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Philosophical Counselling and the Philosopher-Entrepreneur
The Counsellee as a Partner in a Philosophical Process

ELI EILON

PHILOHARMONY INSTITUTE FOR STRATEGIC PHILOSOPHICAL COUNSELLING, JERUSALEM, ISRAEL

Abstract
Planning a social, educational, or business entrepreneurship can be a critical juncture in an

entrepreneur’s life. In such cases it is crucial to first formulate the compatibility between a major
project and the worldview of the entrepreneur. It is in such cases that Philosophical Counselling can
achieve important results. Professional philosophical skills can help dismantle and reconstruct the
vision of an entrepreneurship, in harmony with the entrepreneur’s rephrased worldview. At the
same time, a philosophically oriented and trained counsellee makes the process much more effec-
tive. The philosopher-counsellee aiming to implement a project is better prepared to engage in a
philosophical process than a counsellee lacking a philosophical background. In this paper I (a)
present a special case of Philosophical Counselling assisting in life planning, that is, in the context
of implementing a major project by an entrepreneur, and (b) stress the benefits and the cooperation
to be gained when philosophical skills and training are not only on the side of the counsellor, but
also on that of the entrepreneur-counsellee.

In many situations, Philosophical Counselling is a crucial primary stage in a comprehensive
process. This is often the case when an entrepreneur is about to plan and execute a major project in
his or her life. Though there is much to be discussed regarding these cases, in the present paper I
would like to concentrate on a special sub-case: that in which the entrepreneur is also a philosopher
by training or skills. I will therefore (a) present a special case of Philosophical Counselling assist-
ing in life planning, that is, in the context of implementing a major project by an entrepreneur, and
(b) stress the benefit and the cooperation to be gained when philosophical skills and training are not
only on the side of the counsellor, but also on that of the entrepreneur-counsellee.

Keywords Counseling, Education, Project, Philosopher, leadership

The Philosopher as Counsellor to an Entrepreneur
Over the past two decades I have been assisting entrepreneurs from various backgrounds to

dream, plan, and fulfil major projects. By “major project” I mean a project conceived by its initiator
as his or her central pursuit for the coming years, and a project to which he or she is willing to
dedicate most of his or her resources in terms of time, money, intellectual and physical energy, and
reputation. Some of the individuals I assisted were business initiators, while others were social or
educational entrepreneurs. Though these are, to be sure, completely different spheres of activity,
they all require a basically similar process in order to fulfil their vision: stating an idea, tracing
objectives, describing a challenge to which they wish to respond, outlining existing solutions, find-
ing the project’s key factors of success, preparing its feasibility study, and so on.

While all of these are indeed essential in order to implement almost any project, they are, in my
view, hardly sufficient; it is first necessary to uncover the basic elements in the entrepreneur’s
worldview which result in a specific project. In my experience, if the basic elements in the counsellee’s
worldview leading to his or her specific vision (rather than another) are not clearly defined, the
project’s chances of success are slim. There is a journey to embark on first, one that would ensure
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that the project undertaken is, indeed, an authentic and natural expression of the ideas, beliefs,
dreams, and capabilities of its initiator.

In the Philosophical Counselling process my counsellees were engaged in – whether working
on a social or a commercial project—they often addressed their entrepreneurship in practical and
objective terms. I would ask them to put their practical efforts aside for a while, and to concentrate
instead on defining their own worldview, doing so by means of a non-practical, subjective process.
In the many cases I have accompanied, I have found that the philosophical skills of the counsellor
took precedence over all other consulting capabilities.

 A Philosopher as a Counsellee
The first stage of the counselling process required counsellees to formulate, illuminate, and

develop their personal philosophy in a much broader sense than they had previously done, before
approaching the practical side of their initiative. By doing so, they were asked to be, for a while,
philosophical.

Hence it perhaps comes as no surprise that, in my experience at least, counsellees that had been
trained in philosophy were “better” counsellees. That is, they were more active, more critical, took
more responsibility, and often were more engaged in the philosophical stage of the process than
counsellees lacking a philosophical background.

Of course, the success of the Philosophical Counselling stage in the context of entrepreneurship
depends on other elements as well, such as: the characteristics of the counsellor; the degree of
harmony between the counsellor and the counsellee; the social context in which the entire process
takes place (e.g., an institution that provides the time needed for the process to mature, as opposed
to an environment that demands quick practical results). Also, other characteristics of the counsellee,
besides being a trained philosopher, are certainly necessary for the counselling to succeed: for one
thing, he or she should be willing to expose their innermost assumptions, and should be prepared to
re-examine these assumptions closely. The counsellee should also be prepared not only to cooper-
ate with others, but to do so regarding his or her own worldview. He should also be prepared to
temporarily lay aside pragmatic considerations, giving himself a fair chance to recreate his own
philosophy of life. And so on.

