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Philosophising Outdoors 
              

            Frits Schipper 

 

1. Introduction 

 
Philosophers can do various things. Often, they 
participate in specialist academic debates on particular, 
so-called 'philosophical', topics. Sometimes they 
discuss, by their own initiative, matters of public 
interest. There is, however, yet another way of 
practising philosophy - that is acting as a philosopher-
consultant. This article will concentrate on this third 
way and I would like to present it as a reflection on my 
own experience. What is special about the philosopher-
consultant is that he or she is invited by people outside 
the philosophical world to comment on issues they 
consider important. In accepting the invitation the 
philosopher therefore focuses on problems that are, 
initially, not of his or her own choice. I prefer to use the 
metaphorical expression 'philosophising outdoors' for 
such activities.1  
 
Some years ago, I worked with a group of people 
among whom there was a consultant who specialised 
in training managers. After several sessions of co-
operation he remarked ‘what distinguishes your 
approach from mine is its focus on a particular kind of 
content and less on the human processes involved’. I 
think that this was a correct observation. This article 
will concentrate on several issues which, as a resulting 
of my own ‘outdoor’ experiences, I consider to be 
crucial for content. The first thing to be mentioned is 
the necessity of having a clear grasp of the limits of 
what one can do as a philosopher. In order to achieve 
this clarity, a deliberate view of the nature of philos-
ophical questioning is required. A good sense of 
particular problems in the situation under review is 
also important. Secondly, I have learned that acting in 
a methodical way is necessary. However, what I define 
as 'method' is not an algorithm, but rather an idea of 
the different steps to be taken systematically and 
coherently in the process of solving a problem. It is also 
important that the steps are taken skilfully, with a good 
sense for the philosophical questions embedded in the 
context (for example an organization, a business or 
practice). Moreover, there are also central relational 

                                                           
    1However, the expression can also be taken in a literal sense, as 

the Czeck philosopher Haijdanek illustrates. During the 

communist rule, he sometimes gave secret lectures in the 

countryside, free from being overheard by the government. 

aspects, i.e. matters of timing and communication, 
which have to be kept in mind when approaching a 
question. I will begin now by commenting on the 
nature of philosophical problems and how they  relate 
to human affairs.  
 

2. The Nature of Philosophical 

Problems 

 
The nature of philosophy is one of the underlying 
issues of philosophy itself. Throughout history many 
definitions of philosophy have been devised. 
However, this article is not the proper place to consider 
this multitude of definitions and I shall therefore 
confine myself to characterising philosophy by looking 
at various kinds of questions that can be posed. In 
connection with going outdoors, it is also important to 
notice the role of human experience, especially of what 
I call 'borderline experiences', as a trigger for doing 
philosophy.  
 
 
2.1. Types of questions 

 
Prevalent in human life are questions of ‘how to do this 
or that ... ‘. Providing an answer requires knowledge of 
factual matters, which may be quite theoretical, 
insights into what might count as an effective means to 
reach the intended goal, and so on. Changing the 
situation in the desired direction in  turn requires 
skilful carrying out of the proper means. When, for 
example, my daughter’s bicycle has a flat tyre I tell her 
to  check first whether it has a puncture. If it has one, 
the questions of how to find and repair it  become 
relevant. Answers to both questions require factual 
knowledge. Besides, the means used for the repair also 
involves factual knowledge - of the kind of rubber 
solution required, for instance. If one goes along with 
these matters successfully, then the actual repair is not 
difficult. This is a simple example from everyday life. 
However, many problems people are concerned with 
in medicine, consulting or organizations, for example, 
are of the same nature, although some problems can be  
complicated. No philosophical method is involved in 
such questions and usually there is no need to 
introduce it. 



Philosophising Outdoors                        Frits Schipper 

 

 
 http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk                                              69 

Besides questions of know-how and related matters of 
fact, illustrated above, there are also questions of 
meaning. Take the following five questions: 
 
         1) What is the meaning of the French word 'lait'? 
        2) What does 'quality' stand for in the case of                                   
x            consulting?  
 3) You are talking about the increase of employee 
x            responsibility, but what does this really imply? 
 4)   What does creativity mean? 
 5) Is there an essential difference between a                        
x             university and a business corporation?  
 
