometimes 
share more with those from a second than with their fellows.’  Moreover, as Zen 
Buddhism can be perceived as a later combination of Taoism and Mahayana 
Buddhism, many of the Eastern ideas in the MOQ are also seen in more than one 
school.    

It’s also worth noting that F.S.C. Northrop,153 the first philosopher to have a 
significant influence on Pirsig, was particularly interested in reconciling the cultural 
differences of East and West.  Writing just after World War Two, Northrop thought 
this reconciliation was important to maintain world peace.154  In consequence, he 
thought it desirable that a metaphysics be as culturally wide as feasibly possible, in 
order to have global appeal.  

The world is in a nasty mess.  It is in this sorry state because each one of its 
cultures, operating from theoretical assumptions which are as a whole provincial 
and which are in part erroneous, has led its people to cherish moral, religious, 
and political sentiments which are in fact evil, and as a consequence has driven 

                                                 
153 The Meeting of East and West was one of the first philosophical texts read by Pirsig (in the late 
1940s) and has had an influence on Pirsig’s work and life ever since.  In recent correspondence (from 
2001), Pirsig was visiting Mexico to attend the wedding of the daughter of his neighbour.  In the 1950s, 
the neighbour left his job as a teacher and became an artist in Mexico after hearing about Pirsig’s visit 
there to see the various cultural sites mentioned in Northrop‘s The Meeting of East & West.    
 
154 As well as his academic studies, in the late 1940s Northrop was a member of UNESCO’s 
International Institute of Philosophy and helped formulate UNESCO’s 1947 Declaration of Human 
Rights.   Another member of this board, at this time, was Richard P. McKeon (1900-1985) who, as the 
notorious ‘Chairman’ in ZMM, was also to have an affect on Pirsig’s later philosophical career. 
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them on in the name of religion, patriotism and morality to lunge at each other’s 
throats…  

A philosophy which meets its present duties, therefore, must root these wrongs 
out by designating the faulty philosophical conception of man and the universe 
upon which they rest and must then move on to repair the damage which is done 
by replacing traditional provincial and faulty doctrines with new theoretical 
assumptions more in accord with the nature of things as revealed by the advance 
of scientific knowledge and a more catholic inclusion of the insights of all peoples 
everywhere.  (Northrop, 1947, p.304-05) 

From one perspective, the MOQ can be seen as an example of the broad philosophical 
framework that Northrop thought was necessary to underpin international 
understanding.  However, I don’t think this was a conscious ambition of Pirsig’s 
though his interest was awakened enough for him to study Eastern philosophy in 
India155 after reading Northrop’s The Meeting of East and West.   Moreover, the views 
in this book certainly coloured Pirsig’s subsequent writing as seen from both ZMM 
and LILA.  

5.1. NOTHINGNESS, ONENESS & QUALITY 
Pirsig (2000c) states that the Buddhist term ‘nothingness’ is a synonym for ‘Quality’.    

In the MOQ, Quality is defined as equal to Buddhist nothingness. This definition 
is an original contribution of the MOQ.  When it is employed, it appears that the 
famous ‘East-West Problem’ of philosophy may be solved.  The narrative in 
ZMM makes it clear this definition was not arrived at whimsically, or without 
intense personal questioning and reasoning that almost had tragic results. 

In addition, Pirsig (1995d)156 asserts that the Hindu term ‘oneness’ and the Buddhist 
term ‘nothingness’ can also be equated.   

In the East the Hindus say that the central reality is ‘Oneness.’  The Buddhists 
say it is ‘Nothingness.’ That’s quite a difference, when one considers that they 
both mean the same thing.  

However, the equating of the terms ‘Quality’ and ‘nothingness’ nor Pirsig’s further 
assertion that the Hindu term ‘oneness’ and the Buddhist term ‘nothingness’ ‘both 
mean the same thing’ should not be accepted at face value.  As Quine illustrates with 

                                                 
155 Pirsig studied philosophy at Benares Hindu University during 1950.  The curriculum at Benares 
included philosophical texts from the Indian tradition such as Hiriyana‘s Traditions of Indian 
Philosophy (noted in LILA, p.389-90) and Radhakrishnan‘s Indian Philosophy.  (Pirsig, 2000d)  
  
156 In the quotation below, Pirsig (2000a) explains where his particular line of thinking about these 
terms originated:  ‘I remember from my studies in India 50 years ago that Hindu “oneness” is a 
much older concept than Buddhist “nothingness.”  I seem to also remember reading or at least 
thinking that the Buddhists introduced the term “nothingness” to mean the same thing as 
“oneness” but put in a dialectically more formidable way.  As Hegel would have pointed out, 
when you say, “oneness,” your statement creates two things, “oneness” and its antithesis, “not-
oneness.”  You are creating your own dialectical enemy.  The Buddhists try to avoid creating this 
enemy by calling oneness, “nothingness.”  Then the dialectical antithesis is “oneness” which takes 
you back to where you want to be and is no enemy at all.’ 
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his example of ‘gavagai’ and ‘rabbit’, even translations of simple observable terms 
(let alone fundamental mystic terms) can be problematic.   

Though an English linguist157 may translate a (jungle) native’s utterance ‘gavagai’ as 
meaning ‘rabbit’ when a rabbit scurries by, there can be a number of difficulties in 
ascertaining that the correct translation of ‘gavagai’ is, indeed, ‘rabbit’.  Firstly, 
there’s a difficulty of assigning the correct gestures of the native158 as meaning ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’ when questioned about the observations of rabbits and, moreover, there is the 
difficulty of definitely ascertaining that ‘gavagai’ does, in fact, mean ‘rabbit’.  As 
Quine illustrates, rather than a rabbit, maybe the native is referring to a certain 
movement of grass or to a local rabbit fly (unnoticed by the linguist).  The incidence 
of rabbits with the term ‘gavagai’ to these occasions would be coincidental.159  

In support of Pirsig’s assertion that ‘Quality’ equals ‘nothingness’, Nagarjuna (1966, 
p.275), a Mahayana160 Buddhist philosopher notes that ‘nothingness’, like ‘Quality’ 
refers to the underlying harmony of the universe: 

Sunyata (non-dual understanding) as the principle of comprehension is the true 
principle of harmony. 

The harmony worked on the basis of sunyata is the highest kind, and of all the 
ways of establishing harmony, this is the best.  This harmony excels all others. 

Pirsig also argues that ‘Quality’, ‘nothingness’ and ‘oneness’ must be both referring to 
the same unified reality because, if they weren’t, a contradiction in terms would ensue 
i.e. there can’t be two unified harmonic realities. 

To say that the oneness of the Hindus is not the same as the nothingness of the 
Buddhists is like saying that the God of the Christians is different than the God 
of the Jews.  The descriptions are different but I don’t know of any Christians or 
Jews who believe there are two different Gods battling it out in heaven.  I also 
don’t know of any Buddhists or Hindus who feel that oneness and nothingness 
are engaged in a similar struggle.  The Hindu parable of the Blind Men and the 
Elephant is the best description of their relationship.161  Another good metaphor, 

                                                 
157 From a twenty-first century standpoint, Quine‘s example of the English linguist and jungle native 
can seem a quaint throwback to the colonialism of the white man’s burden.   
 
158 To make things more straightforward, Quine presumes that these natives have never met any outside 
cultures. 
 
159 In conversation with Professor Stephen Clark (May 25th 2000) the standing joke of anthropologists 
is the number of lakes and mountains in Africa named ‘That is your finger’ by Westerners when 
translated from the local dialects! 
 
160 Mahayana can be translated as the ‘Great Vehicle’.  Exponents of this major form of Buddhism 
think you should help all beings reach enlightenment.  It is usually contrasted with the Theravada 
tradition (termed pejoratively ‘Hinayana’ or the ‘Lesser Vehicle’ by Mahayana Buddhists) where 
enlightenment of the individual is given priority.  (Cooper, 1996, p.43) 
 
161 The Hindu parable about the six blind men and the Elephant is elucidated by Di Santo & Steele 
(1990, p.54-55): ‘Six blind people surrounded an elephant and began to investigate it with their 
hands.  But when asked to describe what was in front of them, each one of them produced a 
rather different observation, some of which even seemed to be outright contradictory (“smooth,” 
“rough,” etc.)…  From the Hindu viewpoint, all philosophies and indeed all of the constructions 
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given in ZMM, is that oneness and nothingness represent different intellectual 
paths up the same mountain.  Historically the main dispute between Hinduism 
and Buddhist has been over caste, not philosophy.162  (Pirsig, 2000b) 

If there is only one unified mystic reality then the complete error of reference that the 
linguist makes with ‘gavigai’ is impossible as the terms ‘rabbits’, ‘rabbit flies’, 
‘movements of grass’ etc. refer to completely different objects (at least, in the static 
conceptual sense).  However, even if there is only one mystic ‘rabbit’ referred to by 
such terms as ‘Quality’, ‘nothingness’ etc. I think the nature of the ‘rabbit’ is still 
open to initial misunderstanding as the classic example of a Zen student confusing his 
Master’s finger for the moon (of enlightenment) shows.   

When Pirsig states (in the above quote) that he doesn’t know ‘of any Christians or 
Jews who believe there are two different Gods battling it out in heaven’ it seems that 
he appears to be referring to the contemporary liberal majority of the two traditions.  
By analogy, this seems to be true with the liberal majority of Hinduism, Buddhism 
and Taoism as far as oneness/Brahman, nothingness and the Tao are concerned.  From 
my own examination of authorities for Buddhism and Taoism (such as the Dalai 
Lama,163 Rahula, Blofeld and Nagarjuna), I think Pirsig’s assumption is a reasonable 
one.  

Though they may disagree about details, the central tenets put forward do appear to be 
the same.  For instance, the Hindu school of Advaita Vedanta (‘non-dualist 
knowledge’) states that enlightenment occurs when the self is one with the universe 
while a Zen Buddhist would state that there is no separate self to be designated in the 
first place.164  Enlightenment, above all else, being the realisation of this truth in what 
ever form it’s verbalised in.    

Everybody knows what quality is.  Some people know that they know it, and 
other people, particularly Freshman rhetoric students, don’t know that they 
know it.  This is in accord with the Soto Zen Buddhist doctrine that everyone is 
enlightened.  What occurs at ‘enlightenment’ is the falling away of the illusion 
that one is not enlightened.  But the enlightenment has been there all along. 

                                                                                                                                            
of human knowledge amount to what is “seen” by (the) blind persons from their relative 
standpoints.’  
  
162 Pirsig is referring to the Hindu law books of Manu (not followed in Buddhism) which sets down the 
varieties of duties (or dharma) within the structure of the caste system.  
  
163 ‘I believe that the methods by which we increase our altruism, our sense of caring for others 
and developing the attitude that our own individual concerns are less important than those of 
others, are common to all major religious traditions.  Though we may find differences in 
philosophical views and rites, the essential message of all religions is very much the same. They 
all advocate love, compassion, and forgiveness.’  The Dalai Lama, An Open Heart, 1993. 
http://www.positivehealth.com/Reviews/books/lama73.htm.  (May 25th 2002) 
 
164 This is not to say that the belief in a distinct self is completely erroneous; just that a belief in a 
completely separate and static self is wrong.  This line of thinking returns to the problem of the ‘one in 
the many’ and ‘the many in the one’ and is really more subtle than it appears initially.  The difficulty in 
understanding their relationship is analogous to the relationship between God the Father, God the Son 
and the Holy Spirit as illustrated in the Athanasian Creed.  All three are one yet still remain three 
distinct entities. 
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(Pirsig, 1997d) 

However, agreement between the Far Eastern traditions is not unanimous, particularly 
when debates over authority are concerned.  For example, Clark (2002a) notes that the 
Hindus did accept that the Buddha was an incarnation of Vishnu ‘but an incarnation 
expressly designed to deceive and weaken the anti-gods of Hindu tradition so that 
they could more easily be defeated by the gods.’  Moreover, it’s worth bearing in 
mind Staal’s (1975, p.150) point that a good rational understanding of nothingness is 
best achieved from within an established tradition (such as Zen) with an assistance of 
a guru.    

5.2. QUALITY AND THE TAO 
In addition to equating Quality with nothingness and oneness, Pirsig (1974, 
p.252/253) also equates it to the Tao: 

Phaedrus went over to his bookshelf and picked out a small, blue, cardboard-
bound book…. It was the 2400-year-old Tao Te Ching of Lao Tzu.165  He began 
to read through the lines he had read many times before, but this time he studied 
it to see if a certain substitution would work.  He began to read and interpret it 
at the same time.  He read: 

The quality that can be defined is not the Absolute Quality. 

That was what he had said. 

The names that can be given it are not Absolute names. 

It is the origin of heaven and earth. 

When named it is the mother of all things… 

Exactly. 

As with ‘nothingness’ and ‘oneness’, again there is the problem in ascertaining that 
‘Quality’ is, indeed, a synonym of ‘Tao’.    

In his book The Secret and Sublime, John Blofeld describes many of his experiences 
of Taoism (as a translator) while in China in the 1930s and 1940s.  A few chapters 
concentrate on Tao philosophy and, in particularly, the meaning of the word ‘Tao’ 
itself: 

Literally meaning ‘way’ or ‘path’, it was later used by the… Taoists to mean a 
combination of the undifferentiated unity from which the universe evolved; the 
supreme creative and sustaining power which nourishes the myriad creatures; 
the way in which nature operates; and the course which men should follow in 
order to rise above worldly life and achieve harmony with the Ultimate.  (Blofeld, 
1973, p.23) 

                                                 
165 The main text of Taoism (the Tao Te Ching) was supposedly written down by Lao-tzu in the sixth 
century B.C.E.  According to legend, Lao-tzu was an older contemporary of Confucius and, when 
leaving behind his old life as a royal historian (in the state of Ch’u), wrote the Tao Te Ching when 
asked to write down his wisdom by a city gatekeeper.  (Blofeld, 1973, p.20) 
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If Blofeld is correct, Quality seems very similar to what is understood by the Tao.  
Both are undifferentiated ultimate unities involved in the evolving creative process of 
the universe.   However, as with ‘nothingness’, it’s highly doubtful that ‘Quality’ and 
the ‘Tao’ could ever be shown to be exact synonyms.  Moreover, Lao-tzu (Taoism’s 
reputed founder) emphasises that the ‘ultimate reality’ is beyond written definition.   
As Blofeld (1973, p.182) notes: 

The difficulty of finding words just to discuss ideas about the ineffable, to say 
nothing of trying to describe it, is truly formidable.  Semantically, traps abound; 
conceptually, chasms yawn.  Each assertion threatens to thicken the primordial 
mist instead of shedding light.  To speak in terms of is and is not, of laudable and 
otherwise, is surely the antithesis of a canny approach to the non-dual Tao, but 
how else is one to speak at all?  …no wonder Lao-tzu preferred to call it the 
Nameless! 

