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 I wasn’t lucky enough to have been one of Ed’s students, but just the same I’ve learned 

—and enjoyed myself— a lot by reading, talking and working with him. I’d like to share with 

you a few of those things. However, before I continue, please bear in mind the medieval saying 

that “whatever is received is received in the manner of the recipient”. Hence, whatever lights 

may hereafter follow can almost certainly be attributed to Ed, while the few unfortunate 

shadows will surely be my own. Also, I make no claim here that any of these ideas are 

originally from Ed. I only state that he was the one who, through his writings, showed or 

suggested them to me. It is only reasonable, therefore, that I be grateful to him.  

 Ed is often cast as one of the leading Aristotelians in the field. But thankfully, Ed goes 

beyond Aristotle in several themes. I’d like to focus on two of them. 

 The first is, perhaps, best expressed in his account of Amish carpenters and child 

pianists, as illustrations of how virtues are acquired and the difference between praxis and 

poiesis. Following Aristotle, there is no question that virtues belong to that class of goods that 

are sought in themselves, not for the sake of another. They are intrinsic, not instrumental goods, 

insofar as their intentionality is concerned. At the same time, there should be no difficulty in 

acknowledging, however, that although virtues are intrinsic goods, they may possess 

instrumental or extrinsic benefits as well. In fact, Ed goes as far as saying that “while it is true 

that virtues are primarily internal states, their typical external effects are a necessary condition 

of their being virtues” (Hartman 2013: 111). So without those “typical external effects” which 

we identify with “instrumental or extrinsic benefits”, virtues would not be virtues. 

 Ed invites us to consider the case of Samuel Zook and Jacob Stolzfus, both members of 

the Old Order Amish Community in Lancaster County. How could we tell whether Samuel has 

developed the virtues proper to friendship with respect to Jacob? For Ed, this would not be 

possible without reference to a form of excellence in some external activity, for example, 

carpentry, that Samuel does for the sake of Jacob. Samuel “will enjoy hammering nails not only 

because he is a good carpenter and therefore hammers nails well and according to reason and as 

the professional would hammer, but also because he knows that ‘hammering nails’ is an 

inadequate description for what he is doing, which is helping build a good barn for his friend 

Jacob. What he is engaged in is a praxis and not only a poiesis” (Hartman 2013: 109-110). In 

Samuel, the virtue, intrinsic good or praxis of friendship is inseparable from the skill, 

instrumental good or poiesis of master carpentry which he performs for Jacob, his “other self”. 



Samuel is truly Jacob’s friend not only because he wishes him well, but also because he helps 

him build a barn with his carpentry, and enjoys himself while doing so. If any of these elements 

—benevolence, master carpentry or enjoyment— were lacking, we would have reason to put 

Samuel’s virtue of friendship toward Jacob in doubt. 

 Something similar occurs with regard to a child learning to play the piano. “When you 

start learning and your mother makes you practice an hour a day, you are not good at it and you 

do not enjoy it very much. You do it to avoid bad consequences from your mother. As time goes 

by, though, your playing improves and you begin to enjoy it. You also become conscious of 

technique. [...] Eventually you play superbly and get extraordinary pleasure from it” (Hartman 

2013: 133). More importantly, “[w]hen you start to learn playing the piano, your activity is a 

poiesis, because its purpose is to please your mother, or at least keep her off your back. 

Eventually it becomes a praxis” (Hartman 2013: 134).  

In both the carpentry and piano-playing examples, Ed goes further than Aristotle on 

several counts. First is in suggesting that positive external effects or external, instrumental 

benefits such as those produced by instances of poiesis always accompany the virtues. Second, 

and maybe more significant, is the breaking-up of the connections between praxis and poiesis, 

on the one hand, and specific kinds of activities by members of distinct socioeconomic classes, 

on the other. For Aristotle, neither carpentry by an Amish artisan nor piano-playing by a child 

would ever qualify as a praxis. This is because of the nature of the activities themselves, which 

seek an external end, such as the barn or a piece of music, respectively, as well as the “political” 

status of the agents, none of whom would qualify as equivalents of the “Athenian gentleman”. 

