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Chapter 1
Laszlo Zsolnai, Friend and Moral Scientist

Luk Bouckaert, Knut J. Ims, and Peter Rona

Abstract The Liber Amicorum in honour of Professor Laszlo Zsolnai’s 60th birth-
day expresses a deep feeling of gratitude towards a colleague, who is a pioneering 
academic in the field of business and economic ethics. In the introductory chapter 
you will find an overview of his philosophy, career and publications. What binds 
together his work and life is a spiritual humanism inspired by Buddhist, Christian 
and eco-philosophical sources. His disinterested way of ‘doing things’ explains the 
circle of friendship around his person and work.

A Liber Amicorum means more than an academic publication in honour of a distin-
guished colleague at his 60th anniversary. For sure, the academic standards must be 
guaranteed. But besides academic quality, a Liber Amicorum expresses a deep feel-
ing of gratitude towards a friend and colleague. We are indeed very grateful to 
Laszlo Zsolnai for his immense work as pioneering academic in the field of business 
and economic ethics. Elsewhere you will find an overview of his career and publica-
tions. In this introduction we only want to recall Peter Pruzan’s appreciation of 
Laszlo Zsolnai’s unique and disinterested way of ‘doing things’ which explains the 
circle of friendship around his person and work.

L. Bouckaert (*) 
Catholic University of Leuven, Leuven, Belgium
e-mail: luk.bouckaert@kuleuven.be 

K. J. Ims 
Norwegian School of Economics, Bergen, Norway
e-mail: knut.ims@nhh.no 

P. Rona 
Blackfriars Hall, University of Oxford, St. Giles, Oxford, UK

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-75064-4_1&domain=pdf
mailto:luk.bouckaert@kuleuven.be
mailto:knut.ims@nhh.no
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I have never before encountered an academic who has used so much energy and talent to 
personally promote the thinking, writing and development of others who, more or less, 
share the world view that his lens creates and embraces. He has done this throughout his 
career and he continues to take initiatives, like an intellectual entrepreneur, motivating an 
ever wider circle of academics to focus their lenses on the ethical and spiritual dimensions 
of economics. (quoted in Zsolnai 2014: VII)

‘Only genuine ethics works’ is one of the main tenets of Zsolnai’s philosophy. In 
his Intellectual Self-Portrait he writes: “At the age of 13 I received a copy of Plato’s 
The Apology of Socrates from my father. I have remained impressed by the moral 
courage of Socrates displayed. I strongly felt that that Socrates was right: we should 
die for our truth if needed. And it is better to suffer from injustice than to commit 
injustice. For me this is the foundation of any genuine ethics”.

Another aspect of genuine ethics is its effort to prioritize the intrinsic and spiri-
tual sense of things over their utilitarian and instrumental meaning. The disclosure 
of intrinsic meaning has always been at the heart of Zsolnai’s work. But how to 
unveil this intrinsic meaning, especially in the field of economics where instrumen-
tal and utilitarian reasoning is part of the DNA? Although there are different paths, 
this Liber Amicorum privileges one of them, the aesthetic experience. From his 
early years, Laszlo was interested in visual arts, and studied painting and photogra-
phy and wanted to become an artist. The love of art in his life and work is not just a 
coincidence, it is a vital source of his search for meaning. Hence this Liber Amicorum 
is focused on the interrelations of art, spirituality and economics. We invited friends 
and colleagues of Laszlo to start their contribution by choosing and commenting an 
inspiring painting. Not all but a lot of the authors found an appropriate painting to 
cover their reflection.

As an introductory eye opener, we want to situate Laszlo Zsolnai’s intellectual 
legacy in the broader philosophical context of the Western Enlightenment. At the 
end of his famous Critique of Pure Reason (1781, 1787), Kant stipulates three fun-
damental questions: What can I know? What ought I to do? What may I hope? Later 
he added a fourth question: what is man? The reason for this fourth question was 
that we need a good understanding of the human person, in order to answer the three 
fundamental questions. Without that understanding, we are unable to disclose the 
right place and the limits of the different forms of human reasoning.