A distinct difference between Taoist philosophy and the MOQ is that Taoism 
emphasises, in its view of reality, the opposites of ying (female nature) and yang 
(male nature).  Di Santo & Steele (1990, p.103) note that: 

They refer to two dynamic principles whose interaction accounts for all that 
exists and occurs in the universe.  The dynamic character of those principles 
should be underscored: yin and yang are not static; they are elemental processes. 

This emphasis on the Dynamic is possibly a more accurate conceptual representation 
of reality than the MOQ’s static quality patterns.  Di Santo and Steele (1990, p.103) 
also make the interesting observation (following Whitehead) that Taoism sees objects 
as simply slower processes than what we call events.  Having noted this, Chuang-
tzu166 emphasises that all concepts (such as the ying-yang duality) are human 
constructs rather than statements of anything ultimate about the Tao.   

The mystical doctrine is that what is perceived does in fact exist, but that faulty 
perception endows it with illusory qualities that distort its real nature.  Entities 
are real, but not in the sense of being truly separate from one another, of having 
each of its own-being.  Container and contained are one. (Blofeld, 1973, p.197) 

Chuang-tzu suggests that dualities such as health and sickness should be accepted 
equally and handled with ‘utter serenity.’  By doing so, fear and disappointment are 
meant to disappear.  (A theme also echoed in the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths when 
referring to dukkha and change).167 

Disaster does not exist for a man who cheerfully accepts the inevitability of 
unceasing change in his condition, sustained by his knowledge of that ultimate 
transcendence over change, which is inherent in his being inseparable from the 
Tao. (Blofeld, 1973, p.188) 

Another difference between Taoism and the MOQ is the larger emphasis for the 
concern of the natural environment that is found in Taoism.  

                                                 
166 Chaung-tzu is second in the hierarchy of Taoist philosophers and reputedly wrote the book bearing 
his name.  Few details of his life exist though it’s thought that he lived in Honan around the fourth 
century B.C.E.  (Blofeld, 1973, p.22) 
 
167 Dukkha and change are explored later in Section 5.8.6.  
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If curious rock-formations remind you of strange 
animals in the throes of creation; if the blossom of 
crab-apples or winter-plum bears a message that 
goes beyond mere prettiness; if water tumbling 
into a mountain pool fills you with inexplicable 
rapture; …if a vista of rocks, pine trees and 
purple hills seem to hint at what the poet Li T’ai-
po calls ‘another universe, a realm of Immortals’ 
– then you have the makings of a Taoist – one 
who living in accord with nature’s rhythms, may 
be drawn at last to seek union with the Sublime 
Tao.  (Blofeld, 1973, p.13) 

I think the Taoist reverence for nature has never been 
more relevant, now the results of making too many 
artificial changes to the environment are becoming 

apparent.  For example, as seen in the holes in the ozone layer.  This theme isn’t taken 
up by Pirsig though some of the Taoist sense of nature’s beauty (as the narrator and 
his son travel through the Mid-West and the Rockies) does come across in ZMM.  

 When Buddhist thought eventually came to China in the sixth century, it also took on 
board elements of Taoism to produce a new school of Buddhism called Zen.  The 
Japanese word Zen is an abbreviation of the word zenna which is a transliteration of 
the Chinese word chan-na (usually abbreviated to chan), which, in turn is a 
transliteration of the Sanskrit word Dhyana.  ‘Zen’ means meditation, or more 
precisely, the awareness achieved through meditation. (Downing, 2001, p.25) 

5.3. ZEN BUDDHISM 
If the story is to believed, Zen originated at the Flower Sermon when the Buddha 
decided to use a Zen tool (a flower) which he silently held up to his followers.  All of 
them were waiting with baited breath for his words except one person, Kashyapa who 
just smiled.  A special transmission of understanding had occurred between them and 
so the Buddha walked down to Kashyapa and handed him the flower.  Subsequently, 
the Buddha conferred upon Kashyapa the honour and task of being the first Zen 
patriarch.   Whether or not these events actually happened, the point of the story is 
that ‘enlightenment experience doesn’t depend upon words and concepts for its 
flowering.’ (Di Santo & Steele, 1990, p.122)  

The more historically certain beginning of Zen is located in the sixth century C.E. 
with Bodhidharma, the twenty-eight patriarch.168   He was also the first person who 
brought the Zen tradition to China.  For the followers of Zen the original message of 
the Buddha’s teachings had become distorted with the Madhyamaka Buddhists 
making a false distinction between nirvana and the phenomenal world and the Pure 
Land Buddhists identifying nirvana with a theistic heaven populated with divine 
Buddhas.  The latter belief was in direct opposition to the Buddha’s original teachings 
as he taught that enlightenment was open to everyone rather than just beings in a 
heaven. (Cooper, 1996, p.214) 

 
A view of Hua Shan Rock, China 

                                                 
168 ‘Patriarch’ refers to the line of Buddhist authority going back to the Buddha. 
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In the seventh century, the Zen tradition itself divided into the Northern school of 
Gradual Enlightenment and the Southern school of Sudden Enlightenment.  The 
Northern school put an emphasis on the more traditional practice of seated meditation 
(zazen) to reach enlightenment while the Southern school put an emphasis on a variety 
of new techniques such as the koan (puzzling stories or questions)169, shouts, slaps 
and even sudden blows with a stick. (Di Santo & Steele, 1990, p.122-24) 

After Zen became established in Japan in the twelfth century, it soon reached its full 
development with the ‘Gradual Enlightenment’ tradition being continued by the 
Japanese Soto school and the ‘Sudden Enlightenment’ tradition being continued by 
the Japanese Rinzai tradition.  It is the latter tradition with its belief that enlightenment 
can occur even when doing everyday things (such as flower arranging or fixing 
motorcycles)170 that the MOQ is a development from.171 

The Dynamic reality that goes beyond words is the constant focus of Zen 
teaching.  Because of their habituation to a world of words, philosophers often do 
not understand Zen.  When philosophers have trouble understanding the 
distinction between static and Dynamic Quality it can be because they are trying 
to include and subordinate all Quality to thought patterns.  The distinction 
between static and Dynamic Quality is intended to block this.  (Pirsig, 1997e) 

This distinction is also noted by Cooper (1996, p.215) who notes: 

Zen enlightenment… to be sure, requires an ‘intuition’ or mode of experience 
that cannot be provided by a philosophical articulation of reality.  But a claim of 
this kind, of course, is common currency among Indian philosophies and many 
others, such as Plotinus. 

5.3.1. ZEN ARTS AND THE PERCEPTION OF HARMONY 

Though Zen puts less emphasise on using words and concepts to achieve an 
understanding of Dynamic Quality, it does provide a well-trodden route of providing 
one.   This is through disciplines such as ikebana (flower arranging), sword fencing, 
the Noh play, haiku poetry, ink brush painting, rock gardening and archery.  It’s not 
the discipline itself that’s particularly important but the understanding achieved when 
the discipline is properly undertook.  As Suzuki (1953, p.5) notes: 

One of the most significant features we notice in the practice of archery, and in 
fact of all the arts as they are studied in Japan and probably also in other Far 
Eastern countries, is that they are not intended for utilitarian purposes only or 

                                                 
169 Koans are designed to break the idea that the understanding of reality is through solely rational 
means. 
 
170 It should be noted that the author’s note for ZMM (1974, p.vii) cautiously states that the book 
‘…should in no way be associated with that great body of factual information relating to 
orthodox Zen Buddhist practice.  It’s not very factual on motorcycles either.’  
  
171 ‘LILA was originally conceived of as a case-book in philosophy.  ‘Does Lila have Quality?’ is 
its central question.  It was intended to parallel the ancient Rinzai Zen koans (which literally 
means “public cases,”) and in particular, Joshu‘s “Mu,” which asks, “Does a dog have a Buddha 
nature?”.’  (Pirsig 2002d) 
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for purely aesthetic enjoyments, but are meant to train the mind; indeed to bring 
it into contact with the ultimate reality. 

When done properly, therefore, the Zen art172 should reveal the fundamental harmony 
inherent in nature.  As Suzuki (1958, p.xiv) implies (in the context of ikebana): 

The art of flower arrangement is (ultimately)… the expression of a much deeper 
experience of life.  The flowers should be arranged in such a way that we are 
reminded of the lilies of the field, whose beauty was not surpassed by Solomon in 
all his glory.  Even the modest wild flower, named nazuna, was regarded with 
reverence by Basho, the Japanese haiku poet of the seventeenth century.  For it 
proclaims the deepest secret of nature, which is an ‘artless art’. 

As far as harmony is concerned, Gustie Herrigel173 (1958, p.32-33) notes the 
following: 

It is no easy schooling, not a finger exercise, but a school of experience.  The 
technique should be assimilated, but not overestimated.  Practising with the 
heart, harmonious wholeness of body, soul and surroundings are the important 
things. 

Note that it’s not a subjective feeling that is being discussed here but the underlying 
harmony of the cosmos: 

One must be quite clear that the right attitude has nothing to do with mood.  
That which underlies this art and needs to be experienced is in itself formless, 
but it takes on form as soon as you try to represent it symbolically.  And it is just 
this spiritual form that constitutes the essence of flower arrangement.  By 
adhering strictly to the cosmic pattern, the artist learns, in accordance with the 
Eastern attitude of pure, unpurposing surrender to the laws of the cosmos, to 
experience them through and through.  (Herrigel, 1958, p.119-20) 

Though there are no comparative techniques in the West to reveal Dynamic Quality, I 
do note, in my own experience (when visiting Liverpool’s Philharmonic Hall with an 
MOQ philosophy class to hear various extracts of British Classical music), that 
Vaughan Williams’ piece The Lark Arising produced an involuntary emotional 
response in me (as well as a number of my students).  That is to say, that the Quality 
of the music was simply not down to just subjective opinion; it also had an objective 
and very real affect.174  

                                                 
172 Cooper (1996, p.61) notes that it’s also the ‘concept of harmony which sets the parameters’ for the 
Chinese arts 
 
173 The German Professor Eugen Herrigel (1884-1955) taught philosophy at the University of Tokyo 
during the 1920s and 1930s.  He became interested in Zen and so was one of the first Westerners to 
take up the Art of archery under a Zen master for six years while his wife Gertie studied the Japanese 
Art of Ikebana.  In the 1950s, both published books about their respective experiences. 
 
174 ‘To an experienced Zen Buddhist, asking if one believes in Zen or one believes in the Buddha, 
sounds a little ludicrous, like asking if one believes in air or water.  Similarly Quality is not 
something you believe in, Quality is something you experience.’  (Pirsig, 2000a) 
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I would suggest, therefore, that Williams’ ‘The Lark Arising’ comes near to the pure 
harmony (when performed properly) as experienced in the Japanese arts and is why it 
produces such noticeable effects.  I would further speculate that these effects are 
present to a lesser extent in everything we encounter (most things being less harmonic 
than a Quality piece of music) whether it’s people, buildings, natural scenery, poems 
or other works of art. 

As noted in The Dawns of Tradition commemorating Nissan Motor Company’s 
Fiftieth Anniversary (referred to in Section 2.3.2.) not only is Quality is taken very 
seriously by Japanese industry but is clearly related to harmony:   

‘Quality’ goes far beyond makers boosting productivity and production 
technology… excellence must be cultivated in the hearts and minds of all 
involved…  Despite the fact that new tools and new processes are being used… 
the all-important question of attitude, of maintaining harmony with the different 
aspects of creation, remains alive in the hearts and minds of the Japanese as 
designers, builders, technicians, managers and consumers. 

There is no guarantee that this attitude toward quality through harmony will not 
become diluted in the decades and centuries to come.  But from what we have 
seen of the living yesterdays and tomorrows of Japanese craftsmanship, we 
believe that modern science and traditional values can and will coexist as our 
world continues to search for a better life for all.  (Clark & Itoh, 1983, p.118-19) 

Having said this, Michael Loughlin175 (2002, p.92) states that Pirsig, G.E. Moore, and 
(by inference) the Japanese motor industry are mistaken in thinking that Quality has 
more than just a subjective existence.  Instead, Loughlin (2002, p.96) maintains that 
‘to say something is good or has quality is, purely and simply, to commend it’ (i.e. 
that Quality is purely subjective).   

However, the same writer also states, in the context of music (Loughlin, 2002, p.258) 
that ‘I don’t just dislike The Prodigy: they really are rubbish.’  Whilst I share 
Loughlin’s opinion concerning the absence of harmony in the music of The Prodigy, 
the relevant point is that he also recognises (in this example) that Quality has an 
objective element.  He makes the move from a subjective opinion (‘I dislike The 
Prodigy’) to an objective statement of fact (‘The Prodigy really are rubbish’).  It’s 
therefore apparent that, when it suits him, Loughlin considers Quality as objective.  
He’s not being consistent in his treatment of it.   

At least as far as LILA is concerned, Pirsig is largely consistent in working out what 
follows metaphysically from postulating that Quality is real.  Loughlin accuses Pirsig 
that he’s made a conceptual error in this postulation though out of the two authors, it 
seems that it’s Loughlin who is more ‘confused by the grammatical properties of the 
word’ (2002, p.89).  In addition, Nagarjuna would state that Loughlin, by being tied-
up in the world of concepts has, like the positivists, lost sight of his true (harmonic) 
essence.  

Now the general tendency of the Western Mind is to feel that we do not really 
understand what we cannot represent, what we cannot communicate, by linear 

                                                 
175 Michael Loughlin is a lecturer in philosophy and professional ethics at Manchester Metropolitan 
University. 
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signs – by thinking.  We are like the ‘wallflower’ that cannot learn a dance unless 
someone draws him a diagram of the steps, who cannot ‘get it by the feel.’  For 
some reason we do not trust and do not fully use the peripheral vision of our 
minds.  (Watts, 1957, p.29) 

Pirsig notes that not all Westerners are so tied-up in concepts.  As noted above, he 
cites the mathematician Henri Poincaré who hypothesized that mathematical solutions 
are selected on the basis of the harmony of numbers and forms: 

‘This is a true esthetic feeling which all mathematicians know,’ Poincaré said, 
‘but of which the profane are so ignorant as often to be tempted to smile.’  But it 
is this harmony, this beauty, that is at the center of it all.  

