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“Quality is not a thing, it is an event”.

Robert M. Pirsig
US philosopher and author
1928-2017

In his autobiographical novel “Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance™ that came out in 1974,
US philosopher and author Robert M. Pirsig examined the significance and the concept of “quality”.
It is a book devoted entirely to the topic of quality and the definition of the term — embedded in the
story of a father who takes a motorcycle trip through America with his eleven-year-old son and a
couple they are friends with. The philosophical digressions are embedded in this journey, during
which he repeatedly explores in his thoughts and discussions the effects of a Western world
increasingly dominated by technology. His efforts to understand the world in general and quality in
particular have driven the protagonist crazy once already. And on this journey, once again, he
struggles to capture quality, to define it and to show its impact on life. This prompts him to
repeatedly use comparisons from maintaining his motorcycle. At one point he writes : “Normally
screws are so cheap and small and simple you think of them as unimportant. But now, as your
Quality awareness becomes stronger, you realize that this one, individual, particular screw is neither
cheap nor small nor unimportant. Right now this screw is worth exactly the selling price of the
whole motorcycle, because the motorcycle is actually valueless until you get the screw out.

This quality awareness, i.e. the knowledge of the importance of each individual element in a
product, is the basis for outstanding design. Every well-designed product tackles a problem that was
previously unsolved or allows for a new quality experience that did not exist beforehand in the
same way. So Pirsig comes to the following conclusion: “Quality is not a thing, it is an event.”
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