Fig. 1.1 Laszlo Zsolnai

L. Bouckaert et al.
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This Kantian philosophical agenda is a good compass to discover the coherence 
in Laszlo Zsolnai’s work where the three fundamental questions are clearly present. 
What can I know echoes in his critique of economic reason and economic science. 
What ought I to do sustains his analysis of business and economic ethics. What may 
I hope opens the way to spirituality and art as genuine forms of human reasoning. 
But the threads of his theoretical, ethical and spiritual reflections come together and 
find their unity in the quest of the human Self. What is man? is the key and the 
anthropological cornerstone of his philosophy. The main point here is the discord 
between the ego-self and the Self ‘beyond self’ (Zsolnai 2014). In order to unveil 
the spiritual Self, the ‘ego-self must die’. What binds together Laszlo’s work and 
life is his spiritual humanism inspired by Christian, Buddhist and eco-philosophical 
sources.

At first sight spiritual humanism is far away from the agenda of Kantian 
Enlightenment. The human person behind Kant’s theoretical and ethical Critiques 
seems to be a rational being thinking and acting according to the a priori principles 
in its mind. We think and behave rationally if we explain reality according to univer-
sal causal laws but also when we act according to universal moral laws. However, in 
his third and less known Critique of Judgment (1790), Kant explores a completely 
different form of human reasoning that we may call spiritual and artistic and which 
helps us to find an answer to the question what may I hope? It is a misconception to 
reduce Western Enlightenment to scientism or to a rationalist concept of ethics. In 
the garden of Western Enlightenment there are many neglected and unknown paths 
to spirituality. We believe with Laszlo Zsolnai that science and ethics – and eco-
nomic science and ethics as particular cases – need spirituality to develop their full 
creative and social potential.

Originally Kant’s idea was to call his third Critique the Critique of Taste because 
the first part deals with esthetic judgment which is a judgment of taste about what 
we consider as beautiful or sublime. Yet the second part deals with the critique of 
teleological reasoning: how do we find purpose in nature and in life? What unites 
both parts is a search for meaning which does not result from logical deduction or 
induction but has its source in another human faculty which Kant calls judgment 
(Urteilskraft) and Hannah Arendt in her Postscriptum to the Life of Mind (1977) the 
‘silent sense’. We shall be in search of the ‘silent sense’ which – once it was dealt 
with at all – has always, even in Kant, been thought of as ‘taste’ and therefore as 
belonging to the realm of aesthetics. (Arendt 1992:4).

But can we trust aesthetic judgments as a way to discover truth and meaning in 
life? Is art not the most individual and subjective expression of our emotions? De 
gustibus non disputandum est., is a common saying. Although aesthetic judgments 
are characterized by individual subjectivity and feelings of pleasure and displea-
sure, yet the true aesthetic experience reveals a ‘beyond self’. The aesthetic feelings 
are different from the well-known utilitarian feelings of pleasure and displeasure. 
The latter result from the satisfaction of our needs and the reduction of things to 
their functional use. The former are disinterested. They do not feel things as func-
tional but as non-functional, as intrinsic beautiful and right in their own appearance. 
Here again we touch the core of Zsolnai’s quest for meaning: art is a discipline to 
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disclose the inner meaning or presence of things in a non-egocentric and non- 
instrumental way. Zsolnai is not alone in his insistence on the ineliminable ethical 
meaning of all economic activity, but he is one of the very few who has intuited the 
deep normative role of aesthetics, the sense that, if economic theorizing is meaning-
less without an ethical component, that necessary ethical component is conditioned 
by aesthetic judgment. Rational ethics must be complemented by an art-driven, 
spiritual ethics.

Back to the content of this Liber Amicorum. Although all the contributions are 
situated on the cross roads of art, spirituality and economics, we organized the book 
in three parts, each of them with a different focus. The first part – the power of art – 
contains reflections and analyses which are directly inspired by a work of art. The 
authors look at reality through the lenses of the artist and his work. The second part 
focuses on the role of spirituality in ethics, science and management. It explores the 
way spiritual and aesthetic judgments transgress mainstream disciplinary boundar-
ies and disclose new worlds and new motivations. The third part deals with the 
transformation of economics and illustrates the impact of spiritual-driven ethics in 
the field of economics.