Poincaré made it clear that he was not speaking of romantic beauty, the beauty 
of appearances which strikes the senses.  He meant classic beauty, which comes 
from the harmonious order of the parts.  (Pirsig, 1974, p.268) 

Not only does this recognition of the universe’s fundamental harmony seem to 
underlie most Far Eastern thought (which should give the ‘profane’ philosopher pause 
for thought), there are logical difficulties in denying the objective existence of values; 
at the very least, in the moral realm.  As Clark (2002b, p.7) notes:   

Abandoning moral realism is a lot more difficult than some have thought…  If 
there are no real obligations there is no obligation to accept the logical 
implications even of true premises, nor any obligation to prefer true premises to 
false.  If we hold it necessary to believe that rationality is right, we must believe 
that there are real duties, and that we are the sort of creatures that can 
acknowledge and fulfil them. 

In other words, even if Loughlin is correct (in maintaining that Quality is subjective) 
then there can also be no real obligation to accept the logical implications of what he 
states, either.   

Truth is an intellectual pattern of values.  Is science unconcerned?  A scientist 
may argue rationally that the moral question, ‘Is it all right to murder your 
neighbor?’ is not a scientific question.  But can he argue that the moral question, 
‘Is it all right to fake your scientific data?’ is not a scientific question?  Can he 
say, as a scientist, ‘The faking of scientific data is no concern of science?’  If he 
gets tricky and tries to say that that is a moral question about science which is 
not a part of science, then he has committed schizophrenia.  He is admitting the 
existence of a real world that science cannot comprehend.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.304) 

However, even if Quality relates to an objective harmony, Cooper (1996, p.59) notes 
‘a sense of ‘harmony with the cosmos’ does not, of course, leave philosophy with 
nothing to do.’  As noted in the preceding chapters Dynamic Quality and harmony are 
‘vague and amorphous’ terms so this still leaves the problem of how an understanding 
of them translates into practical terms for everyday life.     

Walpola Rahula (1959, p.49) perceives philosophy as ‘not very deep’ when it focuses 
solely on words and concepts.  He notes (Rahula, 1959, p.36) that in Buddhism 
‘language is considered deceptive and misleading in the matter of understanding of 
the Truth.’  This is supported by Radhakrishnan who notes that logical knowledge 
(which is an intellectual value pattern) relies on intuition (which is a direct awareness 
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of the harmony in Dynamic Quality).  Logical knowledge requires this harmony 
(revealed through intuition) to guide it.  (Cooper, 1996, p.369)  Though this may be 
true, I doubt a logical positivist would accept this belief or the suggested existence of 
an unconditioned reality.  

The Westerner… is in danger of wanting to penetrate intellectually into what lies 
beyond the intellect, into something that is given to Eastern man directly, and 
which he experiences in unquestioning reality…  There are many things in 
flower-setting that can be said and shown, yet behind everything that can be 
visibly represented there stands, waiting to be experienced by everyone, the 
mystery and deep ground of existence.  (Herrigel, 1958, p.119) 

Possibly, one way forward to bring an understanding of Dynamic Quality, in the 
West, is to introduce Zen arts on a formal basis into Western philosophy departments.  
Another established way has been the opening of Zen centres in Western countries.   

During the 1970s, Pirsig helped establish the Zen Centre in Minneapolis176 though, 
unfortunately, as he notes, such institutions don’t always run smoothly and the 
emphasis on Dynamic Quality is sometimes lost.  

Although I approve of the Zen Centers in America… social and biological karma 
can sometimes overwhelm the Dynamic purposes of these organizations.177  
(Pirsig, 2002b) 

Obviously then, there still remain substantial difficulties in achieving reconciliation 
(of East and West thought) along the lines suggested by Northrop.  Though Harris 
(2002) thinks there are moves in the right direction (as far as the general recognition 
of Dynamic Quality is concerned) he also thinks that such recognition will take 
hundreds of years; if it happens at all. 

5.4. MEDITATION & PEACE OF MIND 
Rahula (1959, p.17) notes that Buddhism looks at things objectively, ‘takes a realistic 
view of life’ and considers the obtaining of truth of the highest importance. Moreover, 
‘real deep understanding’ of reality (pativedha) i.e. ‘seeing a thing in its true nature, 
without name and label’ is possible ‘…only when the mind is free from all impurities 
and is fully developed through meditation.’ (Rahula, 1959, p.49)  

This reliance on meditation alone is criticised by Ross (1999) who, taking a more 
Western point-of-view, thinks that it won’t necessarily produce real or deep 
understanding: 

                                                 
176 ‘I have helped establish a Zen Center in Minneapolis and we have imported a great Zen 
master…  In the Far East, the master is considered a living Buddha, but, in Minneapolis, they 
wonder why he doesn’t have a job!’  Pirsig quoted in an article by George Gent, the New York Times, 
May 15th 1974.   
 
177 A good illustration of this social and biological karma is described by Michael Downing (2001) in 
the context of the San Francisco Zen Centre.  The Centre was the first to be established in the United 
States and ran smoothly from 1962 until 1983 when its then abbot became embroiled in sexual and 
financial scandals.  
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Pirsig apparently thinks that the right meditative attitude, ‘peace of mind,’ will 
spontaneously produce right values, thoughts, and actions, without the mediation 
of rational examination and analysis - the kind of thing that Socrates, whom 
Pirsig dislikes, might do. 

I think it is Plato’s treatment of the Sophists (such as Protogoras) rather than   
Socrates per se, that Pirsig dislikes.178  Moreover, as far as meditation is concerned, 
(Rahula, 1959, p.67) notes that it’s a practice often misunderstood: 

Hardly any other section of the Buddha’s teaching is so much misunderstood as 
‘meditation’, both by Buddhists and non-Buddhists.  

According to Rahula (1959, p.68), what the Buddha meant by meditation, was not a 
particular sitting posture, or an escape from the daily activities of life in a cave or an 
exercise in mysticism (which are meditative aids)179 but the development of mental 
faculties (bhavana):  

The Buddhist bhavana, properly speaking, is mental culture in the full sense of 
the term.  It aims at cleansing the mind of impurities and disturbances, such as 
lustful desires, hatred, ill-will, indolence, worries and restlessness, sceptical 
doubts, and cultivating such qualities as concentration,180 awareness, 
intelligence, will, energy, the analytical faculty, confidence, joy, tranquility, 
leading finally to the attainment of highest wisdom which sees the nature of 
things as they are, and realises the Ultimate Truth, Nirvana.  

                                                

It seems, therefore, that Ross has confused the ‘rational examination and analysis - the 
kind of thing that Socrates… might do’ as something outside meditation, when in fact, 

 
178 Pirsig mentions Socrates twice in LILA.  The two sections are quoted below.  If anything, it seems 
that Pirsig has considerable respect for Socrates, rather than anything approaching dislike: 
 
‘The day Socrates died to establish the independence of intellectual patterns from their social 
origins.  Or the day Descartes decided to start with himself as an ultimate source of reality.  
These were days of evolutionary transformation.’  (Pirsig 1991, p.274) 
 
‘The doctrine of scientific disconnection from social morals goes all the way back to the ancient 
Greek belief that thought is independent of society, that it stands alone, born without parents.  
Ancient Greeks such as Socrates and Pythagoras paved the way for the fundamental principle 
behind science: that truth stands independently of social opinion.  It is to be determined by direct 
observation and experiment, not by hearsay.’  (Pirsig, 1991, p.304) 
 
In ZMM, Pirsig (1974, p.370) does make it clear that he dislikes Socrates treatment of his Sophist 
opponent in Plato‘s dialogue The Gorgias but, still recognises that words (not necessarily Socrates’ 
own) were put into his mouth by Plato:  ‘The condemnation of the Sophists is one which many 
scholars have already taken with great misgivings. The Chairman of the committee (Richard 
McKeon) himself has suggested that critics who are not certain what Plato meant should be 
equally uncertain of what Socrates’ antagonists in the dialogues meant.  When it is known that 
Plato put his own words in Socrates’ mouth (Aristotle says this) there should be no reason to 
doubt that he could have put his own words into other mouths too.’  
 
179 I presume the confusion largely arises because, for example, sitting in a cross-legged posture is 
visible while thinking or concentration isn’t. 
 
180Concentration (samadhi) can be loosely translated as one pointed-ness of mind.  Rahula gives the 
example of a person reading and eating simultaneously.  By dividing their concentration on both 
activities, the person is not fully appreciating either.   
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it’s an essential component of it.  In fact, Pirsig (1974, p.164-65) suggests that as far 
as states of mind in relation to work are concerned, it’s still unusual enough to 
produce laughter in Western thinking: 

I’ve a set of instructions at home which open up great realms for the 
improvement of technical writing.  They begin, ‘Assembly of Japanese bicycle 
require great peace of mind.’  This produces more laughter, but Sylvia and 
Gennie and the sculptor give sharp looks of recognition.  ‘That’s a good 
instruction,’ the sculptor says.  Gennie nods too.  ‘That’s kind of why I saved it,’ 
I say.  ‘At first I laughed because of memories of bicycles I’d put together and, of 
course, the unintended slur on Japanese manufacture.  But there’s a lot of 
wisdom in that statement. 

Gustie Herrigel (1958, p.65) notes that this emphasis on ‘peace of mind’ is also found 
in the traditional Japanese art of ikebana.  It’s stated as an important virtue in the ten 
virtues ‘which the flower Master must make his own if he wants to penetrate into the 
spirit of the ‘true teaching.’’  Peace of mind is explored further in ZMM where Pirsig 
(1974, p.296-97) encourages it use in Western rationality: 

Zen Buddhists talk about ‘just sitting,’181 a meditative practice in which the idea 
of a duality of self and object does not dominate one’s consciousness.  What I’m 
talking about here in motorcycle maintenance is ‘just fixing,’ in which the idea of 
a duality of self and object doesn’t dominate one’s consciousness.  When one isn’t 
dominated by feelings of separateness from what he’s working on, then one can 
be said to ‘care’ about what he’s doing.  That is what caring really is, a feeling of 
identification with what one’s doing.  When one has this feeling then he also sees 
the inverse side of caring, Quality itself, 

  

 

‘The real cycle you’re working on is a cycle called yourself.’  (Pirsig, 1974, p. 325) 

 
                                                 
181 This ‘just sitting’ is termed zazen.   
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This implies that the overcoming of the subject-object duality has a practical everyday 
significance in addition to any metaphysical one.  This makes some sense as an exam 
or even writing a thesis is more difficult when worries are allowed to impose on the 
intellectual process.  I know from my own experience with motor car mechanics that 
most errors occurred when my full attention wasn’t on the job in hand.  Moreover, 
samadhi becomes critical with certain other activities such as mountain climbing, 
piloting a plane, or dealing with explosives.  

5.5. NAGARJUNA 
The similarity between Pirsig’s work and Nagarjuna’s is striking.  Though scholars 
now think the name ‘Nagarjuna’ tends to refer to events that happened to more than 
one person, there definitely was a philosopher of that name in the second century C.E.  
His principal philosophical work was the Madhyamakakarika.  Williams (1989, p.55) 
notes that ‘Nagarjuna is the first great name in Buddhist thought since the Buddha, 
and for that reason (among others) he is sometimes referred to as the ‘second 
Buddha’.’  

In addition to the Dynamic Quality viewpoint of the MOQ corresponding to what 
Nagarjuna terms sunyata (i.e. the indeterminate or the world of Buddhas),182 the static 
quality viewpoint of the MOQ also corresponds to sunyavada (i.e. the conditioned 
component or world of maya)183 of Nagarjuna.  Sunyavada includes all conceptions of 
reality including metaphysical views, ideals, religious beliefs, hopes and ambitions; in 
other words, using MOQ terminology, static quality patterns.184 

Moreover, Nagarjuna (1966, p.251) shares Pirsig’s perception that the indeterminate 
(or Dynamic) is the fundamental nature of the conditioned (or static):  

In their ultimate nature things are devoid of conditionedness and contingency 
belongs to this level.  This very truth is revealed by also saying that all things 
ultimately enter the indeterminate dharma or that within the heart of every 
conditioned entity (as its core, as its true essence, as its very real nature) there is 
the indeterminate dharma.  While the one expresses the transcendence of the 
ultimate reality, the other speaks of its immanence.  The one says that the 
ultimate reality is not an entity apart and wholly removed from the determinate, 
but is the real nature of the determinate itself.  

                                                 
182 Literally the realm of understanding or wakefulness (Nhat Hanh, 1987, p.12).  This viewpoint 
considers that the nature of reality is fundamentally indeterminate and interconnected.  Out of the 
indeterminate arises the determinate aspects that are usually conceptualised in the West as subjects and 
objects.  As noted in the previous chapters, Pirsig uses his own static concepts for the determinate (i.e. 
the static value patterns). 
 
183 Literally ‘illusion’ but only in the sense that it is illusory to believe that people and the objects of 
their world are permanent, independent and unchanging. 
 
184 Real in the sense of being useful conceptualisations but illusory in the sense of having independent 
or absolute existence from anything else.  As the eighth century philosopher Shankara answered a 
student who asked him if you should run if being chased by a mad elephant: ‘Yes, because you’re part 
of the same illusion!’  (Di Santo & Steele, 1990, p.61) 
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Nagarjuna and Pirsig also have a similar recognition of two types of truth; the ‘static’ 
conventional truth (sammuti-sacca) and the ‘Dynamic’ ultimate truth (paramattha-
sacca).   

5.6. THE NOTION OF THE SELF 
An example of sammuti-sacca is the concept of self.  Pirsig follows the Buddha’s 
teachings185 about the ‘self’ which doesn’t recognise that it has any real existence and 
that only ‘nothingness’ (i.e. Dynamic Quality) is thought to be real.  According to 
Rahula, the Buddha taught that a clinging to the self as real is the primary cause of 
dukkha (which is usually translated as ‘suffering’).186  Having said this, Rahula (1959, 
p.55)187 makes it very clear that it’s not incorrect to ‘use such expressions in our daily 
life as ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘being’, ‘individual’, etc’ as long as it is remembered that the self 
(like anything else conceptualised) is just a useful convention. 

