
Ghosts and the law of gravity

A Story Module for use in philosophical discussion with children, by Leo Heska

Based on an excerpt from Chapter 3 of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, by Robert Pirsig

Summary

Father Robert Pirsig and son Chris are taking a motorcycle trip. On the way they and their companions have various
philosophical discussions, and Pirsig himself ruminates and cogitates. 

Chapter 3 of this book contains a conversation discussing the reality of ghosts, gravity, and the law of gravity. 

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion

This module may be treated either as a Book Module or kind of a Story Module. Pirsig's book is copyrighted, but there
is an excerpt available. So you can: 

Run this discussion like you're using a Book Module. Reading the excerpt to the children takes about 6 minutes.
Run the discussion like you're using a Story Module. Assign the excerpt to the children to read, if you can
resolve copyright/permission issues.
Run the discussion like you're using a Story Module, but don't use the excerpt. Require them to obtain the book,
then just assign the portion of Chapter 3, beginning with the words 

"Let's tell stories then," 

through 

"We are all of us very arrogant and conceited about running down other people's ghosts but
just as ignorant and barbaric and superstitious about our own." 

(This means reading just about 2/7 of the chapter). 

Some kids may read the entire chapter, which includes other characters and references to alcohol use. 

However you choose to run it, the discussion-sparking questions are the same. 

This portion of Pirsig's book deals with the nature of reality and beliefs, and touches on culture, choices, habits of
belief, education (not in the excerpt but just after it - you may choose to assign that couple of sentences also), and the
philosophical school known as "materialism." It especially introduces the idea that both scientific theories, and
traditional beliefs such as ghosts, serve as explanatory frameworks that people can and do use in daily life. 

Running a discussion using this module might be a little different. The excerpt itself is a conversation, therefore the
kids' conversation may just take off right from the reading and keep on going. However, it may not; or, kids may miss
some of what's going on - after all, this stuff can be re-read and re-re-read even by grownups, multiple times, trying to
tease out meaning and "get your head around it" each time. So the Questions for Philosophical Discussion basically
follow the text and order of the excerpt, just elaborating and "digging deeper" at some points. 

Warm-up questions

[Not needed if you read the excerpt aloud] 

Standard questions 



1. Who has read all of the story?
2. (If some admit to not having read it all) How much of the story did you read?
3. Who can summarize the story for us? 
4. Does the story have a moral? If so, what is it? Do you agree with it?

Story questions

1. Who's talking? [If the children have read just the excerpt, it's a dad and his son Chris.]
2. Have you ever told or heard ghost stories?
3. Where has Chris heard ghost stories [at YMCA camp] and from whom? [Tom White Bear]
4. How did Tom come to believe in ghosts? [from his Grandmother - she told him they were real; his parents he

shouldn't believe in that]
5. Do you suppose that Tom's idea of what ghosts are, is the same as non-Indian kids at YMCA camp?
6. Do you suppose that Tom's grandmother's idea of what ghosts are, is the same as non-Indian kids at YMCA

camp?
7. What does Pirsig figure about the IQ, or intelligence level, of modern humans compared to people in olden

days? [That they're about the same.]
8. Do you think he's right? 
9. How could anyone tell, or judge, or figure this out? 

Questions for Philosophical Discussion

Chris asks his dad if he believes in ghosts.

1. Does "I believe in" mean the same thing as "I think it's real?"
2. Does the statement "I believe in love" mean the same thing as "I think that love is real?"
3. Does "I believe in the president" mean the same thing as "I believe that the president is real?" 
4. Does belief imply "support of"? Or in other words, does "I believe in" mean "I support"? At least sometimes?
5. Chris's dad says no, he doesn't believe in ghosts. But he gives two reasons. First he says they are "un-sci-en-ti-

fic" which when punctuated that way means he is kind of goofing around a little; kind of mocking his own
statement. 

Why would he mock his own statement like that?
Could he be doing or conveying something else, by talking like that? 

6. Then Chris's dad gets more serious and gives two other reasons: 1) ghosts contain no matter, 2) nor do they have
any energy. 

This appears to be a scientific definition of what it means to exist. Is it a good definition?
7. Does love exist?

Does love contain matter or have energy?
8. A famous psychologist named Wilhelm Reich claimed that he had discovered a kind of love energy he called

"orgone." Albert Einstein performed experiments and determined that there was no such energy; then Einstein
got tired of this line of research. The argument between supporters of Reich and mainstream scientists continues
to this day.