All authors of this book are fellows and friends of the European SPES Institute. 
This Liber Amicorum is therefore at the same time an excellent opportunity to real-
ize the mission of the Institute of which Laszlo Zsolnai is the current president.

The European SPES Institute is an international network of individuals and organizations 
promoting spirituality in economic and social life. It is our belief at the European SPES 
Institute that spiritually motivated actors who define success in multidimensional and holis-
tic terms may serve the common good of nature, future generations and society. The mis-
sion of the European SPES Institute is expressed in the key word of SPES, being on the one 
hand an acronym for ‘SPirituality in Economics and Society’ and, on the other hand, the 
Latin word for Hope, the virtue that sustains our belief in a better future.

 Laszlo Zsolnai’s Academic Career: An Overview

In 1994 Laszlo Zsolnai defended his PhD dissertation, “The Challenge of Alternative 
Economics”, in the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Zsolnai is professor and direc-
tor of the Business Ethics Center at the Corvinus University of Budapest, a center 
he established with Jozsef Kindler in 1993 where he has been a supervisor of a 
number of PhD candidates, and a highly appreciated teacher in a diversity of busi-
ness ethics courses, always approaching his audience in medias res emphasizing the 
essence of complex matters, and illuminating it with practical and innovative cases.

With Sandor Kerekes, Zsolnai founded the Business Ethics Faculty Group of the 
CEMS (Community of European Management Schools −The Global Alliance in 
Management Education), in 1997 and has since then served as chairman for the 
group. CEMS is a network of top business schools running joint programs in man-
agement education and research, and the groups have held blocked seminars in busi-
ness ethics in a number of European countries. With Luk Bouckaert he founded in 
2004 the European SPES Forum in Leuven, Belgium. He is co-founder of the 

L. Bouckaert et al.

http://www.mta.hu/index.php?id=406&type=0


7

Buddhist Economics Research Platform, a collaborative venture of Buddhist schol-
ars and practitioners. Zsolnai serves as co-chair of Future Earth Finance and 
Economics Knowledge-Action Network.

Zsolnai has been guest professor or visiting scholar at the University of Cambridge, 
University of Oxford, UC Berkeley, Georgetown University, University of Richmond, 
Concordia University Montreal, University of Antwerp, University of St. Gallen, 
Bocconi University Milan, and the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study.

Zsolnai has taken a number of initiatives to organize conferences and workshops 
in Europe and US.  With George Brenkert he founded TABEC (TransAtlantic 
Business Ethics Conference) in 2002, which on a biannual basis collects 20 scholars 
(10 from Europe and 10 from US/Canada). Based upon the conferences, with 
Brenkert he founded the book series on Studies in Transatlantic Business Ethics 
published by Edward Elgar. From 2006, Zsolnai serves as editor of the “Frontier of 
Business Ethics” book series at Peter Lang Publishers in Oxford. In 2016, with 
Peter Rona, Zsolnai founded a new book series on Virtues and Economics published 
by Springer. In 2017, with Paul Shrivastava, Zsolnai has founded the book series 
Palgrave Studies in Sustainable Business in association with Future Earth. He has 
published more than 40 books and 300 articles and book chapters.

Website: http://laszlo-zsolnai.net

Publications of Laszlo Zsolnai

Laszlo Zsolnai is a very prolific writer. He published numerous papers in Journals and 
books. However the following list of publications is restricted to the books he pub-
lished as author, co-author or co-editor. The books are listed in a chronological order.

Monographs
Zsolnai, L. (1987). Hungarian Economics & Meta-economics. Budapest: KJK 

Press.
Kindler, J., Zsolnai, L., Kerekes, S., Bulla, M., Bandi, G., & Sajo, A. (1992). 

Designing institutions for sustainable development in Hungary. Budapest  – 
Minneapolis: Ciceró Printing House.

Zsolnai, L. (2008). Responsible Decision Making. New Brunswick & London: 
Transaction Publishers.

Zsolnai, L. (2014). Beyond Self: Ethical and Social Dimensions of Economics. 
Oxford: Peter Lang.

Zsolnai, L. (2015). Post-materialistic business: Spiritual value-orientation in 
renewing management: Palgrave Macmillan UK.

Zsolnai, L. (2017). Economic Rationality Versus Human Reason. Cham, Switzerland: 
Springer International Publishing AG.