Yet, all other parameters being equal, my own experience has shown me that a counsellee with
prior philosophical training enables the counsellor to make use of certain philosophical tools in a
better, more efficient, and more profound way. In terms of both process and results, I found there
was a major difference between the work of one philosopher in the room, and that of two.

Some Characteristics of the Philosopher as a Counsellee

a. Ability to think in abstract categories
It is to be expected that philosophers should be more able to abstract their particular cases into

more general issues. In my experience, most entrepreneurs lacking a philosophical background
were rarely open to questions that were not practical or concrete in nature. Thinking in abstract
terms about problems which they faced in their daily lives often seemed unfruitful to them. Yet that
is the very process that philosophers regularly engage in. Hence entrepreneurs who did have prior
philosophical training found it easier to abstract their problems, and were more willing to see them
in a wider perspective. By doing so, they gained deeper insight into their own worldview.

To be sure, the ability to abstract is an advantage in some stages of the counselling process. Yet
in certain cases, when the entrepreneur is a “beginner” in the field of philosophy, he or she might
turn the instrument of abstraction into a goal in itself, thus missing the central point of the exercise,
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which is to crystallize one’s own worldview. That is, the counsellee might have difficulties in re-
turning to the concrete course, or in seeing the connection between the abstraction of some ele-
ments of a case, and the concrete issues at hand.

b. Entering a philosophical process
It often takes time for the counsellees who lack a philosophical background to identify the

special characteristics of this kind of counselling, and they may often confuse it with other counsel-
ling elements or processes. After all, they have come for entrepreneurship counselling, yet are
asked to begin on a different process altogether.

Depending on the context, some of the counsellees I have worked with considered Philosophi-
cal Counselling as merely a kind of coaching, and expected instant solutions. Others took the philo-
sophical stage of the process more seriously, but would frame it in terms of a therapist-patient
relationship, expecting the counsellor to know, to steer, and to make his own judgments, and so
leaving very little room for their own insights.

Counsellees who are philosophers by training, on the other hand, tend to understand quite easily
the special features and the advantages of Philosophical Counselling. As a result, they tend to
cooperate in a more active and constructive way. For some the process seems like a natural continu-
ation of their philosophical studies, in which they employ an expert to bridge the gap between their
own life and their philosophical capabilities. In their journey towards realizing their vision they are
only too happy to put their philosophical skills to good use: “After all,” said Arik, a 35-year-old
counsellee, “I studied philosophy in order to understand life better, and here I am, finally making
proper use of what I have learned. I am glad to use these skills in order to fulfil my educational
project.” Or 42-year-old Hanna, who asked, “Isn’t this what philosophy is all about, finally? That is,
changing self and world? I feel that I am being asked to be a philosopher again, before making a real
change in the world.”

Indeed, people with a vision of changing the world in some way are encouraged to first use their
visionary abilities in a self-reflective mode. Philosophers tend to respond to this challenge more
easily. As 49 year old Michal said:”I understand that what is indeed needed here is to reflect, time
and again, upon the very basic principles of my project, and therefore – on my own most basic
values. Well, you might be happy to hear that I have ceased to implement – or even plan – any
project that I do not see as part of my life mission. This is a rather demanding approach. But I
believe that my former philosophical studies have led me to adhere to such an approach, and have
equipped me with some basic tools that support such reflections”.

c. Some additional characteristics of the philosopher-counsellee
Other characteristics of the philosopher-counsellees in a wider counselling context are worth

mentioning, such as: taking more responsibility for the process and its outcomes; expecting ques-
tions to be ever more profound; being willing to work hard during and between sessions. And
finally, these counsellees’ ability to use their prior knowledge of philosophical material as part of
the philosophical stage of the counselling process is certainly a helpful tool.

The differences between the ordinary entrepreneur and what I have been calling “the philoso-
pher-entrepreneur” have allowed me to conduct, in the latter case, a more profound counselling
process, in terms of: discovering conceptual frameworks, uncovering inner observations, deducing
meanings and world perspectives. The traits outlined above make the counsellee a good philo-
sophical partner in the counselling process.

In what follows I would like to illustrate a case in which, in an entrepreneurship context, the
entrepreneur turned out to be a philosopher. I would like to emphasize the different elements of
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activating the counsellee which would hardly have been successful with a counsellee lacking prior
philosophical training.