An activity characterized as poiesis will never turn into a praxis or a praxis into a poiesis. But 

Ed seems to be telling us that the socioeconomic class of agents or the kind of activity itself 

does not matter as much for praxis and the virtues, as the intention or motivation behind the 

activity. I suspect that with this more inclusive and democratic perspective of praxis and the 

virtues, he may actually be pointing us in the same direction as the notion of “intrinsic 

motivations” which many contemporary psychologists study. Indeed, this is crucial, because, as 

we may recall, eudaimonia or human flourishing is fundamentally a praxis for which the virtues 

are key, and we would like to believe that it is within reach of all human beings, not only of a 

fortunate few. 

The other topic in which Ed introduces a novel usage of Aristotelian ethical reasoning 

concerns the difference between desires and pleasures or satisfactions, between wanting and 

liking. He explains this through the analogy between health and virtue: “There is something just 

naturally good about being healthy, but that does not automatically make it attractive. 

Particularly if you are out of shape and overweight, exercise is painful and eating and drinking 



moderately is frustrating. You may think that robust health is not worth the trouble, especially if 

you have been a contented couch potato enjoying watching sports with your friends and 

drinking a lot of beer. But if you do change your ways, over time you not only see progress but 

also begin to feel good about jogging and pumping iron and about cutting back on beer and 

potato chips. Having achieved a certain level of fitness, you may wonder why you ever thought 

it would be painful. […] health is its own reward. It is an acquired taste, as are some virtues, but 

you have good reason to decide to acquire a taste for health and for a desire to enjoy working 

out” (Hartman 2013: 114-115). 

So according to Ed, we must —in a categorical, Kantian sense— really develop a taste 

for health and enjoy our workouts. Otherwise, there’s something definitely, even morally wrong 

with us. It just isn’t rational that one prefer flabbiness and disease over health. 

Many neuroscientists, psychologists and behavioral experts provide us with abundant 

empirical evidence on the difference between wanting and liking. They tell us that desires or 

wanting are dependent on the concentration of the neurotransmitter dopamine in our brain, 

while pleasures or satisfactions derive from serotonin. What’s more, one neurotransmitter seems 

to cancel out the effects of the other. There is also a difference between the “experiencing self” 

that “likes” in the present and the “remembering self” that “wants”, bringing the past to bear on 

future decisions. However, we cannot help but confuse one with the other, often ending up with 

the “wrong choices”, from the viewpoint of happiness or flourishing. Such mistakes may be due 

to a lack of attention (quit fiddling with that phone!) or a lack of information regarding, say, 

“duration neglect”, the “peak-end rule” and the “violation of dominance”, principles which 

affect desires and pleasures or satisfactions (as well as their opposites, aboulia and pain). We 

also seem powerless against certain cognitive illusions such as the endowment and contrast 

effects, forecasting errors, and the impact of adaptation. Probably, we’ll just have to accept 

more expert guidance in our decisions, even if that meant giving up some autonomy, in order to 

ensure better results or outcomes. After all, no one is born a chess grandmaster, Mr. Atlas or a 

concert pianist. Even the very best, at some point, needed the help of a coach or a teacher. 

How, then, are we to best navigate this sea of conflicting desires and pleasures to safely 

reach port? Ed thinks —and I agree— that it’s not enough to simply factor in the data from 

empirical psychology, brain science and behavioral science to make the right decisions. For that 

we still need the virtues. 

Once more, as Aristotle taught, the good is not only that towards which something 

tends, that is, an object of desire, but also, that which perfects something in its nature, that is, a 

source of pleasure or satisfaction. Most modern approaches tend to miss out on this double 

condition. The virtues are, of course, the human good par excellence. Ed affords us, through his 



account of how we acquire and develop the virtues through learning and habituation, such that 

we change our preferences and satisfactions, and ultimately, even our behavior and character, a 

much deeper explanation of this inherent difficulty and its solution. The virtues give us back 

control over our lives, where empirical psychology and neuroscience only serve to overwhelm 

us. 

By acquiring the virtues, it becomes possible for the overweight couch potato to 

transform himself into a fitness buff. He who was once addicted to chips, beer and TV, who 

could not even think of signing-up in a gym, now becomes a big fan of kale and quinoa, whose 

idea of bliss is pumping iron and spending time on the cross-trainer. Compared to how he was 

before, we all know, by any standard or measure, that he’s much better now, “for only the 

healthy person can experience the subjective pleasure of having achieved health through rational 

self-discipline” (Hartman 2013: 115). Spot on, Ed!    

 

Hartman, E. 2013. Virtue in Business. Conversations with Aristotle. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.      