Zsolnai, L. (2017). Issues and Themes in Moral Economics. Cham, Switzerland: 
Springer International Publishing AG.

Zsolnai, L., & Rona, P. (2017). Agenda for Future Research and Action. Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer International Publishing AG.
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Books – (Co-)Editing
Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (1998). The European Difference: Business Ethics in the 

Community of European Management Schools. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic.
Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2002). Ethics in the Economy: Handbook of Business Ethics. 

Oxford, Bern & Berlin: Peter Lang.
Zsolnai, L., & Gasparski, W. W. (eds.). (2002). Ethics and the Future of Capitalism. 

New Brunswick & London: Transaction Publishers.
Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2004). Spirituality and Ethics in Management. Boston, Dordrecht 

& London: Kluwer Academic.
Zsolnai, L., & Ims, K. J. (eds.). (2006). Business Within Limits: Deep Ecology and 

Buddhist Economics. Bern: Peter Lang.
Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2006). Interdisciplinary Yearbook of Business Ethics, Oxford, 

Bern & Berlin: Peter Lang
Fekete, L., Zsolnai, L., & Boda, Z. (eds.). (2007). Interdisciplinary Yearbook of 

Business Ethics 2007. Oxford, Bern & Berlin: Peter Lang
Bouckaert, L., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (2007). Spirituality as a Public Good. Antwerp- 

Apeldoorn: Garant.
Bouckaert L., Opdebeeck H. &  Zsolnai L. (2008). Frugality. Rebalancing Material 

and Spiritual Values in Economic Life. Oxford, Bern & Berlin: Peter Lang.
Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2008). Europe-Asia Dialogue on Business Spirituality. Antwerp- 

Apeldoorn: Garant.
Zsolnai, L., Boda, Z., & Fekete, L. (eds.). (2009). Ethical prospects: Economy, soci-

ety and environment. Dordrecht: Springer.
Zsolnai, L., & Tencati, A. (eds.). (2009). The Future International Manager: A 

Vision of the Roles and Duties of Management. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.
Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2010). Happiness and the Economy: The Ideas of Buddhist 

Economics. Budapest: Typotex.
Tencati, A., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (2010). The collaborative enterprise: creating val-

ues for a sustainable world. Bern: Peter Lang
Bouckaert, L., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (2011). The Palgrave Handbook of Spirituality 

and Business. Hampshire: Springer.
Opdebeeck, H., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (2011). Spiritual Humanism and Economic 

Wisdom: Essays in Honour of Luk Bouckaert’s 70th Anniversary. Antwerp/
Apeldoorn: Garant.

Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2011). Ethical Principles and Economic Transformation  – A 
Buddhist Approach: Springer

Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2011). Spirituality and Ethics in Management (2. revised ed.). 
Boston, Dordrecht & London: Kluwer Academic.

Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2013). Handbook of Business Ethics: Ethics in the New Economy. 
Bern: Peter Lang.

Zsolnai, L. (ed.). (2015). The Spiritual Dimension of Business Ethics and 
Sustainability Management. London: Springer.

Rona, P., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (2017). Economics as a Moral Science. London: 
Springer International Publishing AG.
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Jakobsen, O., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (2017). Integral Ecology and Sustainable 
Business. Bingley (UK): Emerald Publishing.

O’Higgins, E., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (2017). Progressive Business Models: Creating 
Sustainable and Pro-Social Enterprise. Palgrave Macmillan.

Hungarian Books
Zsolnai, J., & Zsolnai, L. (eds.). (1980). A pedagógiai technológia lehetőségei 

Magyarországon: Tudománytani megközelítés: Országos Oktatástechnikai 
Központ.

