Zen and Biking

Graham Priest

‘Transcend discrimination of opposites, discover total reality, and achieve detachment.  This is complete freedom.’  Dōgen (Shobogenzo, ch. 3).
Pirsig’s Paradoxical  Book

Motor bikes and Zen don’t seem very natural bed-fellows.  When we think of Zen, we normally think of a monk seated peacefully in meditation in the tranquility of a temple or a garden.  If there is any noise at all, it is the ringing of a temple bell or the chirping of birds or cicadas.  By contrast, motor bikes are noisy, exciting, dangerous – almost the exact opposite.  To try to put the two things together would seem to be paradoxical in the extreme.

When Robert Pirsig decided to face this paradox, putting the two things together in what was to become the classic Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (first published in 1974),  this was therefore an act of great daring.

I read the book for the first time in 1976.  At that time, I had been riding a bike for about six years – and doing my own maintenance (with the help of friends who knew more than I did), since I couldn’t afford to pay anybody else to do it.  I had been teaching philosophy at a university in Scotland for a couple of years; but I knew virtually nothing about Zen, except what one can learn from the back of cereal boxes.  I bought the book to read on the plane which  was taking me to Australia, where I was moving to a new job (and where I have lived ever since).  I read the book in the 25-hour journey, also wondering what the new life would have in store for me.

The book was a good yarn, and I enjoyed Pirsig’s obvious knowledge about bikes, if not specifically Harleys.  (The narrator in the book never says what his bike is.  But I assume that it is not a Harley, since he talks of adjusting the chain, and standard Harleys are, of course, belt-driven.)  But the book didn’t  seem to me to have much to do with Zen.  I took Pirsig at his word when he said, in a note at the beginning of the book, that what goes on between its covers ‘should in no way be associated with that great body of factual information relating to orthodox Zen Buddhist practice’. 

The second time I read the book was 28 years later.  I was still riding a motor bike (a Harley, which I could now afford), but not doing my own maintenance any more.  By that time I had been teaching philosophy for 30 years and, moreover, knew a lot more about Zen.  Indeed, I was again on a plane, returning from a conference in Australia to Kyoto where I was spending some months studying – amongst other things – Zen.  Again, I read the book in one sitting.

And this time it seemed to me that Pirsig’s disclaimer about Zen was, deliberately or otherwise, far too modest.

Ultimate Reality and the Conceptual Grid

To explain why, I must say a little bit about Zen.  A fundamental idea of Zen (and a number of other branches of Buddhism) is that there is an ultimate reality of a certain kind.  It goes by various names, such as ‘Buddha nature’,  ‘ultimate mind’, or ‘emptiness’.  We are not normally aware of it. What we are aware of is what is produced when we impose our own conceptual grid on this reality, often called conventional reality in the Buddhist tradition.

Think of it like this.  A motor bike is a single functioning unit; but we can cut it up intellectually by applying certain concepts to it.  This is the carburetor.  This is the fuel tank.  The fuel flows from the tank through the carburetor into the combustion chamber.  But we can cut it up in quite different ways with different concepts.  These are the rubber bits.  These are the chrome bits.  The rubber bits are softer than the chrome bits.  But the bike itself is just what it is, however we chose to conceptualise it.

So it is with ultimate reality.  We can conceptualise it in many ways. In doing so, we arrive at reality of a conventional kind.  (Conventional in that a different set of concepts could have cut the reality up in different ways.)  Ultimate reality itself, however, is just what it is, independent of any conceptual grid we choose to apply to it.  And how is that?  Well, you can’t say.  To say it is like this, or like that, is to apply a conceptual grid to it, not to say what it is like in itself.  In ultimate reality, there are no distinctions, no thises rather than thats.  Such distinctions disappear.  There is just a simple “suchness”.

The Genjokoan Experience and Riding

One of the most fundamental aims of Zen Buddhism is to get people to be able to experience this suchness, to strip back the conceptual grids, and be directly aware of ultimate reality.  The great Japanese Zen theorist, Dōgen, called this experience genjokoan.

In the genjokoan experience, all distinctions vanish.  Perhaps the most important distinction is that between the person doing the thinking and the thing that they are thinking about.  This distinction vanishes too.  There is no distinct subject, no distinct object.  Subject and object are one.

This may all sound very strange.  What on earth is it like?

A standard way of obtaining the genjokoan experience is by kneeling meditation, zazen.  Not that one can just expect to kneel down and experience genjokoan.   Mental focus of a very disciplined kind is required, and this may take years of practice.  You have to work hard at it until, paradoxically, it just comes naturally.  (The importance of  naturalness is one of the inputs from Taoism into Zen.)

