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"What is good, and what is not good - Need we ask anyone to
tell us these things?" 1

 


 


​Foreword

 


The
use of words is a bit complicated in Zen. Zen is
above all about doing something, “Let me see your enlightenment,”
the Zen master says. “Enlightenment is not worth anything if it's
only about words.”

 


That does not
mean that theories, books or stories are not important.
They provide a framework from which we perhaps
can understand things in life. That is also what this book
attempts. In this case, about the concept of quality and how this
concept plays an important role in Zen Buddhism, although it is
rarely mentioned this way.

 


The title of
this book, “Zen and the art of quality”, is based on the famous
70's book “Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance” by Robert
Pirsig who borrowed his title from “Zen in the art of archery”, one
of the first books about Zen on the Western market.
It is a bit easy, maybe even cheesy, to refer to
famous titles such as Pirsig's book. However, this book is not only
meant as an introduction to both zen and the understanding of
quality, it is also intended as an introduction to the work of
Pirsig where many more interesting things on quality can be
discovered. If this book provides an extra reason for you to
read his books it feels less onerous to reuse the famous title.


Preface

​


Quality ... You know what it is,
and yet you do not know what it is. We often use the word, but if
we have to clarify it, it suddenly seems vague and uncertain and
nobody seems to really have a clue what it is.

 


Yet quality
seems to be one of the most central concepts in our human
existence. It is an important concept as
well: It's a kind of yardstick. A yardstick for our own
performance, a yardstick for our environment. According to some
people it is even the motive of the entire human existence; Quality
as the mechanism that helps to advance our existence.

 


Quality is a
much used concept. It seems to exist
everywhere: in products, in work, in relationships. It is used so
often that it has almost lost its meaning. Does quality actually
exists? Is it as common and as pervasive as often claimed? Or are
we talking about a very different quality?

 


This book
tries to give an answer and provides a way to look at
quality. For this reason we will also
discuss Zen Buddhism: A religion, although it really isn’t a
religion but rather a way of life, in which quality plays a major
role. Of what kind of quality is spoken in zen? And what can we
learn from this? In a nutshell, this book provides a study of
quality in all its diversity.

 


 


1 Good

​


When you ask
people around you what quality is, there will be many different
answers. How different though, probably they all have to do with an
idea of good, better, or maybe even the best.

 


Apparently,
Quality is something positive. But does
this mean we really know anything about quality? Do we even know if
quality exists?

 


The existence of quality

So,
the first and obvious question that must
be asked is whether quality actually exists. One answer is to be
found in philosophy, in a movement called ‘Realism’: “Something
exists when a world cannot function normally without it”. If you
can prove that a world without quality does not function normally,
it means quality exists, regardless knowing exactly what it is or
how it should be defined.2

 


Let us have a look at a world without
quality. We subtract quality from the world, as if it were a
mathematical calculation. As an example, art. Without a difference
in quality, art cannot exist. In that case, a bare wall would
suffice as a painting. If we take quality away from food, then the
quality of taste would not matter. This means supermarkets would
only provide the same kinds of basic foods.

 


There are more examples to think of, but the
meaning is clear. There is something like quality. What it is, is
still uncertain but it seems certain quality exists.

 


Quality in everyday life

If you have a
look at everyday life, quality seems to exist everywhere (everyday
life is not concerned with philosophical issues :)). Products are touted as the best product, companies
present themselves as the best company. “This is a product of good
quality,” the salesman tells us while pointing at a new bike. “This
definitely is a good bike!”

 


A
salesman touting his product as a good
product is not surprising. However, whether this is appropriate, is
still questionable. Because, when is a product a good product? What
is a product with quality?

 


That question
can be answered by using the so-called
dictionary-technique. You open the dictionary and see if it's of
any help. In the dictionary, quality is defined as: “the degree to
which something is good, nature, capacity”. It doesn't seem very
specific. “The degree to which something is good” seems too vague
and leads to a circular reasoning. Maybe nature or capacity
helps.

 


The
dictionary about “nature”: status and property. And
capacity, “technical properties of a
substance and fitness for a particular use.” Those are the same
words that are used in official definitions like the ISO (standards
for quality management systems). ISO 8402, quality: “The totality
of features and characteristics of a product or service that is
important for meeting statutory or implied needs.

 


So,
let's start with properties. Consider the
properties of products such as a car or bicycle. For example,
consider the bike the salesman touts as a good bike and ask the
question: Is this really a good bike? Or, what makes this bike a
good bike? Does this bike have quality?

 


So, you
take a close look at the properties of
the bike. This requires some time but it can be done and is even
somewhat entertaining if you want to make the effort. You create
your own quality analysis.

 


Whether it is
a good bike, is already directly answered
by whether you can use it for cycling, the function of the product
(corresponding to Fitness for use - see the definition above). The
important thing is that the bike is able to transport you from A to
B. So it must have wheels, a steering wheel, pedals and so on. If
the bike can transport you from A to B, the product does what it
promises to do. That is, the appearance or promise, corresponds to
the content. In other words: “It practices what it
preaches”.