Zsolnai, L., & Zsolnai, J. (1987). Mi a baj a pedagógiával? Budapest: Tankönyvkiadó.
Zsolnai, László (1987): Mit ér az ökonómia, ha magyar? Budapest: KJK.
Zsolnai, L. (1988). Társadalomtudományi kis trakta: Oktatáskutató Intézet
Zsolnai, L. (1989). Másként gazdálkodás: címszavak az alternatív gazdaságtanhoz 

Budapest: KJK.
Zsolnai, L., & Tibor, S. R. (1990). Kétszemélyes egyetem. Budapest: Gondolat.
Zsolnai, L., & Juhasz-Nagy, P. (1992). Az ökológia reménytelen reménye. Budapest: 

ELTE TTK.
Zsolnai, L., & Kindler, J. (eds.) (1993). Etika a gazdaságban. Budapest: Keraban 

Kiadó.
Zsolnai, L., & Kindler, J. (eds.): A közgazdaságtan társadalmi és etikai vetületei: 

Nemzetközi tanácskozás a Vatikánban. Budapest: Egyházfórum Alapítvány, 
1993.

Zsolnai, L., & Kindler, J. (eds.). (1994). Tanítható-e az etika? Budapest: BKE 
Gazdaságetikai Központ

Zsolnai, L. (1997). A versenyképesség társadalmi vonatkozásai. Budapest: BKE 
Vállalatgazdaságtan Tanszék.

Zsolnai, L. (2000). A döntéshozatal etikája. Budapest: Kossuth.
Zsolnai, L. (2001). Ökológia, gazdaság, etika. Budapest: Helikon Kiadó.
Zsolnai, L. (eds.) (2010). Boldogság és gazdaság: A buddhista közgazdaságtan esz-

méi. Budapest: Typotex.
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Chapter 2
The Essential, the Beautiful and the  
Economic: The Brotzeit by Eduard Grützner 
and Zsolnai’s Philosophy

Carlos Hoevel

Abstract Eduard Grützner’s painting Brotzeit synthesizes a way of understanding 
the relation of the human being to the material world that is both economic and 
beautiful. As in Grützner’s painting, in Zsolnai’s thought the condition for this is 
that economic life points to the essential. When human activity is based on this 
concentration on the essence that leaves out the superfluous, it frees the most 
authentic form of things that turns out to be also its most beautiful, more enjoyable 
and also more useful aspect. In the peaceful and contented countenance of the monk 
portrayed by Grützner is finally reflected another aspect of Zsolnai’s philosophy: 
that in an economy based on the essential is also contained the possibility of broth-
erly coexistence with others.

2.1  An Evening in Leuven

Contemplating Eduard Grützner’s painting Brotzeit (Fig. 2.1), which shows a monk 
in the middle of work preparing an austere but not less splendid food, I remember 
an unforgettable episode lived with Lázsló Zsolnai and other Spes’ friends almost a 
decade ago during an autumnal evening in Leuven. In the middle of a seminar in 
which we reflected on a new way of seeing the economy, everyone present was 
invited to an underground tavern just a few blocks from downtown. The place 
offered a number of exquisite craft beers. To our surprise, while we were tasting the 
delicious drink, and our brains were rid of the numbness that even the best academic 
meetings almost always leave in the body, László delighted us all with a wonderful 
lecture. The subject was beer. Or, more exactly, the conditions of elaboration of a 
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well-known craft beer made by the trappist monks. I will never forget the way in 
which, from a meditation on a glass of beer, he managed to summarize with lucidity 
and simplicity what we had all tried to do, more or less fruitlessly, through lengthy 
reasoning in those 2 days of interdisciplinary work. That lecture still inspires me. 
And it does so to such an extent that I would like to present to you, dear reader, my 
reflections on Eduard Grützner’s well-known painting, in the manner of a humble 
continuation of that masterly lesson that Lázsló gave us that evening in Leuven.

2.2  Everything in Its Place

What do I feel in the first place when I observe or rather contemplate Grützner’s 
Brotzeit? My first impression is that in this scene everything is in place. The cheese 
on the plate is perfectly cut, the bread on the table has also been sliced in an 
extremely even way. Objects like the salt shaker and the beer jug, are also each in 
place. All form a harmonically arranged set. They suggest the idea that they are 
there, on that table of worn wood without dust or crumbs, set by someone who has 
done things carefully and calmly. Perhaps one would think that the wrinkled, prob-
ably wet, cloth that appears on the side of the table, falling sloppily on the edge, 
could be a sign of disorder. For me, on the contrary, that crumpled cloth left there 

Fig. 2.1 Brotzeit by 
Eduard Grützner (https://
es.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Archivo:Eduard_Grützner_
Brotzeit_1908.jpg)
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