5.6.1. SCOTT-PECK’S NOTION OF THE SELF 

This view is also supported by some modern psychologists and physicists.  For 
instance, the psychiatrist Scott Peck (1978, p.262) notes: 

I am I and you are you.  The I-entity is my identity and the you-identity is your 
identity, and we tend to be quite discomfited if our identities become mixed-up or 
confused…  Modern physicists, concerned with relativity, wave-particle 
phenomena, electromagnetism, et cetera, are becoming increasingly aware of our 
conceptual approach in terms of entities.188  But it is hard to escape from.  Our 
tendency to entity-thinking compels us to want to locate things, even such things 
as God or grace and even when we know our tendency is interfering with our 
comprehension of these of matters. 

Scott-Peck makes the important point that ego boundaries must be hardened before 
they are softened (1978, p.97).  The infant (as mentioned in James description of pure 
experience in Section 2.5.) may not recognise ego boundaries but that is from the 
(selfish) point of view that it is the universe.  A mystic, may also not recognise ego 
boundaries (as real) but that is from the (selfless) point of view that the self is a part of 
the one universe.  Though on the surface, both points of view seem similar, there is 
the ‘full circle’ of spiritual growth (of the individual) between them.   

It may seem to many that the ultimate requirement - to give up one’s self… 
makes our existence a sort of bad joke and which can never be completely 
accepted.  This attitude is particularly true in present-day Western culture, in 

                                                 
185 Rahula (1959) makes the important point that Buddhism is a realistic philosophy: ‘Buddhism is 
neither pessimistic or optimistic.  If anything at all, it is realistic, for it takes a realistic view of life 
and of the world.  It looks at things objectively (yathahhutam).  It does not falsely lull you into 
living in a fool’s paradise, nor does it frighten and agonize you with all kinds of imaginary fears 
and sins.  It tells you exactly and objectively what you are and what the world around you is, and 
shows you the way to perfect freedom, peace, tranquillity and happiness.’ 
 
186 The concept of dukkha is examined in more detail in 5.8.6.  
 
187 Rahula (1959, p.55) notes that all Buddhist traditions are in agreement about this point. 
 
188 As noted in Chapter Three, two such modern physicists are John Polkinghorne and David Bohm  
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which the self is held sacred and death is considered an unspeakable insult.  Yet 
the exact opposite is the reality.  It is in the giving up of self that human beings 
can find the most ecstatic and lasting, solid, durable joy of life.  (Scott-Peck, 1978, 
p.72) 

When Scott-Peck states that the ‘ultimate requirement is to give up one’s self’, he is 
not only inferring that it’s metaphysically incorrect to hold the view that the self is 
real but that such a belief in a self is at the root of much psychiatric illness.  Scott-
Peck (1978, p.71-72) concludes, as the Buddha originally did, that the ultimate pattern 
of thought which must be given up to ‘achieve successful transition into greater 
maturity’ is the notion of the self. 

5.6.2. THE MOQ’S CONCEPTION OF THE SELF 

As far as the MOQ conceptualises the self, it’s seen as a combination of the four static 
levels (inorganic, biological, social and intellectual).  In comparison with an SOM 
philosopher’s viewpoint of the self such as Parfit’s (1984), there is agreement that the 
intellectual level (i.e. what Pirsig means by mind)189 is its most important component.  
However, the MOQ avoids Parfit’s (1984, p.337) absolute equating of the self with 
just the intellect (what Parfit terms the ‘psychological’).190  In other words, though the 
body (i.e. inorganic and biological patterns) are secondary (in the MOQ) to the 
intellect, as far as the self’s composition is concerned, they (together with social 
patterns) are still considered essential components. 

Due to recent medical evidence of transplant recipients, there is also some doubt that 
the intellect is just contained in the brain.  My personal belief is that though 
intellectual capabilities are centred in the brain, they aren’t absolutely.  If true, this 
means that physicalism’s equating of the mind only with the brain leads to an 
unnecessarily imprecise conceptual division.  For example, if memories are also 
stored in the cells of the heart or other organs (as possibly indicated by the accounts of 
recent transplant recipients) then the equating of mind with brain is obviously not 
precise.  Moreover, a fuzzy logician such as Bart Kosko would ask ‘where does the 
brain end and the rest of the body (such as the nervous system) start?’.  I doubt that 
there is such an absolute division ‘given’ solely by the physical evidence.  

5.6.3. THE SELF IN RELATION TO THE WORLD 

A human individual may appear to have a specific and determinate nature (what can 
be referred to as their social or parikalpita nature).  However, a person is essentially 
related to the rest of the world and is not apart from it.  There are a tremendous 
number of inter-related chemical, biological, social and intellectual processes that 
operate within and around us (such as gravity, the pollination of flowers by insects, 
the production of oxygen by rainforests etc.).  Remove or alter any one of these 
components and the ‘individual’ is affected.  This is implied by Nagajuna who states: 

                                                 
189 Pirsig equates the ‘intellectual level’ of the MOQ with ‘mind’ as traditionally thought of by modern 
Western philosophers such as J.C. Eccles.  
 
190 To quote Parfit (1984, p.337): ‘When my brain is transplanted into someone else’s body… there 
is no reason to suppose that being transplanted into a very different body would disrupt my 
psychological continuity.’  
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Nothing in the universe can stand by itself – no thing, no face, no being, and no 
event – and for this reason it is absurd to single anything out as the ideal to be 
grasped. (Watts, 1957, p.83) 

This recognition that everything (certainly on this planet) is interconnected seems to 
be gaining credence though possibly because, environmental and economic problems 
are, unfortunately, now tending to have noticeable and global effects.  As Baroness 
Warnock (1992, p.40) notes: 

The growth of Green politics, the existence of such organizations as the World 
Wildlife Fund, the increasing anxiety felt about endangered species, and the 
gradual recognition that what we do now will have effects on a long-term future 
bear witness to the fact that we are becoming more conscious of our role as 
inhabitants of the world, and more conscious that we may have obligations to it. 

And, as Adnan Amin (the Director of the Regional Office for North America of the 
UNEP) notes, these problems will require global ‘integrated’ solutions: 

In the context of globalization, all countries, developed and developing, (are) 
confronted with the challenge of environmental sustainability.  The present 
course (is) unsustainable, and postponing action (is) no longer an option. 
Underpinning many of the environmental problems the international community 
face (is) the poverty of the majority of the planet’s inhabitants and excessive 
consumption by the minority.191  

Moreover, instead of devaluing people McPartlin (2000) notes that mysticism actually 
reveals the value of other people (in its recognition that such things as pollution or 
capitalism have a global effect):  

Basically the mystic view does not accept a separation between ‘I’ and anything 
else.  It sees everything as one.  The stuff of the world and the stuff of the mind 
are the same.  I am no-one in particular, nor are you nor is anyone.  If we all saw 
everything with this awareness then nobody would poison a river any more than 
they’d poison their own food. 

Though not immediately obvious, the mystic view reveals that to value other people 
(and things) is to, ultimately, value yourself.  Of course, it’s not going to immediately 
stop Shell pouring out pollution in the Mersey, for instance, but (if there is any truth 
to Socrates’ belief that people act badly because they are ignorant) mystic awareness 
can only help facilitate change in the questioning of such selfish behaviour.  This 
realisation is important, as Cooper (1996, p.224) notes, because once the distinction 
between the self and others is lost, it strengthen the sense of interpersonal community 
and, in doing so, supports compassion and social obligations.   

5.7. NISHIDA KITARO 
Nishida Kitaro (1870-1945) is a highly regarded Japanese philosopher who followed a 
similar line to Pirsig (in the embracing of philosophical traditions from both the East 

                                                 
191 Quoted from Second Committee - 1A - United Nations Press Release GA/EF/2874 18th Meeting 
AM (October 22nd 1999).  This quote was originally written in the past tense. 
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and West).  Nishida was a professor at Kyoto University from 1910 to 1927, where he 
formed his own school of thought, which came to be known as the Kyoto school.  

In A Study of Good (1911), Nishida introduced a philosophical method based on the 
ideas of Kant, Henri Bergson and William James.  In this work Ninian Smart (1989, 
p.456) notes that ‘for (Nishida) pure experience, that is experience unmixed with 
concepts and self-consciousness, is without the subject-object dichotomy by which we 
usually interpret experience.’  The similarity here to the themes in Pirsig’s work is 
striking. 

In Nishida’s The Standpoint of Religion (1920) the following similarities to Pirsig’s 
work are also apparent: 

1.  A rejection of the correspondence theory of truth and, instead the use of the 
pragmatic theory of truth as put forward by William James, and; 

2. The recognition that Dynamic Quality underlies all static value patterns (or other 
conceptual frameworks such as SOM).   For the latter, Nishida, uses the same starting 
point as Northrop’s ‘aesthetic continuum’:192  

For any judgment to take place, there has to be the whole (i.e. sunyata) in which 
the subject and the predicate are contained.  For example, to… know white and 
black we need to know a third party that maintains the relationship of white and 
black. Without knowing this [third party] there would be no way we could talk 
about white and black as differing.  

This synthentical whole cannot be seen as knowledge; what we can see as 
knowledge is ‘this is white’ or ‘this is black’. The synthetical whole cannot be 
grasped as knowledge, but it is at work at the ground of knowledge… 

(It’s only when) sunyata/emptiness is being viewed from the standpoint of 
knowledge (that) it appears to be empty; in fact, it is a powerful force in our 
actual existence/reality; sunyata is the power of life giving shape to the ground of 
knowledge. This is the content of our affectivity/feelings, the basis of our beliefs.  
(Nishida, 1920) 

I think Pirsig would state that it would be more accurate to state that sunyata can be 
known (through direct experience) but it cannot be conceptualised.  However, in this 
respect, this may be due to the limitations of translation rather than any real difference 
between him and Nishida.193   

In light of Nishida’s comments on knowledge of sunyata, Di Santo & Steele (1990, 

                                                 
192 ‘We must start with the all-embracing immediacy from which any theory, Eastern or 
Western, takes its inception.  This immediacy exhibits itself as a continuum or field which is 
differentiated.  It would seem that all people could agree on this as a correct designation of what 
one immediately apprehends, however differently they might analyze it as inquiry proceeds… 
The word “continuum” is used to denote the fact that what we immediately apprehend is an all- 
embracing field… The adjective “aesthetic” is added to insure that it is the qualitatively 
ineffable, emotionally moving continuum of colors, sounds and feelings which the artist presents 
in its immediacy, not the logically defined continuum of mathematical physics which is a concept 
by postulation, that is indicated.’  (Northrop, 1947, p.95-96) 
 
193 According to the translator W. S. Yokoyama, this translation is a provisional one. 
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p.117) note that when the ultimate is defined, it’s being treated as a metaphysical 
entity while when it’s left undefined (as per Pirsig) it’s being treated as a mystical 
entity.  This distinction may help us understand why the Zen master in Herrigel’s Zen 
in the Art of Archery says to Herrigel that he can’t define the ultimate for him but that 
Herrigel will know when ‘It’ presents itself.194 

When you know something metaphysically, you maintain a certain distance from 
it; you can talk about it.  When you know something mystically, the distance 
vanishes and you can’t talk about the known because you’ve entered it and are 
it.  (Di Santo & Steele, 1990, p.117) 

Hence, Suzuki’s (1953, p.6) observation that technical knowledge is not sufficient, by 
itself, to master an art such as archery.  To achieve this, the archer must lose 
consciousness of himself as being distinct from the bow and the target; all three must 
become one. 

In his later work From the Acting to the Seeing (1927), Nishida endeavoured to 
reconcile the insights of Leibnitz and Kant with Zen Buddhism.  Again, it’s pertinent 
to note that he focuses on the problems of SOM which he (as Pirsig does) locates 
initially with the Ancient Greeks; specifically with Aristotle’s invention of the 
concept of ‘substance’.195  Nishida’s term for SOM is ‘object logic’ i.e. a metaphysics 
that treats the self and the other objects in the world as logically independent forms of 
permanent substances. (Cooper, 1996, p.383) 

Like Pirsig, Nishida follows the thought of Nagarjuna and rejects the SOM ‘object 
logic’ conceptualisation of reality.  Instead, Nishida uses the more Eastern orientated 
‘concrete logic’ (or ‘logic of nothingness’) which perceives reality as holistic and 
constantly changing; where identities are momentary (and, therefore, always 
‘negating’ themselves).  A theme prevalent in Nishida’s ‘concrete logic’ (as well as 
the MOQ and much of Buddhist thought), is the recognition of the ‘self’ as just a 
useful abstraction.   

As far as the self is concerned, Nishida employs the notion that each person and thing 
is an expressive monad.  Reality is essentially a vast ‘calculus of self-expression’; the 

                                                 
 194 Pirsig (1994d) equates the ‘It’ of the Zen Master with ‘Dynamic Quality’: ‘Direct perception of 
pure Dynamic Quality without any intellectual mediation is the same as the goal of Buddhism 
known as “awakening” or “enlightenment.”  To see more clearly why this is so I recommend that 
you read Eugen Herrigel’s Zen in the Art of Archery from which the title of my book was taken.  
There, if you substitute the Zen Master’s “It” for Dynamic Quality, you will learn a lot about 
Dynamic Quality.  But if your tutor wants you to personally give a precise definition of Dynamic 
Quality he will be asking you to give him what more than 2500 years of Buddhism has failed to 
provide.  He should understand that the reason they have failed to provide it is not because they 
do not understand what it is!’ 
 
195 This invention of substance by Aristotle is noted by Pirsig (1974, p.380): ‘The “something” that 
Appearances cling to he named “substance.”  And at that moment, and not until that moment, 
our modern scientific understanding of reality was born.  The University as we know it today 
have been given their founding charter: to find and invent an endless proliferation of forms 
about the substantive elements of the world and call these forms knowledge, and transmit these 
forms to future generations.’  
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contextual webs (or matrices) where things interact and merge.  Each person or thing 
is a part that can only be expressed through belonging to this whole.   

It is as if the world were a great dance, a self-expression impossible without its 
individual steps and movements, just as they would be without sense outside of 
the dance.  The dance is nothing without the steps, but cannot be reduced to 
them.  (Cooper, 1996, p.385)196 

5.8.0. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE MOQ AND EASTERN PHILOSOPHY 

It’s worth noting that though the MOQ shares the same Dynamic outlook of Zen 
Buddhism and Taoism it uses a more developed theory of cosmological evolution 
than found in Indian philosophy.  Though, as Cooper (1996, p.368-69) notes, the ideas 
of Darwinism did have an influence on some Indian philosophers such as 
Radhakrishnan.  