The Counsellee as an Active Philosophical Partner: the Case of Nava

a. Plunging into the Philosophical Counselling process
Nava, a 39-year-old woman, asked for my advice. Her philosophical studies (she held an MA in

philosophy and a BA in art history) were already far behind her. As an art teacher at an elementary
school, she now considered it her mission to educate. Being an artist herself, she believed in the
power of art and artistic processes to serve as major tools in humanistic and non-violent education.
Her dream was, in her own words, “to establish a school that would be focused on educating chil-
dren through art.”

After telling me (with much enthusiasm) how art could change the world, and how a school
could foster the change, she asked me to help her find the best way to realize her project. “This
document I have been writing,” she said to me, handing me a thick sheaf of paper, “should probably
help us. In fact, it should leave us with very little to plan.” I looked through the 400-page document.
Her case seemed well-put and ready for implementation. The title was: “Art School for Humanistic
Education.”

I read the table of contents. It included a vast spectrum of subjects, such as: “Background,”
“The Problem,” “The Existing Solutions,” “Vision,” “The State of the Art,” “The Target Market,”
“Education in Israel,” “Examples from Other Countries,” “Curriculum Offered,” “Staff and Staff
Training,” “Evaluation,” “Key Success Factors,” “First Step,” “Legislation,” “Financing,” and so
on.

“Indeed,” I said, “your document already contains many important questions and probably sup-
plies the right answers. Yet there is another small question I would like to ask you: Why go to all
this effort?”

“Excuse me?” she asked, amazed at the question, “I want to educate through art, isn’t that
enough?”

“Fine,” I said. “You are already doing that today, aren’t you? Would this major project of yours—
this school—fulfil your dreams? Is there a direct derivative relation between your worldview and
the school you are so enthusiastic about?”

“Well,” she replied, “it seems so natural. I cannot really answer that. It seems that the answer
should be yes, doesn’t it?”

“It is an enormous undertaking you are rushing into, Nava. Shouldn’t there be a moment of
reflection first? And I do not mean searching, reading, planning. I mean a moment of self-reflec-
tion. Wouldn’t you want to make sure, first of all, that this project of yours is the right project for
you and for your dreams?”

“That is a philosophical question, isn’t it?” Nava countered. “Not an educational one.”
“Well, you are a philosopher yourself, aren’t you? So be a philosopher first!”
“And what about the project? Should I suspend it altogether?”
“Its time will come, I’m sure. Whether it will be this exact project or quite a different one, well,

we do not know that now, do we?”
And so we set to work.

Philosophical Counselling and the Philosopher-Entrepreneur



390Eli Eilon

b. The process
We held 16 sessions before beginning to work on a project (a quite different one, though based

on similar materials. See below). These 16 sessions I have titled “Nava’s rephrasing of her life
project.”

Our first three sessions could be designated “observation and description.” Nava, being a phi-
losopher herself, employed self-phenomenology and introspection, telling me about her inclina-
tions, her experience in education, and so on. My task was to help her formulate accurate descrip-
tions of relevant situations, that is, situations of enthusiasm about her role in life—whether in class,
in the university, or at home.

Over the next two sessions we sought to crystallize Nava’s basic assumptions about herself.
Aided by her own ability to reflect and abstract, we came up with concepts such as: being a “giver”
(as opposed to being a “taker”); being an intellectual authority (inventing, creating, helping, lectur-
ing, coaching other teachers and feeling secure in doing so); feeling free to experiment in the do-
mains of the arts; always searching for ways to cut through concepts (that is, through direct touch,
through art, or suchlike).

With both counsellor and counsellee fulfilling the philosophical role of abstracting basic con-
cepts and ideas from “mere” descriptions, we managed to identify Nava’s intellectual abilities, her
enthusiasm to help and teach, and so on. One important characteristic came up time and again—one
that Nava did not notice before I pointed it out to her directly, though it was Nava who gave it a
name—“bureau-phobia.” She admitted that the logistic and bureaucratic elements of life always
greatly dampened her enthusiasm.

c. Differentiating between an authentic difficulty and a superficial one
The next three sessions were devoted to identifying areas of internal dissonance, leading to the

formulation of a central conflict. On the one hand, Nava hardly felt at home in administrative roles
and settings; on the other hand, various situations in the course of her life proved to her the neces-
sity of such activities when implementing projects. An additional aspect of this conflict was the
tension between her inclination to be a “solo” performer, and the need to cooperate with others so
as to bring projects into being. This dilemma caused Nava a great deal of stress. “What will become
of my project?” she asked. “How will I be able to fulfil it?”

This painful session concluded with my repeated attempts to suggest that many projects require
partnerships. Sometimes one person’s strengths compensate for the other’s weaknesses. But Nava
was not at all willing to consider my suggestion. “This is not a solution, it is a compromise,” she
insisted. I was surprised, not so much by the content of her answer, rather by her tone. I felt that
herein lay an authentic difficulty. My reaction was to end the session with some homework I asked
her to do.