 


However,
during your analysis you discover more criteria. For example, time
also plays a role. How long does the bike work well? If you can
only use it once, it's hard to call it a
good bike. It is rather a disposable bike, similar to the
disposable paper coffee cup.

 


There are
also additional questions. How does it cycle. Can you cycle easily?
Rather an important question for a transportation tool. If you have to deliver a lot of energy
for every meter you come forward , it doesn’t seem to be a good
bike. You can also ask questions, depending on the specific use:
Which area is this bike suitable for? If it is a city bike, it
should be rather safe and things like good lighting, reflectors
have to be taken into consideration etc… But it could also be you
want a bicycle to cycle through the brush. Then you are interested
in things like thicker tires, extra suspension and so
on.

 


Quality analysis

So, during
your analysis you discover various criteria important in terms
of the quality of this product: Is it fit
for use, duration, convenience, safety, comfort... etc. Those
criteria will not always be the same or have the same importance.
Comfort will play less of a role in f.e. tools, while suitability
for use is probably more important in that case.

 


The point
here is not to find closure when it comes to criteria but to ask
yourself the question: What makes this a good product? An
enumeration as above makes clear how that can work. Such an
analysis can be applied to many products and probably provides a
more realistic picture than what the advertisement promises or what the salesman is trying to
tell you (and sell you :)).

 


This analysis can be applied to more than
merely products. It also applies in a wider area: think of the
characteristics of people, situations, organizations, behavior or
relationships. In all these forms this analysis is possible and the
outcome will actually tell you something about the quality of what
you're dealing with.

 


It is
interesting to do such a quality analysis
once in a while by simply asking the question: Does this have
quality? And why do I think this has quality? It is an exercise
that makes you more alert in the search for quality, it also
develops a better sense of quality and perhaps even leads to more
appreciation when there is actual quality there.

 


Quire: Toyota

Sometimes a product offers higher quality than the customer
expects. This happened at the car company Toyota
(see also the next pages). Toyota
sold relatively cheap cars, which performed better than expected.
The cars showed hardly any defects, were easy to maintain and had a
great durability.

 


The customers were
given more than expected (especially compared to competing brands
which scored significantly less in the same area’s). Sales of
Toyota's then rose quickly. To this day, the company is the world's
largest automobile manufacturer.

 


 


Interlude: TOYOTA - thinking like the
customer

​


For years,
automobile manufacturer Toyota has been best known for the word
quality. All of a sudden everybody was buying Japanese cars,
Toyota's were unbreakable. What was this company doing
different?

 


The word Lean Manufacturing, a term which was
used later as Toyota Production System (TPS) and sometimes is
simply called Toyotism, is significant. The system arose after the
Second World War, in which the company had to deal with difficult
circumstances. And these circumstances pushed Toyota to be
creative. They developed a system known as Lean Manufacturing, also
known as TPS.

 


TPS

Lean manufacturing is a system focused on
preventing waste, which will lead to a reduction of costs. The idea
behind this is that the costumer shouldn’t have to pay for any
waste. Think of overproduction, malfunctions, defects, unused
creativity etc. So Toyota developed Just in Time production; a
system in which supplies are not stored in big quantities but are
produced when asked for.

 


The production system was set up in such a
way every kind of car could be produced when needed. This system
gave the company a decrease in costs which gave it a big advantage
in comparison with other companies. The extra energy available now
was used for creating better cars which were still relatively
cheap.

 


This is not the only thing the company did.
Toyota introduced as a part of TPS, the Kaizen-principle, which is
Japanese for "changing to something better" or "improvement". Their
aim was to continuously improve the production process. Kaizen
comes down to "disassembling and assemble in a better way". An
important part of this is making the production process visible for
everybody. So everybody can see what is happening. Think about the
standardization of factory halls in which sometimes colors show you
where a kind of material belongs. But think also of Standard
Operating Procedures as well, in which is shown how equipment
should be used and where is written about safety matters. The aim
of Kaizen is to continuously improve and make things easier.
Because processes are standardized and are visual for everybody,
it's easier for employees to indicate what can be improved.

 


Another
important aim of TPS is the flexible and flawless production. Cars
on the production line should never stand still. If there are
errors, employees immediately fix them but also find out how they
happened, and how they can be prevented. Every employee has his or
her own job and responsibility. Or, in the way it will be described in this book: every employee is
hold accountable. (Can you see the problem and come up with a
solution?)

 


The idea is clear. Toyota paid much attention
to the production process and tried to improve it at all times. The
principle behind it was always the customers interest. It's nice to
have a working production process, but only if the advantages are
used to give the customer a better product (in this case a better
car). All energy and creativity of the company (as well as all the
extra energy and creativity available thanks to preventing waste)
are focused on perfecting the aspects which are valuable for the
customer. Think of prices, quality, delivery and maintenance
costs.

 


More than just a production process

The Toyota Production System is more than
just a production process. Even more important might be the work
process. Typical for the work process is the flat hierarchy. The
distance from the work floor to the top is as small as possible.
Next to that, there's more space for responsibility and competency
at the base, so at the work floor. The decisions are made here, not
at the management-level.
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