Does it matter if there is a physical love energy that is waiting to be discovered or proven?
Suppose someone discovered a physical, measurable love ray. Maybe they could use a meter or other
device to detect waves of love, say between parent and child, or husband and wife. Would that make any
difference? How? To whom?

At first Chris's dad doesn't believe that a boy at the YMCA camp really believed in ghosts. 

1. Chris's dad says twice that the boy at the YMCA camp was just spoofing Chris; that the boy did not really
believe in ghosts.

Why do you suppose Chris's dad said this, without ever having met the boy, talked to him, gotten to know
him?



Do you know anyone who really believes in ghosts?
Have you ever read about olden days when people really did believe in ghosts?

2. Once Chris's dad hears Tom White Bear's name, he realizes that Tom is an Indian (or Native American as we
now say).

Do people from different backgrounds and cultures believe in different things?
Does that mean that different things are real "for them?"
Could ghosts be real "for Tom" but not for you and me?

3. Chris's dad makes a distinction between European ghosts and Indian ghosts.
Could there be a difference?
Do you think that Europeans 150 years ago, and American Indians 150 years ago, had the same idea of
spirits or ghosts?
Some Indians talked of an animal's "spirit" which seems to have been something like its nature. Some also
would say that a particular person might have a deer, or bear, or eagle spirit. Does this actually make
sense?
Suppose you are picking 3 warriors to accompany you on a hunt or raid, from a group of 12 that you do
not know at all. Suppose also that they are all equal to each other in other ways such as age, strength, etc.
Their chief pointed out three that had "eagle, hawk, and bear" spirit, whereas the others had rabbit spirit,
would this matter to you and how would you choose? 
There do exist such things as malarial swamps. [Explain malaria as needed/appropriate.] If you visited a
tribe and a tribeswoman told you there was an evil spirit in a particular swamp, that sickens all who go
there, would you pay attention to her at all? 

4. Chris's dad uses the word "context." [Explain context.] He says that "Within that context of thought, ghosts and
spirits are quite as real as atoms, particles, photons and quants." 

Does this make any sense? How could the reality of a thing depend on how you and other people imagine
the world to be?
Does it make sense in another way? Could the believability of a thing depend on how you and other
people imagine the world to be?
How about yet another way? Could the appropriateness of how you act and talk depend on how you and
other people imagine the world to be?

5. People have thought that atoms existed since the time of the ancient Greeks. John Dalton began the modern
conception of atoms in 1805. Since then, pretty much everyone has believed in atoms. However, how we think
of atoms, and what we think atoms are really like, has changed a lot. 100 years ago, this was "known" about
atoms:

Atoms can neither be created nor destroyed.
Atoms are the smallest particles and are not made up of other parts.
Atoms of one element cannot be turned into atoms of another element.

These three things were considered to be the most important things about atoms; that defined just what an atom
"is." Now we know that all three are false. 

Suppose you believe that atoms exist, and so did somebody who lived 100 years ago. But what the two of
you actually "believe in" or "believed in" (the atom) is very different. Can it be said that the two of your
really believe in the same thing? 

6. Many thinkers throughout the ages considered that atoms had intentions and spirits, and desires, that caused
them to behave as they did. Could this be right or is this just a kind of superstition?

7. If you walked into a chemistry class today (at just the right time) you would hear the professor explaining that
"these atoms want to bond covalently," explaining "why atoms want to have a full outer shell," and explaining
about "oxygen atoms feeling like they have a complete set of valence electrons." All in complete seriousness.

Does this mean that individual atoms have spirits, kind of just like the American Indians and others
thought but just with smaller particles?
So were the Indians right?
If individual atoms have spirits and desires and personalities, could larger collections of atoms, such as
rocks or trees? 

Pirsig says that the law of gravity didn't exist until Newton invented it. 



1. Chris's dad says that "it seems completely natural to presume that gravitation and the law of gravitation existed
before Isaac Newton."

Do you agree?
2. Our best conception of how the universe began is called the "Big Bang." At the time of the Big Bang, there was

no matter as we know it, nor any space. Gravity could be defined as an attractive force between two masses
operating across space.