However, far from supporting a materialistic view of the cosmos, Radhakrishnan 
thought that evolutionary theory refuted it.  Materialism…’at best shows why some 
events occur given that others have occurred: it cannot, as a philosophy should, show 
why the whole process has to be as it is.’ (Cooper, 1996, p.368)  This view is 
supported by Pirsig (1991, p.144) who notes: 

Right from the beginning, substance-caused evolution has always had a puzzling 
aspect that it has never been able to eliminate.  It goes into many volumes about 
how the fittest survive but never once answers the question of why…  Why does 
any life survive?  It’s illogical.  It’s self-contradictory that life should survive.  If 
life is strictly a result of the physical and chemical forces of nature then why is 
life opposed to these same forces in its struggle to survive?   

Radhakrishnan suggests that mechanistic stories fail to answer the question ‘what 
guides the mechanism?’ and must be supplemented by a teleological account of ‘the 
reason or purpose behind it.’  Pirsig agrees with Radhakrishnan’s first assertion about 
materialism but, disagrees that mechanistic theories of the universe must be 
supplemented by a teleological account (supernatural or otherwise).  As noted in 
Chapter Two, Pirsig rejects both mechanistic and teleological accounts to explain 
evolutionary progress and, instead, suggests that evolution just follows ‘spur of the 
moment decisions’ based on Dynamic Quality i.e. undefined betterness.  

Dynamic Quality is not structured and yet it is not chaotic.  It is value that 
cannot be contained by static patterns.  What the substance-centered 
evolutionists were showing with their absence of final ‘mechanisms’ or 
‘programs’ was not an air-tight case for the biological goallessness of life.  What 
they were unintentionally showing was (that)… the patterns of life are constantly 
evolving in response to something ‘better’ than that which these (physical) laws 
have to offer.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.146) 

Despite keeping within Eastern understanding (by using Dynamic Quality) to 
incorporate the theory of evolution, Pirsig discards any notion of reincarnation or 
                                                 
196 Cooper‘s analogy reminds one of LILA’s beginning where Pirsig’s protagonist Phaedrus first meets 
and dances with his travelling companion Lila.  By coincidence, ‘lila’ can be translated as the ‘dance of 
life’ from the Hindu.  The term also translates as ‘playful creation’ or ‘the sport of life.’   
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rebirth in the MOQ.  This is probably due to his avoidance of supernatural 
explanations wherever possible.   

For scientists, the mind of the Buddha and the Mind of God are usually the 
same, even though the Buddha was an atheist.  I think it is extremely important 
to emphasize that the MOQ is pure empiricism.  There is nothing 
supernatural197 in it.  (Pirsig, 2000e) 

                                                

Instead of trying to achieve a better situation in your next life, the primary moral 
imperative in Pirsig’s system is the effect your behaviour will have on your 
descendants.  This is probably the widest departure of the MOQ from the Indo-
Chinese tradition.   

5.8.1. THE MOQ AND THE ATMAN (SOUL) 

If the primary moral imperative to be good is the effect your behaviour will have on 
your descendants then there’s no metaphysical requirement for an atman (soul).  Even 
if many Buddhist philosophers have sympathy with Pirsig’s view (as seen in the 
anatta doctrine), the belief in the atman was an ingrained element of Hindu thinking 
from which Buddhism was derived.  If Buddhism (as a religion) had initially 
completely rejected a belief in it, I think this would possibly have been too much of a 
radical departure from previous Indian thought for it to gain any widespread 
acceptance.198  

With a wider cultural background to appeal to, Pirsig has the luxury in not having to 
be as concerned (as the original Buddhist philosophers) in rejecting the idea of the 
atman.  In this respect, it could also be argued that the MOQ, is following Northrop’s 
(1947, p.305) programme of ‘replacing traditional provincial and faulty doctrines with 
new theoretical assumptions more in accord with the nature of things as revealed by 
the advance of scientific knowledge.’ 

If anything, the soul (in the MOQ) is purely the intellect (what the Samkhya tradition 
would possibly term ‘purusas’) and carried forward after individual death through 
such things as books, word-of-mouth, rituals and more latterly by electronic means.  
According to Ninian Smart (1989, p.60), the Buddha told his followers near his death 
that though all compound things are impermanent, his teachings would remain.  If this 
account is accurate, the MOQ is following the Buddha’s teaching, in this aspect, more 
closely than other traditions built on his insights. 

As there can be no individual atman to survive in the MOQ, there can be no 
continuation of the same stream of consciousness after death.  However, with its 
recognition that reality is interconnected and that our present behaviour (such as 

 
197 Though Pirsig utilises Buddhist and Taoist philosophy, he rejects the more esoteric practices of 
these traditions such as alchemy, divination, magic nostrums, oracles, exorcists, praying to spirits and 
rain makers.  Pirsig (2000p) uses the following definitions of supernatural: ‘I agree with these 
dictionary definitions of supernatural: 1. Of or relating to existence outside the natural world.  2. 
Attributed to a power that seems to violate or go beyond natural forces.  3. Of or relating to a 
deity.  4. Of or relating to the immediate exercise of divine power; miraculous.  5. Of or relating 
to the miraculous.  I should add that Shunryu Suzuki has quipped that Zen is “supernatural” in 
the sense of being super natural, that is, more natural than what is usually meant by natural.’  
 
198 Though Hagen and Rahula do assert that the Buddha did reject any notion of soul. 
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operating nuclear power stations) will have effects on any subsequent generation, 
there remains a sense of responsibility for one’s actions.  So there is a sense of karmic 
effects in the MOQ though not the traditional one found in Indian philosophy. 

5.8.2. THE MOQ AND DHARMA (THE LAW) 

Dharma traditionally means ‘law’ though it also has connotations of ‘duty’ and, more 
importantly for the MOQ, ‘order.’   In the latter sense, Pirsig (1991, p.392) equates it 
to Quality:   

Dharma is beyond all questions of what is internal and what is external.  Dharma 
is Quality itself, the principle of ‘rightness’ which gives structure and purpose to 
the evolution of all life and to the evolving understanding of the universe which 
life has created.  Within the Hindu tradition dharma is relative and dependent 
on the conditions of society.  It always has a social implication.  It is the bond 
which holds society together.  This is fitting to the ancient origins of the term.  
But within modern Buddhist thought dharma becomes the phenomenal world - 
the object of perception, thought or understanding. 

 
The Devanagri spelling of rta.199   

Pirsig (1991, p.389-90) notes (with reference to Hiriyanna)200 that the term ‘dharma’ 
is also related to ‘arête’ through a more fundamental Sanskrit root ‘rta’.  The 
implication of this, if true, would mean that the idea of Quality (in the sense 
understood by Pirsig) is one of the oldest known to mankind. 

5.8.3. THE MOQ AND MOKSA (LIBERATION FROM THE CYCLE OF 
REBIRTH) 

With no individual soul to survive, strictly speaking the concept of moksa is 
meaningless in the MOQ. However, the achievement of moksa happens when 
enlightenment occurs so, again with future generations to consider, the sooner the 
more people become enlightened, the better for society in general. 

                                                 
199 Devanagri text is the script used for Sanskrit and Hindi.  The stylised left character is ‘r-with-a-dot-
under-it’ and the right one is ‘ta’: ‘Rta denotes the order of the world.  Everything that is ordered 
in the universe has Rta for its principle.  It corresponds to the universals of Plato. The world of 
experience is a shadow or reflection of the rta, the permanent reality which remains unchanged 
in all the welter of mutation.  The universal is prior to the particular, and so the Vedic seer thinks 
that Rta exists before the manifestation of all phenomena…  The real is one without parts and 
changes, while the many shift and pass…  The Greek conception of the moral life as a harmony 
or an ordered whole is suggested here… The world is no more a chaos representing the blind 
fury of chance elements, but is the working of a harmonious purpose.’  (Radhakrishnan, 1923, 
p.79) 
 
200 Prof. M. Hiriyanna was the Head of the Department of Sanskrit at the University of Mysore, India.  
His most famous books were Outlines of Indian Philosophy and Essentials of Indian Philosophy. 
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5.8.4. THE MOQ, DUKKHA AND AVIDYA (IGNORANCE) 

It’s fairly obvious from reading Pirsig’s texts that SOM is perceived by him as an 
example of ignorant thinking.  Briefly, this is due to such systems ignoring the reality 
of Dynamic Quality.  Why this is particularly ignorant is explained by the ‘Three 
Aspects’ of the Cittamatra school of Mahayana Buddhism.201   

Williams (1988, p.83) states that the First Aspect refers to the falsifying activity of 
language which implies independent and permanent existence to things.  As Hagen202 
(1997, p.30) notes, one of the most fundamental truths noted by the Buddha is that all 
aspects of our experience are in constant flux and change.   According to the Buddha, 
when a person ignores this truth they subject themselves to dukkha. 

Dukkha has been notorious in evading exact translation to English.  Hagen (1997, 
p.25) notes that the word is originally derived from a Sanskrit word referring to a 
wheel out-of-kilter.203 

In the Buddha’s time the accompanying image may have been of a cart with an 
out-of-true wheel being pulled along.  You can imagine how uncomfortable it 
must feel to ride in such a vehicle.  The repeated wobble, rise, and drop starts out 
as annoying, then becomes steadily more distracting and disturbing.  Maybe 
there’s a little pleasure in it for the rider at first – a little bounce, perhaps – but 
after a while it becomes more and more vexing. 

According to Hagen (1998, p.26), the out-of-kilter wheel example is analogous to the 
nature of human life where irritation and discomfort (whether physical or mental) 
always arises ‘no matter how hard we try to cultivate pleasure and keep it coming our 
way.’  Following Taoism, Hagen sees that the fundamental nature of reality is change 
and reality can be handled more effectively if this is realised.  This is because though 
irritation and discomfort will tend to arise, they will also eventually tend to subside.  
Dukkha occurs primarily because we wish things were different i.e. had a permanent, 
static nature.   

In the Second Aspect of the Cittamatra teachings it’s emphasised that objects are only 
conceptualised (or constructed) aspects of experience.    

In order to understand what is being said here, one should try and imagine all 
things, objects of experience and oneself, the one who is experiencing, as just a 
flow of perceptions.  We do not know that there is something ‘out there.’  We 
have only experiences of colours, shapes, tactile data, and so on.  We also don’t 
know that we ourselves are anything than a further series of experiences.  Taken 

                                                 
201 The Cittamatra (or mind only) school is one of the traditions of Mahayana Buddhism and was a 
precursor and major element of the later Zen.  
 
202 Pirsig (1998b) notes that Hagen‘s text Buddhism: Plain & Simple ‘…shows the similarities, 
between the MOQ and Zen Buddhism more clearly than any other I have seen.’ 
 
203 Steve Hagen (1997, p.25) thinks dukkha (or duhkha)  is more accurately translated as ‘being out-of-
kilter’ rather than ‘suffering’: ‘Duhkha actually comes from a Sanskrit word that refers to a wheel 
out of kilter.  If we think of this wheel as one that performs some important function , such as a 
potter’s wheel, then the out-of-true wheel creates constant hardship every time we try to make a 
clay vessel.’ 
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together, there is only an ever-changing flow of perceptions (vijnaptimatra).  
(Williams, 1989, p.83) 

This is supported by Herbert Guenther204 (1957, p.144) who adds: 

Experience is the central theme of Buddhism, not theoretical postulation and 
deductive verification.  Since no experience occurs more than once and all 
repeated experiences actually are only analogous occurrences, it follows that a 
thing or material substance can only be said to be a series of events interpreted 
as a thing, having no more substantiality than any other series of events we may 
arbitrarily single out. 

After some thought, I think Guenther’s comment is valid as I can’t think of any events 
that are repeated exactly.  Moreover, like the concept of ‘self’, there’s no absolute 
objective rule to judge when one event starts and another stops.  This means that any 
concept or term is fundamentally indeterminate, imprecise and, as time passes, 
increasingly less useful.   

It is a matter of taste to speak of physical objects.  In other words, although we 
shall continue to speak about matter and mind, we must bear in mind that it is 
but a figure of speech as untrue as the statement that the sun rises or sets. 
(Guenther, 1957, p.144) 

However, I’d disagree with Guenther that the postulation of physical objects is just ‘a 
matter of taste’ even if he’s correct from the ‘Dynamic’ (paramattha-sacca) 
viewpoint.  As Rahula (159, p.55) notes, it’s true to think of physical objects and 
subjects (or static quality patterns, to use MOQ terminology) as being real in the 
‘static’ or conventional sense (sammuti-sacca).   Some order and sense of the world is 
beyond mere taste.  For instance, the law of gravity can’t simply be just ignored if one 
wants to fly; something to counteract the force of gravity (such as a plane or a hot air 
balloon) is also required to do that!   

The Third Aspect of the Cittamatra teachings is called ‘the perfected aspect’ and as 
far as I can gather this refers to enlightenment (i.e. the realisation that the Dynamic 
point-of-view is fundamental). 

This direct perception of pure Dynamic Quality without any intellectual 
mediation is the same as the goal of Buddhism known as ‘awakening’ or 
‘enlightenment’.  (Pirsig, 1994) 

Thich Nhat Hanh (1987, p.45) attempts to explain this aspect further: 

                                                 
204 Herbert Guenther, Ph.D. (Munich and Vienna), D.Litt., was Professor Emeritus of Far Eastern 
Studies at the University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, Canada.  He published extensively on Buddhist 
philosophy and psychology with special emphasis on their phenomenological and hermeneutical 
implications. ‘Guenther was born in Bremen, Germany, in 1917. He studied in Munich and 
Vienna, and then taught at Vienna University from 1943 to 1950. He then lived and taught in 
India, at Lucknow University from 1950 to 1958, and the Sanskrit University in Varanasi from 
1958 to 1963.  He then went to the University of Saskatchewan in Canada.’  Buddhist Thought and 
Asian Civilization, Leslie S. Kawamura & Keith Scott (Eds.), Dharma Press, 1977.  
http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Atrium/8240/resources/guenther.html.  (November 21st 2001) 
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There is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper.  Without a cloud there will be no 
water; without water, the trees cannot grow; and without trees, you cannot make 
paper… The existence of this page is dependent on the existence of a cloud. 