For the next session she wrote two pages about partnership. She seemed to have experienced
some very negative examples. She was herself divorced—a third-generation divorcée, to be exact.
She had had some friends, all of them women. But except for one friendship (which she called
superficial), none had lasted for a substantial period of time.

The following sessions addressed the subjects of friendship, cooperation, and the other. We
began with a situation she knew and loved—going it alone, rather than being a team player. We then
read a number of philosophical texts (Buber, Nietzsche, Dilthey, etc.). Eventually she uttered a very
sharp and decisive sentence: “Listen, Eli, I think I have a lot to learn and practice in cooperating
with people, but I am certainly not ready to do so now. These sessions have made me aware of how
unprepared I am for any partnership at this stage in my life, not even for the sake of fulfilling my
project.”
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“So,” I asked, “does that mean that you are willing to implement it on your own?”
“I don’t think so,” Nava answered. “Not in this way. I will have to change it in order to bypass

my dilemma.”
“Which dilemma?” I asked. “Launching a project in which I need a partner, and at the same

time being unwilling to cooperate with one.”

       In the next sessions we drew a map. That is, we mapped the concept of cooperation with others.
I began with some musical interactions, showing the difference between musicians appearing solo,
one after the other in a recital, and those playing and improvising together in a jazz concert. Then
we proceeded to analyze the concept of cooperation using various criteria, such as duration, depth,
context, mutual obligation, freedom within the cooperative setting, freedom to disengage, etc.

While doing so, it became clear that Nava had the abilities of a deep and comprehensive phi-
losopher. She employed her own experience and her own philosophical repertoire while analyzing
concepts. In fact she was so enthusiastic about this activity that I had to stop and bring her back to
her painful conflict; only now she no longer saw it as a question of either/or, but rather as one of
proportion.

d. Beyond the present difficulty: rephrasing the project
Our next sessions were devoted to rephrasing the project in terms of the cooperation and part-

nerships required so as to properly realize Nava’s vision. While it was clear that the project in its
present condition demanded total cooperation with a complementary other (a kind of partnership
which she rejected, as stated above), we found there were other ways to fulfil her dream. All re-
quired some measure of cooperation, yet in different proportions.

Eventually Nava defined her project as a programme that should be implemented in certain
suitable existing schools. These, according to her vision, would adopt her programme and let her
conduct it in more or less her own way, within their frameworks.

The philosopher-counsellee may certainly have an overall understanding of the process, though
this is not vitally necessary. It is helpful to reflect upon the process, but it is not indispensable.
However, reflection upon the process was very natural in Nava’s case, constituting an especially
important stage before beginning work on her rephrased project. Nava described the process in her
own words. She detected peaks (my very first question, or the moments of discovery of inner con-
tradictions), turning points (the moment when she came to acknowledge that she did not want a
partner), critical and essential realizations (there are other forms of cooperation, such as local and
more limited ones). She summed up the process by saying: “I never thought that my philosophical
training would one day save me from getting involved in a misguided adventure. These sessions
have really led me to use all my philosophical abilities to my own benefit.” I answered that were it
not for her willingness, ability, and dedication, we probably would not have progressed so far be-
yond the original project.

However, this does not imply that non-philosophers will gain nothing from the counselling
process. It is, though, a matter of degree. I believe that philosophical training on the counsellee’s
part can indeed allow a more profound counselling process to take place.

Conclusion: When There are Two Trained Dancers in a Tango
Planning a social, educational, or business entrepreneurship can be a critical junction in an

entrepreneur’s life. In such cases it is crucial to first formulate the compatibility between a major
project and the worldview of the entrepreneur.
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It is in such cases that Philosophical Counselling can achieve important results. Professional
philosophical skills can help dismantle and reconstruct the vision of an entrepreneurship, in har-
mony with the entrepreneur’s rephrased worldview.

At the same time, a philosophically oriented and trained counsellee makes the process much
more effective. The philosopher-counsellee aiming to implement a project is better prepared to
engage in a philosophical process than a counsellee lacking a philosophical background. In some
cases philosopher-counsellees are more involved, taking more responsibility for the outcomes of
the process; they expect profound questions, rather than instant solutions; they understand the type
of tasks they are required to perform during and between sessions; and they apply their prior knowl-
edge of philosophical material to the philosophical stage of the counselling process.

In the broader context of entrepreneurship, Philosophical Counselling is an effective tool for
directing the counsellee. A philosopher on the other side of the table, that is, on the side of the
counsellee, is even more helpful in the pre-stage of initiating a major project.

correspondence:  eli.eilon@philoharmony.com
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