Does it make sense to say that gravity existed, since there was neither mass nor space?
3. Chris's dad questions whether the law of gravity was "Sitting there, having no mass of its own, no energy of its

own, not in anyone's mind because there wasn't anyone, not in space because there was no space either, not
anywhere...this law of gravity still existed?

He leaves the question unasnwered; let's answer it. Did the law of gravity exist? Even before space and
time and mass did?
Did it come into existence only when the first human (Newton) or mind came up with it?
What if somebody before Newton thought up the law of gravity but never explained it to anyone else, so
the idea died with them?
If everyone dies who knows the law of gravity, will it still exist?

4. [Use your judgement as to whether to present/discuss this topic. Remind children who have not learned it, what
"creation myth" means.] The creation myth shared by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam says the God created
everything, including the whole universe, out of nothing. 

Do you think that the law of gravity existed before God created the universe?
5. There is a second Christian creation story, that reads like this: "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word

was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made..."
1

The law of gravity is made up of words. The quoted passage refers to a Word that existed before God, or
at least as long as God did. Is it possible that the law of gravity existed before God did? Or has been in
existence for as long as God has?
Is God subject to the law of gravity?
Could God change the law of gravity? 

Chris's dad points out that the law of gravity "has passed every test of nonexistence there is. You cannot think of a
single attribute of nonexistence that that law of gravity didn't have. Or a single scientific attribute of existence it did
have."

1. What would be some of the attributes of nonexistence? [Possible answers; lacks mass, contains no energy, you
can't touch it or feel it or smell it or see it, it has no location, it's completely intangible, non-observable, it's
nowhere except in people's heads.]

Is Chris's dad right? Does the law of gravity pass every test for nonexistence that there is? 
2. What would be some of the attributes of existence? That is, what has to be true of a thing, for you to agree that

the thing is real? [Possible answers: it has mass and/or energy, you can observe it, it's located somewhere, you
can kick it, you can see it.] 

Is Chris's dad right? Does the law of gravity fail every test of existence that there is? 
3. Is it true that the law of gravity did not exist until Isaac Newton invented it, and is all in the mind?

If that is true, then is the law of gravity more real than ghosts?
Is there a chance that ghosts are really real?
Is there a chance that ghosts are more real than the law of gravity? 

Chris's dad says that the conclusion you end up with is that "The law of gravity and gravity itself did not exist before
Isaac Newton." Let's explore this. 

1. How different is it, really, to say that:
The law of gravity did not exist.
Gravity itself did not exist.

2. Do you think that gravity and the law of gravity are the same thing?
3. Which came first?



4. Could it be that the law of gravity is not real but that gravity is real?
5. Could it be the other way? The law of gravity is real but gravity is not real?
6. Modern-day physicists, meaning physicists who work and teach right now, universally believe and teach that

gravity is not real.
Does this surprise you?
Do you believe it?
Here are two quotes:

If you were a sophisticated and up-to-the-minute science buff in 17th century Europe, you knew that there
was only one properly scientific way to explain anything: "the direct contact-action of matter pushing on
matter". ... Superstitious hayseeds thought that one object could influence another without a chain of
physical contact, but that was so last century by 1680. Medieval physics had been rife with such notions;
modern thought had cast those demons out. To you, then, Newton's theory of gravity looked like a step
backwards. It held that the sun influenced the Earth without touching it, even via other objects. At the
time, that just sounded less "sciencey" than the theories it eventually replaced. 2 
- David Berreby (science writer) 

Surely the most extreme example [of a wrong scientific belief that was held for a long period] is the
existence of a force of gravity.

It's hard to say when this belief began but it surely predates Newton. It must have existed from the time
when concepts such as force were first formulated until the general theory of relativity superseded it in
1915.

Why did scientists hold that belief for so long? Because it was a very good explanation and there was no
rival theory to explain observations such as heavy objects exerting forces on whatever they were resting
on. Since 1915 we have known the true explanation, namely that when you hold your arm out horizontally,
and think you are feeling it being pulled downwards by a force of gravity, the only force you are actually
feeling is the upward force exerted by your own muscles in order to keep your arm accelerating
continuously away from a straight path in spacetime. Even today, it is hard to discipline our intuition to
conceive of what is happening in that way, but it really is. 
- David Deutsch, quantum physicist3 

Having read those quotes, now what do you think about gravity being real? 

[At your option, kick off a free-form discussion of the last two paragraphs of the excerpt.] 
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