Finally, in relation to the MOQ’s emphasis on cosmological evolution, Pirsig suggests 
that dukkha actually has a positive side aspect to it, in addition to the negative side 
focused on by Buddhism: 

The MOQ sees the wheel of karma as attached to a cart that is going somewhere 
- from quantum forces through inorganic forces and biological patterns and 
social patterns to the intellectual patterns that perceive the quantum forces.  In 
the sixth century B.C. in India there was no evidence of this kind of evolutionary 
progress, and Buddhism, accordingly, does not pay attention to it.  Today it’s not 
possible to be so uninformed.  The suffering which the Buddhists regard as only 
that which is to be escaped, is seen by the MOQ as merely the negative side of the 
progression toward Quality (or, just as accurately, the expansion of quality).  
Without the suffering to propel it, the cart would not move forward at all.  
(Pirsig, 1997a)   

The point of view of that emotional suffering is necessary for the individual’s 
development is also supported by Scott-Peck and Bart Kosko. 

5.9. CONCLUSION 
I think the MOQ can be seen as a modern development of Zen Buddhist philosophy.  
The MOQ’s incorporation of cosmological evolution is arguably an improvement on 
Zen Buddhism by allowing the removal of the supernatural concept of rebirth or 
reincarnation (and in consequence, the atman).  From one perspective, this is just the 
final severing from a Hindu belief that Buddhism (in a political sense) initially 
required in order to be established in Indian society.  As Cooper (1996, p.20) notes, 
the theory that karmic effects continue through rebirth is not philosophically defended 
in Buddhism.  In the MOQ, this belief of rebirth is replaced with a more rational 
justification to be good (i.e. the interests of our descendants). 

On the other hand, I think it’s unfortunate that Pirsig doesn’t pose the MOQ in the 
context of world peace and understanding though he retains a combination of Eastern 
and Western ideas.  Possibly he saw Northrop’s project as too idealistic and ambitious 
(for instance, the friction just between Christian sects illustrate the difficulties in 
reconciling relatively close cultural traditions; let alone ones that are wider apart).  I 
think the MOQ as a solution for many traditional metaphysical problems is of interest, 
but as a system for moral behaviour, Buddhism is possibly more useful in today’s 
war-torn world.  Terry Waite,205 reflecting Northrop’s sentiment of 1947, was still to 
note in April 2002 that ‘the world of international relations is (still) a moral mess’.206  

Starting from a philosophy which emphasized quietism, nonaction, intuition and 
contemplation, the (Oriental) peoples have given rise to religions expressed in the 

                                                 
205 Waite is most famous for once being the Archbishop of Canterbury’s envoy in the Middle East. 
 
206 Quote from the ITV programme Moral Questions (dealing with the theme ‘Does peace have a 
chance?’) first broadcast April 21st 2002. 
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intuitive poetry of the Upanishads or the informal conversations of Confucius… 
The Oriental peoples have also, by means of these philosophical assumptions and 
their attendant, more contemplative, pacifistic, less belligerent religious and 
political sentiments, kept their peoples out of bloody, nationalistic wars to the 
death to a degree which makes the fruits of Western religion in comparison look 
more like the product of Satan than of the Prince of Peace.207 (Northrop, 1947, 
p.294) 

As far as I can assess, compassion (karuna) is largely overlooked in the MOQ.208  
Compassion is defined by Rahula (1959, p.46) as representing universal… ‘love, 
charity, kindness, tolerance, and such noble qualities on the emotional side.’   
However, he is careful to note that it must be balanced by wisdom: 
                                                 
207 Ross (1999, p.1) mischievously claims the reverse by citing the behaviour of the Japanese during the 
Second World War as an example of Taoist and Buddhist behaviour: ‘Although fighting battles and 
killing enemies would seem to violate the Buddha-dharma, specifically the Precept of the Buddha 
not to kill, an apparent violation that has troubled many over the years, certain samurai, and 
later the modern military, ultimately could see themselves as fulfilling a Buddhist purpose in 
what they did, even in the horrors of World War II in the Pacific.’ 
 
However, Northrop (1947, p.300-01) is careful to note that the behaviour of the Japanese between the 
1890s and 1940s was largely due to the predominance of a type of Shintoism which was modelled on 
Western nationalism: ‘Buddhism, for example, exists today in a remarkably pure form in Japan. It 
is only since the 1860s that it has been pushed into the background by the purely tribal 
Shintoism, because this was the easiest way for the Japanese to develop the nationalistic 
sentiments which the inroads of Western nationalism necessitated, without a break from their 
past.’ 
 
Moreover, Smart (1989, p.452) notes that Japanese nationalism and the resultant military power which 
developed was caused by unwanted interference by Western countries starting in 1853 with a fleet of 
American ships sailing into Edo (Tokyo Bay) and an unequal trade treaty imposed in 1858.  In 
addition, between 1867 and 1945 Shintoism and Buddhism were artificially separated in Japan.  In 
consequence, Shintoism was installed as the state religion while the influence of Buddhism was 
considerably weakened, losing its state patronage, membership, temples and the control of other 
institutions.  
 
208 In the context of compassion, Pirsig (2002e) states: ‘No, I have never thought about it until now’  
though he does make the following three points: 
 
(1) The MOQ seems to classify compassion as a pattern of social cohesion driven by strong 
biological emotions.  When these two are combined with intellectual patterns of quality the result 
is a strong force for the good, as in the abolition of slavery.  When compassion opposes 
intellectual quality, however the result can be foolishness or even evil. 
 
(2) Genuine compassion and talk about compassion often have different purposes.  When 
compassion is talked up intellectually there sometimes emerges a certain aroma of unction and 
piousness that makes me suspicious.  Some preachers use compassion the way Uriah Heep (an 
American religious preacher/conman of the 1920s) uses humility, i.e. to advance themselves.   
 
(3) The narrative of ZMM is dominated by the compassion of the narrator for his son even 
though he doesn’t talk about it as such, and when Phaedrus says Lila has quality he is speaking 
compassionately and is held in contempt for this by Rigel (the lawyer character epitomising social 
values in LILA).  Rigel is arguing that Phaedrus’ compassion for Lila is damned foolishness.  
Phaedrus struggles in subsequent chapters to show that it is intellectually sound. 
 
These points of Pirsig all seem true but I still think the MOQ is too biased towards the intellect.  As 
seen in his comments above, compassion is only inferred in ZMM and LILA.   
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If one develops only the emotional neglecting the intellectual, one may become a 
good-hearted fool; while to develop only the intellectual side neglecting the 
emotional may turn one into a hard-hearted intellect without feeling for others.  
Therefore, to be perfect one has to develop both equally.  That is the aim of the 
Buddhist way of life: in it wisdom and compassion are inseparably linked 
together.  (Rahula, 1959, p.46) 

I think too many world problems are caused or are seriously aggravated because 
compassion is lacking; in consequence it would certainly improve the MOQ’s 
usefulness if it was given more emphasis.   

According to the Buddha-dharma… all the pain we bring to ourselves and others 
– the hatred, the warring, the grovelling, the manipulation – is our own doing.  It 
comes from our own hearts and minds, out of our own confusion.  Furthermore, 
if we don’t see exactly what the problem is, we’re going to perpetuate it.  We’re 
going to teach our children our confusion, and we’ll go on, generation after 
generation, doing more of the same to ourselves and to each other.  (Hagen, 1997, 
p.16) 

 
 
 

 

Pirsig in deep thought during his July 1968 road trip 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
QUALITY 
& ALIENATION 
 

 

6.0. INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter, we will first explore modern alienation in relation to the MOQ, how it 
relates to the political and economic systems of socialism and capitalism, and then, 
explore the understanding of Quality as used by modern business ‘gurus’. 

6.1. ALIENATION IN MODERN WESTERN SOCIETY 
The psychoanalyst, Erich Fromm, describes alienation as: 

A mode of experience in which the person experiences himself as an alien.  He 
has become, one might say, estranged from himself.  He… has been estranged 
from, and lost the concrete relatedness to, his fellow men and to nature, that he 
has ceased to have a meaningful life. 209 

The sentiment of a presumed widespread modern alienation in the West is noted by 
Marxists, Existentialists,210 the Frankfurt school and, Humanists.211  This alienation is 
also noted by Pirsig who locates it fundamentally with SOM: 

Our current modes of rationality are not moving society forward into a better 
world.  They are taking it further and further from that better world. Since the 
Renaissance these modes have worked.  As long as the need for food, clothing 
and shelter is dominant they will continue to work.  But now that for huge 
masses of people212 these needs no longer overwhelm everything else, the whole 
                                                 
209 http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Forum/5147/july-70a.html.  (July 23rd 2001) 
 
210 Though Foucault and Pirsig both locate the principal cause of modern alienation with Enlightenment 
science, Pirsig would disagree with Foucault that history is absolutely directionless and though both 
philosophers reject the traditional view that truth can be objective, Pirsig thinks that truth can be graded 
by pragmatic quality and would, therefore, reject Foucault’s contention that truth of a theory is simply 
subjective and relative.   
 
211 In the last 200 years, modern alienation has been, amongst others, attributed to the following 
dichotomies: God and his creation, worker and product, rationality and emotion, individual and society. 
 
212 It’s worth noting that for ‘huge masses of people’ there still isn’t adequate ‘food, clothing and 
shelter’: ‘There is a world food crisis. Currently 790 million people are undernourished and 
around one third of the world’s children go to bed hungry.  But their lack of food security is 
primarily caused by low incomes and unequal access to land, water, credit, and markets.   There 
is no crisis of world food production on the horizon, despite environmental problems and a 
growing world population.’ (Principal author Koos Neefjes, Oxfam GB Position Paper, November 
1999, p.1)  
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structure of reason… is no longer adequate.  It begins to be seen for what it 
really is... emotionally hollow, esthetically meaningless and spiritually empty. 
(Pirsig, 1974, p.120) 

The above quote possibly portrays modern Western society as too nihilistic though 
Barrett (1986, p.8-9) supports Pirsig’s basic contention:  

It is well to remember that the profoundest and most poignant sense of alienation 
is our human consciousness itself.  We are strangers in this universe, and we 
discover this troubling situation as soon as we begin to be conscious of the world 
and the universe we inhabit. 

Barrett further notes that Renaissance science brought an erosion in religious faith 
together with a realisation that people were no longer the centre of the cosmos (as in 
pre-Copernican cosmology).   

Science has transformed men into subjects of the state and of their experiments.  
They have created a multi-normalized view of the human being which stems 
from the general philosophy of Enlightenment.  However, these views are highly 
mistaken and they contribute to the ever-increasing alienation of man.213 

It’s also apparent that without Enlightenment science, the Industrial Revolution 
wouldn’t have developed and, in consequence, neither would of large scale industrial 
capitalism (where Marx essentially locates alienation).  If this account of events is 
true then Pirsig’s fundamental location of modern alienation with SOM would seem 
accurate.  As Pirsig locates modern alienation with metaphysics, it’s to metaphysics 
that he turns to for a solution.  We will now examine how SOM underpins capitalist 
ideology and then explore how the MOQ modifies it. 

6.2. CAPITALISM  
In capitalism, it’s the monetary value of something which is important above all else.  
I suppose it can even be seen as ‘the morality of money’.214   

Objectivity is also the principle behind our money culture - it’s easier to measure 
the monetary value of something than calculate its beauty or even its usefulness, 
because only the monetary value is objective.  The amount you paid for 
something is a written down verifiable amount.  (McPartlin, 2000) 

Though, money is useful in assisting the operation of the free market, (Hayek, 1943, 
p.93, for instance, thinks it’s ‘one of the greatest instruments of freedom ever invented 
by man’) it’s only a measure of social values.  It doesn’t, for instance, measure 
biological pain (or pleasure) or the intellectual truth of a statement.  Undoubtedly, the 
UK’s National Health Service and Legal Aid Board were established in 1948 because 
the ability to pay in the contexts of health (i.e. a biological good) and justice (i.e. an 
intellectual good) is inappropriate.  

 
213Jean-Francois Coget (c.2000) from: Summary of M. Phelp’s 1985 article ‘Michel Foucault‘.  
http://is.gseis.ucla.edu/impact/w01/Focus/Critical/summaries_jc/foucault.htm.  (June 1st 2002)  
  
214 Thanks to my student Patrick Gawley for this phrase. (From an e-mail dated November 14th 2001) 
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As SOM metaphysics tends to separate and objectify things (by having a reality 
divided between an objective non-qualitative physical realm and a subjective 
qualitative realm), this facilitates capitalist relations where workers are perceived as 
mechanical objects to be exploited by a subject i.e. the owner of capital.215  As Marx 
noted, this causes the workers to be alienated from each other, from the products of 
their labour and from the means of production.  To use a phrase from situationism,216 
the workers become spectators of their own working lives.   

Twenty-first century capitalist companies still tend to follow the Marxist model where 
control is located in a few managers (or owners) while everyone else is instructed 
what to do, what their salary will be, what the company policy is and what operating 
structures the company will have.  It could be argued that the management structure of 
capitalism has become more sophisticated since the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution but it can be equally argued that, despite this, the alienating effects of 
capitalism have remained the same. 

Compounding the individual’s problem in the West is the dominance of SOM in 
science and philosophy coupled with a decline of religion in modern society.217   
Other than the hollow goal of material success, there is a lack of modern guidance to 
what really entails the ‘Good Life.’  SOM science, though dynamic (in that its beliefs 
are updated), dismisses ‘Quality of Life’ issues as low priority while the established 
religions can only offer relatively static advice218 largely based on what was good a 
thousand years ago or more.   

                                                 
215 It’s worth noting, following Weber, that Marx‘s original abstraction between owners and workers is 
not always clear cut in practice.  Modern companies are composed of various stakeholders – 
government, employees, unions, management and shareholders – whose boundaries often overlap e.g. a 
manager may be an employee and a trade union member.  Moreover, as pension funds now tend to be 
the largest shareholders of companies quoted on the UK stock exchange, there is a distinction between 
ownership and management.  Directors can be voted out of office by shareholders and this has recently 
happened at Barclays, British Telecom and Vernons. 
   