It may well be that zazen is a particularly important or robust  way of coming to experience genjokoan.  But even Zen theorists do not think it is the only way.  It can be acquired though any practice of  mental concentration, which, when carried out often enough, comes naturally. This can be achieved though a martial art, the tea ceremony, flower arrangement, or in any number of other ways.

I think that most bike riders have experienced genjokoan, at least in some form.  When you start to learn to drive a bike, it’s very hard.  It requires intense concentration.  First pull the clutch in with your left hand.  Then kick the gear lever up with your left foot.  Then let the clutch out.  While you are doing this, keep your eyes on the road.  Watch for stupid car drivers pulling out of side roads who don’t see anything smaller than a car…  But one of the miracles of learning to drive is that eventually this becomes entirely natural.  You don’t have to think about it at all any more.  You just do it.

And when it reaches this stage, driving can be a vehicle for the genjokoan experience.  This happens most, I think, on long trips on the open road.  After a while one just forgets that one is driving.  One ceases to think about that.  One ceases to think about anything, in fact.  There is just the road, the elements, the driving.  There is not even a you that is doing the driving.  You are the driving – and the road, and the elements.  Maybe this is not the purest form of genjokoan.   It is certainly not the most robust.  It has a tendency to disappear very fast when, for example, an on-coming truck thunders past you, hogging too much of your side of the road – unless you have nerves that are made of harder steel than mine.  But it is a genjokoan experience, none the less.

It  is possible to get the experience just as much when you drive a car, as well.  But there is something special about a bike.  You can feel one with a bike in a way in which it is difficult to feel one with a car.  On a bike you move with it, lean with it.  You are one with it.  You also experience the elements directly: the wind, the rain.  You are one with the elements.  None of this is true of a car.  In a car, you are hermetically sealed. There is a sense in which you always feel like a passenger, even if you are driving.   

I have also found Harleys more conducive to the experience than other bikes.  I have driven lots of  bikes over the years, BSAs, Yamahas, BMWs.  It’s only in the last seven years that I have driven a Harley.  But I have had the experience more on this bike than any other.  Maybe it’s because I am getting older, or know better what to look for.  But there is something distinctive about riding a Harley.  The sitting position is relaxed.  You are not leant forward with you chest over your knees.  The engine does not whine.  Indeed, because the engine is very low-revving, it never feels as though you are going fast, even if you are.  And as the bike drops into top gear, you get that characteristic thug, thug, thug – a hypnotic rhythm that must resonate with some fundamental frequency in the human brain.

Genjokoan and Thought

Anyway, oddly enough Pirsig says little about this – though the discussion of Quality towards the very end of the book starts to come close to the topic of ultimate reality.  Maybe it’s too easy.  As the title of the book indicates, what he talks about a lot more than driving a bike is maintaining it.  This might seem odd. Not many bikers have experienced the genjokoan experience when working on their bike.  For a start, repairing a bike would seem to involve a lot of the conceptual thinking which genjokoan is meant to strip off.  The bike is not idling evenly.  Maybe one of the plugs needs to be cleaned or replaced.  I’d better pull them out and have a look.  Moreover, unless you are a mechanic and spend much of your time engaged in this sort of activity, it is unlikely that such thought processes will become entirely unreflective.

But things are not that simple.

The genjokoan experience can be had in many activities – maybe all of them if  you have achieved the highest stage of enlightenment (equals permanent genjokoan).  Some of these must be conceptual.  After all, Zen masters who achieved such enlightenment still gave highly intellectual lectures on the nature of Zen, such as Dōgen and the lectures recorded in  his mammoth Shobogenzo.  Isn’t there a paradox in the fact that Zen masters, for whom cutting through the concealment generated by concepts – and so language – is so important,  often produce highly technical tracts on the philosophy of Zen?  Let’s come back to this later.

Whilst hardly wishing to compare myself with Dōgen, I can vouch that doing philosophy and other activities of a highly conceptual kind is not incompatible with genjokoan.  I have sometimes sat down and started to think about a philosophical or a mathematical problem.  The next thing I know, I look at the clock and an hour has elapsed.  The intense concentration had produced a state in which there was no me thinking about something; nor was there a something for me to think about.  There was just the thinking; just like when driving a bike, there can be just the driving.   

The core of the genjokoan experience is precisely this transcendence of the subject/object distinction.  There is no you.  There is no it.  There is just a suchness.  But no one said that this suchness must be bland and amorphous. It can be structured – by the dappled patches of light on the grass – by the features of the road when you drive – or  by the features of an abstract problem.  After all, Zen monks are often given problems of this kind on which to meditate: koans.

Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance

Now come back to motorcycle maintenance.  This comes in many forms, all the way from cleaning the bike to remove the crud which will produce corrosion, to taking the engine apart and doing the big-ends.  All bikers enjoy riding their bikes.  But most (including, I must admit, myself) don’t enjoy such maintenance.  These are chores that you have to do to keep the bike up and running – or in an extreme case, to get it up and running.  Time spent doing this is time you can’t spend riding.  So in this context, unlike when you are riding it, you tend to see the bike as an object, an imposition, something alien that requires you to dirty your hands and skin your knuckles.

The whole point of Pirsig’s discussion of motorbike maintenance is that this is a mistake.  In motorbike maintenance, one should feel one with the bike just as much as when one is riding it.  Don’t rush it; don’t wish it to be over; don’t think about all the other things you could be doing.  Just focus on the job at hand and become one with what you are doing.

He’s right about this.  As he points out, in effect, you will find what you are doing more fulfilling if you think of it as an end in itself, not as an annoying means to something else that you really want to be doing.  In other words, you will not feel alienated from what is going on.  You will also do a better job.  If you have 100% focus, you will not make stupid mistakes (which is not to say that you will not make mistakes).   

But there are other reasons which he doesn’t mention.  Being what you are doing, in this way, is a form of genjokoan, of experiencing ultimate reality.  That may sound pretty weird.  Washing your bike is ultimate realty?  Yes: ultimate reality is the reality of the here and now.  There is no other to be experienced.  You will do other things at other times.  But when you do them, they, too, should be done in the same way. As the Zen saying goes: When you sit, sit; when you stand, stand; whatever you do, don’t wobble.

And it is precisely because of the experience is a genjokoan one that it has the effects that Pirsig points to.   In all Buddhism, genjokoan is not an end in itself.   Perhaps the most fundamental idea in Buddhism is that all of us in life are subject to unhappiness and suffering.    We suffer, moreover, because of our ignorance: we understand the world wrong.  When we see the world aright, the suffering and ill-being that trouble all things disappear.  Genjokoan leads to well-being.

Buddhism and Compassion

We touch here on the ethical side of Buddhism – at least of Mahayana Buddhism, of which Zen is one kind.  Buddhism is a compassionate religion.  It cares about the well-being of all things.  Ultimate reality is such that there is no distinction between things.  You and I are not separate beings.  If you think of yourself and myself as different and independent beings, this is just a result of imposing a certain conceptual grid on reality.  In the end, this is simply a conceptual construction, and answers to nothing that is really there.  In reality, there is no distinction between you and me. It follows that your well-being and my well-being cannot be distinguished.

And the well-being of the bike too.  The distinction between yourself and myself has exactly the same status as that between my bike and myself.  The distinctions between all things, you, me, the bike, everything else, answer to nothing in ultimate reality.  Care of oneself, of others, of all things, all amount to the same thing – much as conceptual thinking may disguise this fact, or even make it appear absurdly false.  (There is a certain irony in Pirsig’s book on this point.  The narrator is not at one with all things.  He is not even at one with himself.  Much of the book concerns the struggle between the narrator and a previous self, Phaedrus, who still lives within him.)

Ultimate and Conventional Reality

We started with an apparent paradox between Zen and motor bikes.  This turns out not to have been very deep.  But the ruminations just past seem to have parlayed this into a much more profound paradox.  Ultimate reality is, I said, independent of conceptualisation; it is what remains when conceptualisation is removed. I have also claimed that ultimate reality can be structured in a certain way, and that this structuring can be conceptual.  How can both of these things be true? It is precisely the conceptual structuring that defines conventional reality and distinguishes it from ultimate reality.  Ultimate reality and conventional reality would seem to be as fundamentally different as any two things could be.  

But wait.  Again this is too easy.  In ultimate reality all distinctions, all dualities, disappear.  There are no distinctions, not even the one between ultimate and conventional reality.  Ultimate reality and conventional reality are one.  The conceptualised must be identical with the unconceptualised!   

The thought is a venerable one in Buddhism, and certainly pre-dates Zen.  But it is captured nicely in the Zen saying: Before I studied Zen, mountains were mountains and water was water. After I studied Zen for some time, mountains were no longer

mountains, and water was no longer water.  But now that I have studied

Zen longer, I see that mountains are just mountains, and water is just

water.

And for that matter, motor bikes are motor bikes.  Though maybe not in the sense that you may think they are.
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