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Quality: Zen and now

by Amir [zadi

Robert Pirsiy continues his quest
for ‘quality’, which he began some
twenty years ago in his first book, Zen
and The Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.
That book was initially rejected by
over 200 publishers, but soon became a
best seller, and still stands today as a
classic for its unique and highly enter-
taining discussion of an important
philosophical issue.

BOOK REVIEW

Lila: An Inquiry into Morals
Robert Pirsig

Bantam Books (409 pages)

Lila: An Inguiry into Morals is only
Pirsig's second book to date. This time,
however, instead of a motorcyle as
vehicle and his son for a companion,
Pirsig (or rather Phaedrus, the mytho-
logical character he sometimes prefers
to adopt as storyteller) has a sailboat
which he and Lila take down the Hud-
son River.

The book begins with his encoun-
terwith Lila in a seedy bar on the banks
of the Hudson not far from Kingston.
She'ssomething of the Mae West type,
voluptuous and seductive, though with
her best years behind her, tenaciously
holding on to what grace and beauty
she had in her youth. Both cockeyed
drunk, they pick each other up and she
decides to go to New York city with

“Does Lila
have
quality?”

him instead of her own sailing party.
The next morning, Rigel, another
yachtsman with very traditional Vic-
torian values, asks Phaedrus why he
picked up a common “bar whore” and
challenges him with the question,
“DoesLilahavequality?” Instinctively,
he answers, “Yes!"” but then can't ex-
plain why since she is characterized as
somewhat vulgar and superficial, with-
out much intelligence and quite im-
mature, though not pretentious. And
this challenge or dilemma which
Phaedrusfacesrenews hisquest for that
ever elusive thing called ‘quality.’

In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance Pirsig raised the point
that the quality of a thing, though
outside of objective scientific factsand
as such undefinable, is yet very real.
But he wasn’t quite content with the
ideathat quality issubjective and prone
to value judgments either. (It doesn't
depend on one's personal bias, afterall,
to recognize the difference in quality
between Shakespeare and Ayn Rand.)
But in that book Pirsig didn't really
elaborate further because he went mad
(as he did in real life) and the book
ended like an unfinished work of art
with patches of coalescing beauty with-
out an observable outline. In short,
Pirsig posed a very important question
in Zen: what constitues the ‘quality’ of
a thing? In Lila he attempts to answer It.

This, no doubt, is an enormous task
forwhich Pirsig has to lay much ground
work before explicating his theory of
quality. As a result, we're treated to a
highly educational synopsis of how our
contemporary moral values have
evolved over time, primarily in this
century.

Pirsigbegins by challenging the tra-
ditional subject-object view of reality.
He alludes to the fact that such a dis-
tinction neverreally existed until Gali-
leo and the early scientists assigned
‘objectivity’ to their endeavors in an
attempt to extricate themselves and
their areas of study from papal author-
ity. They conceded ‘subjective’ mat-
ters such as morals, politics, and values
to the Church in exchange for author-
ity over the ‘objective’ sciences. The
result is the modern-day dichotomy
between arts and sciences and the
widely held belief that only science
inquires about the truth, whereas mor-
als and values like art are subjective
and hence merely relative or arbitrary.
They are believed to have no genuine
intrinsic worth or value except for that
given to them by humans.

How Pirsig’s theory of Quality alle-
viates the subject-object dichotomy is
far too involved to be done justice here
in so few paragraphs. Suffice it to say
that most people should find his ideas
highly illuminating for their common
sense appeal and their applicability to
so many different disciplines in both
the arts and sciences, not to mention
ethics and psychiatry.

It is interesting, but not perhaps
surprising, that unlike his first book,
which got rave reviews, Lila got very
few favorable reviews in the popular
press. After all, he is challenging the
most sacred realm of human inquiry:
thatis, the nature of realityand how we
ought to act. That is something nearly
everyone has settled comfortably for
themselves. Whether they act in ac-
cordance with the dictates of an out-
side agent (society or God) or however
they damn well please because they
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believe morals are all subjective and
relative, most people are content to
look no further. When one tries to
bring morals into the realm of rational
inquiry and assert that there is some
objective and intrinsic value to them,
people are either confused or offended.
What is surprising is how few critics
even understood his main ideas about
static versus dynamic quality and their
moral ramifications. Granted, the ex-
planations ar times may appear inco-
herent, but then metaphysics is not for

Highly educational
synopsis of how our
contemporary
moral values have
evolved our time

the indolent in mind. Also, the transi-
tions from textbook to novel are ad-
mittedly often sloppy, but this book is
mainly about ideas and how they affect
our conception of morality. It is possi-
ble to understand his ideas only if one
actually sees a problem with contem-
porary theories of morality. “If it ain’t
broke why fix it?" you might ask, and
the theories will blow right over you
head as happened to an MD friend of
mine who had the highest MCAT
scores in the country. Who said one
has to philosophize to run mazes?
This is truly an important book
which transcends outdated right-ver-

sus-left ideology and attempts to deal

with morality in a rational way. It can
revolutionize the wayone sees the world
without robbing it of its mystery.

Explosion

REDD KROSS

Thrush Hermit & Hip Club Groove

Sunday, Sept. 26
Mclnnes Room

Doors open 7 PM
$11 in advance
t ‘! oor

SAVE #30

Laser-quality printing on the Apple® Stylewriter® II .
It has Apple's new Grayshare™ software which allows
grayscale printing as well as printer sharing,
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+ taxes

while quantities last / student ID required

atlantis kobetek inc.
The Brewery, North Arch
1496 Lower Water Street, Halifax

422-6556 .’

Apple, the Apple logo and Stylewriter are registered trade marks
and Grayshare is a trade mark of Apple Computer, Inc.
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DAL MEN WEAR CAPS f

(even hefore they get the gowns!) ;

INTRODUCTORY OFFER

10% OFF casual
pants, shirts,
sweaters, jackets.
Polo, Gant,
Nautica, Hilfiger.
Show student I.D.

Offer ends
Sept, 30, 1993

Upper level, Park Lane,
Spring Garden Road

HOW DO YOU
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CN PAPER?

Make your life easier. Learn how to produce
impressive-looking papers using a computer.
And it won’t hurt your budget either. Henson
College’s LAST MINUTE CLUB offers any
computer course to Dal full-time students for
$50. Some restrictions apply.

CALL 494-2375 6100 UNIVERSITY AVE

HENSON COLLEGE

L1 Centre for Communlty Education
DALHOUSIE UNIVERSITY
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