216 The situationists (such as Hakim Bey) were protagonists behind the 1968 Paris demonstrations.  
They perceive individuals in modern capitalist countries as being alienated because they are spectators 
of life rather than participants.   For example, these individuals tend to buy a commodity such as a CD 
to listen to (i.e. be a spectator), rather than create (i.e. participate in) their own music.  (From a 
conversation with Gavin Gee-Clough, an Australian philosophy graduate with a specific interest in the 
situationists, November 4th 2001)  
 
217 As noted by declining church attendances; certainly in the UK. 
 
218 For instance, note the following advice from the Leviticus in the Old Testament: 
 
‘You will not wear a garment made from two kinds of fabric.’ (Leviticus 19:19) 
 
Hybridization of animals and crops is condemned. (Lv. 19:19) 
 
‘You will not round off your hair at the edges or trim the edges of your beard.’ (Lv. 19:27) 
 
‘The man who commits adultery with his neighbour’s wife will be put to death, he and the 
woman.’ (Lv. 20:10)   
 
‘If anyone sells a dwelling house in a walled town, then he will have the right of redemption until 
the expiry of the year following the sale it is sold; within a full year may he redeem it.’ (Lv. 25:29) 
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6.2.1. THE MOQ SOLUTION TO CAPITALISM  

The MOQ (as a holistic philosophy that recognises social structures as being 
composed of value patterns and, therefore, being as real as anything material) can be 
employed to challenge the alienating assumptions of capitalism.  For instance, it 
considers money as a social value and, in consequence, recognises that it’s secondary 
to more Dynamic intellectual values such as beauty, justice and freedom.   

In the MOQ making money is a social activity that should not dominate the 
higher intellectual goal of truth, or interfere with perception and pursuit of 
Dynamic Quality.  (Pirsig, 2002d) 

Such MOQ principles are applied by Paradigm Research International219 which 
encourages companies to operate on co-operative lines and to be sensitive to their 
biological and social environments (locally and globally).  Paradigm’s C.E.O., Dr 
Robert Harris (1997, p.1) notes that such companies operate longer, provide a less 
alienating working environment, and remain more in harmony with the local and 
global environment.  Moreover, he further suggests that they are as successful 
financially, if not more so, than companies retaining the traditional capitalist 
structure.220  However, there are relatively few ‘MOQ based’ companies and, not 
surprisingly, there are considerable difficulties in convincing shareholders and 
directors to share significant control and equity with their workers.221 

6.2.2. THE WORK OF MARY PARKER FOLLETT 

It’s interesting to note that Harris is interested in the work of Peter F. Drucker222 (who 
promotes socially-conscious economic systems) who in turn, is an advocate of the 
work of Mary Parker Follett (1868-1933).  In the 1920s, Follett was a well known 
American political scientist and management thinker who thought a proper sharing of 
power within business organisations was the key to social progress and commercial 
success: 

                                                                                                                                            
This is not to suggest that all the advice in religious texts wasn’t useful but that much of it is now out-
of-date.  As seen by the Jehovah Witnesses (in the context of blood transfusions) and the Creationists 
(in the context of evolutionary theory) not all the obsolete ideas of the Bible have been dropped by 
modern Westerners.  
  
219 A U.S. business consultancy which has been encouraging companies to operate on Pirsigian lines 
since the mid-1970s.  
 
220 See Harris The Evolution of Work and Sustainable Business Models (1997), as well as a number of 
other papers relating the MOQ to business such as Zen & the Art of Employee Ownership (1991).   
 
221 There are ‘sharesave’ schemes that are becoming popular in publicly quoted companies though the 
proportion of equity (and, therefore, control) is relatively minimal.   
 
222 From 1950 to 1971, Peter Drucker was Professor of Management at the Graduate Business School 
of New York University.  Since 1971, Drucker has been Marie Rankin Clarke Professor of Social 
Science and Management at Claremont Graduate University in Claremont, California.  From 1979 to 
1985, he also served as a Professorial Lecturer in Oriental Art.  In addition to teaching, Drucker acts as 
a consultant, specializing in strategy and policy for both businesses and non profit organisations. He 
has published over 30 books relating to society, economics, politics and management.  www.peter-
drucker.com/about.html.  (June 27th 2002)  
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Genuine power can only be grown, it will slip from every arbitrary hand that 
grasps it; for genuine power is not coercive control, but coactive control.  
Coercive power is the curse of the universe; coactive power, the enrichment and 
advancement of every human soul.  (Follett, 1924, p.xii-xiii)223  

According to Drucker, Follett was a ‘prophet of management’ though her ideas were 
largely ignored in the States during the 1930s and 1940s because her 
conceptualisation of ‘power with’ rather than ‘power over’ others was contrary to the 
dominant capitalist ideology.  However, her ideas never really went out of favour in 
Britain and after becoming especially popular in Japan during the 1960s, American 
interest in her work returned.  Her ideas are similar to those advocated by Harris in 
that both think business organizations should be ‘flat’ networks rather than 
hierarchical structures. 

Follett was able to advocate the fostering of a ‘self-governing principle’ that 
would facilitate ‘the growth of individuals and of the groups to which they 
belonged’.  By directly interacting with one another to achieve their common 
goals, the members of a group ‘fulfilled themselves through the process of the 
group’s development’.  (Smith, M. K., 2002) 

Like Pirsig, Follett’s philosophy also draws from the work of William James, 
especially in its pragmatic sentiment.  As far as I can ascertain, Pirsig and Follett also 
have the same notion of the individual and both place higher value on the creative 
rather than the rational aspects of experience.  It would be fair to say that Follett is a 
precursor of many of the MOQ ideas applied by Harris to business. 

The Metaphysics of Quality does definitely imply that, other things being equal, 
an employee-owned company is more moral than a privately owned company for 
the same reason that a democracy is more moral than a dictatorship.  Both 
enhance intellectual freedom within a traditional static social pattern and thus 
are a higher form of evolution.  Employee ownership also appeals to the old 
Indian idea of community of equals that allows maximum freedom for all.  
(Pirsig, 1991a) 

6.3. CONCLUSION 
It seems that, in essence, that the MOQ advocates a more balanced economic structure 
retaining the advantages of (intellectually orientated) socialism and capitalism’s 
Dynamic free market. 

From a static point of view socialism is more moral than capitalism. It’s a higher 
form of evolution.  It is an intellectually guided society, not just a society that is 
guided by mindless traditions.  That’s what gives socialism its drive… 

On the other hand… a free market is a Dynamic institution.  What people buy 
and what people sell, in other words what people value, can never be contained 
by any intellectual formula.  What makes the marketplace work is Dynamic 

                                                 
223From Follett‘s Creative Experience (1924) quoted from ‘Mary Parker Follett and Informal 
Education’, The Encyclopedia of Informal Education, http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-foll.htm.  (June 
1st 2002)  
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Quality.  The market is always changing and the direction of that change can 
never be predetermined.  

The free market… (prevents) static economic patterns from setting in and 
stagnating economic growth.  That is the reason the major capitalist economies 
of the world have done so much better since World War II than the major 
socialist economies.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.224-25) 

Pirsig’s analysis is interesting because though capitalism has serious faults (such as 
Third World sweat shops and poor environmental records)224 its free market element 
is successful in an economic context.  The critical issue then is the level of control that 
should be applied to a free market to obtain as much of its benefits without the 
degeneracy it causes (to higher values such as justice) when it’s given too much 
freedom.225  The ideal is obtaining a balance between freedom and order and in which 
context they should be applied.   

This creates the problem of getting maximum freedom for the emergence of 
Dynamic Quality while prohibiting degeneracy from destroying the evolutionary 
gains of the past.  Americans like to talk about all their freedom but they think 
it’s disconnected from something Europeans often see in America: the 
degeneracy that goes with the Dynamic.  (Pirsig, 1991, p.227) 

Conversely, Hayek (1944, p.4) notes the danger with socialism (with its emphasis on 
ordered central planning): 

Few are ready to recognise that the rise of Fascism and Nazism was not a 
reaction against the socialist trends of the preceding period but a necessary 
outcome of those tendencies.  This is the truth which most people were unwilling 
to see even when the similarities of many of the repellent features of the internal 
regimes in communist Russia and national-socialist Germany were widely 
recognised.   

I doubt that Fascism and Nazism were a necessary outcome of 1920s socialism but 
there’s certainly some truth in what Hayek asserts.  If communist Russia was 
considered socialist (which is an arguable point), it did have less freedom of 
movement and less freedom of speech (in addition to its material shortages) than 
Western countries between 1945 and 1990.  The comparison between West Germany 
and East Germany (a Russian ‘satellite’) up to 1990 is probably a good illustration of 
the differences between the two cultures.   

Hayek (1944, p.246) concludes that ‘a policy of freedom for the individual is the only 
progressive policy.’  Certainly freedom (and personal responsibility) of the individual 
is given emphasis in Pirsig’s philosophy.  However, Hayek does note that this is a 
difficult ideal to strive for and his suggestions of the best way forward such as a 
Western European federation (i.e. what became the European Union) and an 

                                                 
224 Not that the Eastern bloc’s environmental record was any better. 
 
225 Such as the exploitation of Third World labour and resources by multi-nationals.  There is also the 
support of unjust regimes by the arms trade; a recent example being the export of fighter jets to 
Indonesia to subjugate the people of East Timor.   
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international upholder of human rights (i.e. what became the United Nations)226 have 
certainly had some success as far as Western Europe is concerned.   

However, since World War Two, there has been constant armed conflict (somewhere 
in the world) and human rights have been constantly violated.  Moreover, the freedom 
we currently enjoy in the West is limited by the ideology of the capitalist economic 
system so despite the work of Pirsig and like minded writers, there remains an 
irritating tendency in the West to put everything in a commercial context even when 
it’s inappropriate e.g. instead of being a student, a claimant or a patient, I become a 
customer: ‘I buy therefore I am.’   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pirsig at Home 1974 

 

 

 

                                                 
 
226 Hayek thought an organisation such as the United Nations was only viable as long as it wasn’t 
handed all the duties of peace keeping and maintaining international law.   
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EPILOGUE 
 
 
 
 

 
The MOQ is basically a synthesis of three previously disparate ideas, the Far Eastern 
idea of ‘nothingness’ as found in Zen Buddhism, American pragmatism as found in 
the work of William James and the Western idea of cosmological evolution.  The idea 
of ‘nothingness’ arises from the Hinayana Buddhists ‘dialectic of negation’ which 
seems to be the Far Eastern equivalent of Descartes’ ‘Cogito Ergo Sum’ though 
arguably a more severe (i.e. even the ‘I’ isn’t accepted as certain) conceptual 
development from the experiential ‘blank canvass’ i.e. nothingness. 

Descartes’ was searching for the foundations of certainty to build on and, though a 
commendable aim, this can only take you a short (metaphysical) distance.227  The 
Buddhists realised (as the British Empiricists did much later) that everything that can 
be conceptualised (even Descartes’ ‘I’) is an abstraction from nothingness, and as 
such is necessarily distorted.   

‘Their dialectic of negation forced them, therefore, to negate, i.e., reject, the 
common-sense man’s belief in the reality of a persisting determinate substantial 
self underlying the empirically given sensuous qualities… and corresponds 
exactly to the conclusion of David Hume following the latter’s acceptance of 
Bacon’s pure empiricism in the Modern West.  (Northrop, 1947, p.44-45) 

The importance of Pirsig’s choosing the Buddhist (no-self therefore no subject and 
object) negation logic over Descartes’ logic (self therefore subject opposing objective 
world) cannot be understated.   By choosing the former has allowed Pirsig to 
conceptualise reality outside the subject-object format.  This wouldn’t have been 
possible if he’d initially accepted Descartes’ assumption about the self.  

It’s only by rejecting Descartes’ assumption about the self can solutions be formulated 
to the mind-matter problem, free-will’s relationship to determinism, and the ‘is-ought 
problem’ of David Hume.  I’m sure better solutions can be formulated than the ones 
I’ve set out in Chapter Three but I think they, at least, point towards the 
(metaphysical) right direction.  As noted in the Preface, I first came across the ‘is-
ought problem’ in reference to Durkheim’s suicide study.  Since then, instead of 
demanding to have just the ‘hard facts’ for my academic work, I have realised that the 
‘absolutely objective, hard’ fact (as noted by Northrop’s concepts by intuition) is 
something only an artist ever deals with.   

People are continually identifying inferred factors in their scientific and cultural 
philosophy with purely empirically given data.  The therapeutic for this 
                                                 
227 For example, after the starting point of ‘cogito ergo sum’, Descartes hoped to prove such things as 
the existence of God.  However, other than the idea that when thinking occurs, something exists, it’s 
unlikely that any other certainties can be made from this position.  
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prevalent disease is an inquiry, such as Bishop Berkeley pursued in his Principles 
and his Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, concerning the nature of purely 
empirically given fact.  Such an inquiry… shows conclusively that pure fact is 
merely the immediately apprehended continuum of experience, differentiated by 
the sensuous qualities delivered by the senses.  The latter qualities are not 
common-sense external objects, unobservable scientific objects, or theistic 
religious objects; they are, instead, aesthetic objects in the sense of the 
impressions of early French impressionistic art.  (Northrop, 1947, p.326) 

However, it doesn’t follow that all scientific facts are relative and subjective but, as 
the pragmatism of the MOQ indicates, can be graded on a continuum from useless to 
extremely useful.   

I think the fact that Descartes’ assumption about the self was first published in 1641 
and that no philosopher since has been able to satisfactorily reconcile mind and matter 
using this assumption indicates strongly that it was a wrong avenue for Western 
metaphysics to take.  Still, at the time of writing, like the bad-tempered husband who 
won’t follow his wife’s advice to stop and ask for directions, Western metaphysics (as 
seen by Dennett, the Churchlands et al) is still lost in the metaphysical countryside.  
While Descartes’ assumption is still accepted as valid one in metaphysical thinking, 
the destination of reaching a coherent metaphysical system that relates mind and 
matter without absurd conclusions (e.g. free-will is an illusion) will remain out of 
reach.    

Another consequence of Pirsig’s rejection of SOM is that it allows the MOQ to use 
the Buddhist notion of ‘nothingness’.  This makes up the Dynamic viewpoint of the 
MOQ which takes precedence over the static or conceptualised part.  As far as the 
latter is concerned, Pirsig asserts that if you have to conceptualise (and there are good 
pragmatic reasons to do so), a framework based on cosmological evolution is 
presently the best way to do this.  The importance of evolution is confirmed by 
Dawkins who believes the theory is one of the most important ever thought of.   

If superior creatures from space ever visit earth the first question they will ask, 
in order to assess the level of our civilisation is: ‘Have they discovered evolution 
yet?’228 

Moreover, cosmological evolution allows philosophies based on the Far Eastern 
notion of nothingness (such as the MOQ) to function adequately without having to 
rely on supernatural beliefs.  As noted in Chapter Five, instead of trying to achieve a 
better situation in your next life, the primary moral imperative in Pirsig’s system is the 
effect your behaviour will have on your descendants.  This is probably the widest 
departure of the MOQ from Far Eastern thought and for someone of a scientific 
disposition, no doubt an improvement.  However, from speaking to Buddhists, it’s not 
(probably not surprisingly) much appreciated.  

To show that the MOQ is an invalid view of conceptualising reality would require 
either a convincing argument that Buddhist philosophy has been fundamentally 
mistaken about nothingness or require a reasonable doubt about the truth of 
cosmological evolution.  Out of the two, I think it is evolutionary theory (being a 
theory rather than the immediate experience of nothingness) that is the MOQ’s less 
                                                 
228 Quoted from David Deutsch’s The Fabric of Reality (1997) p.346. 
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secure foundation.  Having said that, there is presently no coherent evidence to doubt 
evolutionary theory which means the MOQ is relatively very secure.  

As far as the possibility of there being a better metaphysical system than the MOQ, it 
would consist of, at the minimum, the recognition of Dynamic Quality plus a better 
way of dividing the static component of reality.  This puts SOM out of consideration 
immediately as it has no coherent place for the Dynamic in its system.  Philosophers 
such as Loughlin can argue that values are somehow imaginary or subjective but, as 
noted in Chapter Five, even if Loughlin is correct then this would mean there can also 
be no real obligation to accept the logical implications of what he states either.   

In ZMM Phaedrus claims that value is NOT objective and is NOT ‘out there.’  
Neither is it ‘in here,’ whatever that means. 

So where is it?  Pirsig tries to answer this question in a ‘valuable’ way.  Those 
formally trained in mathematics and logic seldom do so, saying, in effect, that 
‘value’ is of no value—an interesting contradiction.  (Pirsig, 2001d) 

It appears that a philosopher dismissing the real existence of values is stuck in the 
same quagmire as the logical positivists were when it was realised that their ‘principle 
of verifiability’ was as equally non-empirical as the metaphysical statements that they 
were dismissing.  Such philosophy all sounds rigorous and hard headed but, in truth, 
these forms of SOM did the twentieth century a great disservice by diverting 
resources and time from critical practical issues (pointed out by less ‘glamorous’ 
philosophers such as Northrop) of peace, understanding and reconciliation. 

Moreover, as noted, throughout this text, scientists such as Einstein, Polkinghorne and 
Poincaré have all attested to the harmonic nature of reality, and the Dynamic element 
in discovery.  In fact, Archimedes ‘Eureka’ discovery in the bath (of measuring 
volume by water displacement) is probably the first scientific moment of Dynamic 
Quality ever recorded.   There are similar moments in science recorded up to Bart 
Kosko’s discovery of the proof for Subsethood Theorem in 1989.229  Moreover, the 
value of having a distinct marker for Dynamic Quality (in a metaphysical system) is 
that it makes the recognition of important intangibles (such as creativity and freedom) 
easier.  As noted, if static rules are too heavily relied upon and a proper recognition of 
the Dynamic overlooked, a system (such as a university) can be hindered in its ability 
to develop successfully. 

In addition, the MOQ indicates that what is Dynamic (or good) in one context is not 
necessarily positive in another.  As shown in Chapters Six, the free market is a highly 
Dynamic and useful system within an economic context.  However, the MOQ also 
indicates that its application outside this realm (for instance, in health and education) 
can be inappropriate.  

As I speculated in Chapter Five, the experience that occurs in listening to a highly 
harmonic piece of music such as The Lark Arising (or from being one with the bow 
and target in archery, or from being one with the bike in motorcycle maintenance, or 
from a revealing insight through zazen) seem to be the purer forms (or the highest 
points) of a Dynamic continuum.  I would further speculate that all other values (such 

                                                 
229 However, Kosko (1994, p.62) notes that ‘I did not jump up and shout “Eureka!” like Archimedes 
did.’   
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as justice or peace) also have this harmonic nature but less intensely (and therefore 
less obviously to the individual).  So when I state this is a ‘just’ decision, for example, 
this ‘just’ is still pointing to something real realised by the human psyche.   

This emphasis on the fundamental harmonic nature of reality returns us to my concern 
initially raised in the Preface concerning conceptual art such as Carl Andre’s 
Equivalent VIII.  I think my discomfort in the 1980s with conceptual art is the 
conflation of it with art that seeks to reflect the transcendental harmony ‘beyond 
rationality’. 

As seen in the recent pieces by Damien Hurst or Tracey Emin, their work makes little 
or no effort to reflect this transcendental harmony.  To use Suzuki’s words, it’s not 
‘real art’.  However, as noted in the Preface, Brian Sewell’s assertion that such pieces 
are ‘rubbish’ is not accurate either because they usually, at least, have some 
intellectual value.  As objectified intellectual statements (OBIS) such conceptual art is 
perfectly valid, but it’s not real art in the Dynamic sense of the word.  The MOQ is 
useful is this context because, not only does it distinguish the Dynamic ‘real art’ from 
the OBIS of Andre, Hurst and Emin, it’s evolutionary framework places the Dynamic 
(timeless) art absolutely above these (often throwaway) intellectual pieces.230    

Pirsig (1991, p.108-09) connects the above issues to his original aim of placing 
anthropology on a firmer metaphysical basis: 

Phædrus saw that the ‘value’ which directed subatomic particles is not identical 
with the ‘value’ a human being gives to a painting.  But he saw that the two are 
cousins, and that the exact relationship between them can be defined with great 
precision.  Once this definition is complete a huge integration of the humanities 
and sciences appears in which platypi (sic)231 fall by the hundreds.  Thousands.   

One of the first to fall, he was happy to note, was the one that got all this started 
in the first place - the ‘Theory of Anthropology’ platypus.  If science is a study of 
substances and their relationships, then the field of cultural anthropology is a 
scientific absurdity...232 

                                                 
230 Sometimes literally ‘throwaway’ as noted in the Guardian (October 19th 2001): ‘A part of the 
Damien Hurst window artwork at the Eyestorm gallery in central London... was thrown away by 
a cleaner, who thought it was a pile of old rubbish left over from a party the previous night.’  The 
article goes onto note that Hurst was demanding a six figure sum for the piece (pictured below): 
 

 
 
231 It’s worth noting that platypus is a word of Greek derivation so the plural of it should read 
‘platypuses’ (rather than the Latin derived ‘platypi’ that Pirsig employs). 
 
232 Pirsig states that if science is a study of material substances the field of cultural anthropology is a 
scientific absurdity because a culture has no mass or energy.  As with the distinction between great and 
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But if science is a study of stable patterns of value, then cultural anthropology 
becomes a supremely scientific field.  A culture can be defined as a network of 
social patterns of value.  As the Values Project anthropologist Kluckhohn had 
said, patterns of value are the essence of what an anthropologist studies.  

Moreover, the advantage of using a base term that can be shared by the sciences, 
humanities and arts, is that it makes it easier to contextualise each field and facilitate 
the cross-referencing of new ideas between them.  In doing so, such an approach 
would possibly give a person a better perspective of their own field and the value of 
others.233 

On a wider context, the understanding of your neighbour’s values can only assist in 
peaceful co-operation with them, whether they live next door or in Afghanistan.  With 
the concerns of globalisation (such as multi-nationals, nuclear proliferation, and 
pollution) this is becoming ever more critical.  Though Northrop (1947, p.348) was 
writing with World War Two in mind, it’s depressing that his concerns seem as 
pertinent as ever:  

 If the atomic bomb is ever used to destroy civilization, it will be because men 
cannot get together sufficiently upon their ideologies to agree upon the social 
controls that are necessary to meet the situation...  The issues are difficult enough 
quite apart from the conflict with respect to differing conceptions of human 
values.  

To return the compliment of A.J. Ayer (1936, p.46) towards metaphysics,234 the 
above concerns of Northrop also indicate that the logical positivist’s bias towards the 
focusing on the preciseness of terms and logic (for science) shifted the balance of 
philosophy towards abstraction too far.  Though, as noted by Warnock (1992, p.2), 
this is possibly now a moot point due to the Vietnam War.  During this time, 
philosophy lecturers (especially in the United States) ‘were forced to discuss not 
simply the concept of justice, but whether there could be such a thing as a just war’ 
(as well as other issues such as draft dodging and civil disobedience).  In 
consequence, the mood that philosophy should be more practical developed in the 
Seventies and, according to (Warnock, 1992, p.10) is now prevalent in the UK ‘and in 
Australia, as well as the United States.’  By focusing on this reconciliation of values, 
at least the MOQ assists in Northrop’s aim of achieving world peace through a 
reconciliation of the different values of East and West.  Though important, this is not 
to say that the understanding of global values (for the promotion of world peace) is 
sufficient by itself:  

                                                                                                                                            
mediocre art, no scientific laboratory instrument has ever been devised that can distinguish a culture 
from a non-culture.   
 
233 In conversation with other academics (such as the chemistry lecturer, Mathias Brust mentioned in 
the Preface) there does seem to be a problem with different disciplines keeping informed with 
developments in other fields especially as the trend in academia is an ever increasing number of 
specialisations.  I, therefore, think anything that can reduce academic barriers can only be helpful. 
 
234 In the context of the transcendent concepts metaphysicians use to describe reality, Ayer (1936, p.46) 
notes: ‘It must follow that the labours of those who have striven to describe such a reality have all 
been devoted to the production of nonsense.’ 
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There is selfish nationalistic pride.  There is also the drive for oil and natural 
resources all over the world.235  Science intensifies these competitive factors 
because the nations with scientific knowledge must secure resources to feed their 
machines, and these economic pressures are hard enough to control even when 
the situation is not aggravated by ideological conflicts having their sources in the 
humanities.  (Northrop, 1947, p.349) 

It’s interesting to note Northrop’s concerns here as they again point to the myth of 
value-free science.   

As noted above, a superior system to the MOQ would not only recognise Dynamic 
Quality but, in addition, provide a better way of dividing the static component of 
reality.  This would require a framework that reflects static reality more accurately 
than the story told of the universe by cosmological evolution.  This, of course, is 
possible though unlikely.   More feasible is a system that uses evolutionary theory in a 
more competent way than the MOQ.  For instance, a fifth sub-atomic static level (to 
the four already recognised by the MOQ) could add a useful dimension in 
conceptualising reality. 

However, even if it’s never disproved, the appeal to evolutionary criteria can only 
take you so far. The MOQ is arguably best seen as a broad brush though one 
providing a better platform (for philosophical debate) than that provided by SOM.  To 
think that the MOQ provides an immediate panacea for every moral dilemma would 
be a grave error.   Moreover, as noted in Chapter Five, two of the things overlooked 
by Pirsig are the emphasis on compassion (as understood by Buddhism) which is a 
serious oversight in my opinion and the environmental concerns (less serious but still 
important) of Taoism.  Moreover, there’s little in Pirsig’s writings about the damage 
caused by global capitalism or a great deal in his work concerning discrimination on 
the grounds of race, gender, culture or disability.236 

In addition, the metaphysical rift between Western and Eastern philosophy can be 
very broad in places.  In its attempt to incorporate both cultures, the MOQ might be 

                                                 
235 It makes one wonder how much the West’s involvement in the Middle East (and specifically with 
Iraq which has the second largest oil reserves in the world) is driven by the need to secure natural 
resources.  I would think this drive is considerably more stronger than many Western politicians 
(certainly in the US and UK) would care to openly admit judging from, for instance, the increasing 
disparity between the United States’ use of oil and its own reserves and from documents such as the 
Republican based ‘Project for the New American Century’ (PNAC) paper Rebuilding America's 
Defences: Strategies, Forces And Resources For A New Century.  The paper which was published in 
September 2000 and largely written by a number of people who later became senior members of the 
US Defence Department or Pentagon (i.e. Paul Wolfowitz,, John Bolton, Stephen Cambone, Eliot 
Cohen and Devon Cross (who advise Donald Rumsfeld), I. Lewis Libby, and Dov Zakheim) states:  ‘In 
the Persian Gulf region, the presence of American forces, along with British and French units, 
has become a semi-permanent fact of life.  Though the immediate mission of those forces is to 
enforce the no-fly zones over northern and southern Iraq, they represent the long-term 
commitment of the United States and its major allies to a region of vital importance…  While the 
unresolved conflict with Iraq provides the immediate justification, the need for a substantial 
American force presence in the Gulf transcends the issue of the regime of Saddam Hussein.’  
 
236 However, as noted in Chapter Two, the MOQ assists in dealing with discrimination by recognising 
the reality of social patterns.  Moreover, racial discrimination is discussed to some extent in LILA, 
1991, pp. 314-18. 
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too ambitious a project and will not necessarily be appreciated from either tradition.  
As Pirsig (1995d) notes himself:  

‘The MOQ has managed to be both a heresy and a platitude simultaneously, 
depending on which culture you view it from. 

There is a cultural blind spot to Dynamic Quality in the West but this isn’t too 
surprising as there isn’t any formal activity (as Japan has in the Zen arts and zazen) 
which assists in revealing it.  Moreover, as anyone who has read Zen in the Art of 
Archery will note, Dynamic Quality does not reveal itself easily even by taking up a 
Zen art seriously (Herrigel studied archery under a Zen Master for six years).   

I doubt this ‘cultural blind spot’ will disappear overnight and Pirsig’s idea about 
Quality will continue to seem intuitively wrong to the Westerner.  However, 
‘strangeness’, as recognised by Russell (1912, p.19) is not the test of truth:   

The truth about physical objects must be strange.  It may be unattainable, but if 
any philosopher believes that he has attained it, the fact that what he offers as 
the truth is strange ought not to be made a ground of objection to his opinion. 

The value of the MOQ is that it not only avoids the metaphysical problems of the 
subject-object dichotomy, it returns the issue of value to the top of the philosophical 
agenda for Western philosophy.  The MOQ perceives moral dilemmas as being real 
problems rather than some relativist subjective fiction, and provides an objective 
evolutionary framework to assist in their solution.  Moreover, though the MOQ does 
conceptualise reality into various metaphysical boxes, it does so with the important 
proviso that these conceptualisations are useful fictions; that what’s deemed good 
presently is provisional and subject to change.  Moreover, as all metaphysical systems 
are static systems of thought, they are all open to replacement or revision dependent 
on new discoveries or ways of looking at things; on other words, the MOQ implies its 
own eventual replacement by something better: 

The pencil is mightier than the pen. 

That’s the whole thing: to obtain static and Dynamic Quality simultaneously.  If 
you don’t have the static patterns of scientific knowledge to build upon you’re 
back with the cave man.  But if you don’t have the freedom to change those 
patterns you’re blocked from any further growth.  (Pirsig, 1991, p. 226) 
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