The first question can be answered by consulting a 
dictionary. The other examples are different, however. 
The kind of concepts involved in these questions differ 
from the one relating to 'lait'. The concept of milk as 
related to 'lait' concerns merely an empirical 
classification, while the concepts involved in, for 
example, the last question demand an ontological 
characterization of the two social entities concerned. 
The concepts employed by the other questions are 
partly related to (human) self-interpretation. Their 
respective contents provide direction for the way we 
behave. Another example of a question of meaning 
concerns the United Nations: ‘what does working for 
the UN really mean?’ This question of meaning  also 
does not concern  empirical classification. Posed  by 
UN-people it has the nature of a question of  
professional (self-)identity.  
 
The concepts which are central for ontological 
characterization, self-interpretation and identity 
constitute ways of thinking and acting. In other words, 
they determine the particular practice involved. Now, 
whenever the content of such constitutive concepts 
comes under  scrutiny, we are probably confronted 
with a philosophical problem. This is certainly true 
when the concepts are addressed in a way that exposes 
the presuppositions of meanings actually used, the 
problem of lost/forgotten interconnections (i.e. 
connotations and relations left out of consideration 
thus far), and the (actual) validity of the concepts  
reflected upon.   
 
Meaning, however, is not the only subject matter of 
philosophical problems. Normative issues, such as the 
question as to whether a concrete action such as the 
dismissal of a person is really morally justified, are also 
candidates for philosophical reflection. The same 
applies when the validity of the criteria used on such 
occasions is under discussion. However, not 
everything that is normative is a question of morality. 
Examples of the non-moral normative can be found in 

criteria such as mathematical simplicity and economy 
of thought. Both can be used to judge the value of 
theories. A more particular, related, issue is the notion 
of quality of knowledge, which - in my experience - is 
often absent in usual approaches to knowledge 
management. Moreover, metaphysical matters such as 
the question of what should count as real or basic is 
also normative without being moral. As is well known, 
sociologists have made the point that the content of, so-
called definitions of reality is often influenced by 
(organizational) culture and/or by power. However 
true this may be, this does not deflect from the fact that 
such definitions might interfere with the question of 
what should count as real. A combination of normative 
and ontological substance is in focus when people 
reflect on the important relations which should apply 
for their organization and the values which should 
(ideally) be expressed in these relations. The example 
of the Dutch co-operative bank mentioned later in this 
article is an instance of the way in which this 
organization in particular defines its relationship with 
its members. General normative ideas concerning such 
matters form the economic and societal stakeholder 
view of corporate governance respectively. The 
economic stakeholder view states that corporate 
governance should focus only on those who have an 
economic interest in the company, for example 
workers and investors. The societal view on the other 
hand takes a much  broader approach and might also 
include environmental interest groups as partners who 
have a role in corporate governance. Take the 
keywords of the Shell Report 2000, ‘profit, people, 
planet’. They indeed express a societal stakeholder 
view.2 Elsewhere I have discussed these normative 
matters in terms of relational rationality  (Schipper, 
1996).    
 
 
2.2. Borderline experiences 

 
It is important to note that the issues mentioned above 
become of urgent relevance when the usual ways of 
thinking and behaviour have reached their limits of 
application and are experienced as  inherently 
problematic. In terms of the Kuhnian approach to 
science one could also identify this stage as the point 
when they represent an anomaly. Such a situation can 
also be described by stating that usual practice is 
confronted with 'borderline experiences'.   

                                                           
  2 See How do we Stand? People, Planet & Profits. The Shell Report 

2000. 
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A well-known example concerns medical practice and 
its objective of maximising  preservation of life through 
medical technology. The experiences of the intensive 
use of such technologies by both medical personnel 
and patients as well as their relatives have induced a 
rethinking of the very concept of life, of its merely 
biological connotations, and highlighted notions 
concerning the quality of life which were formerly left 
unconsidered. Further matters concern what makes 
human life worth living for. This is a process which  
still continues.  A further illustration of borderline 
experience relates to the world of finance. It concerns a 
large, century-old  co-operative bank. This co-operative 
bank became involved in a thorough reflection on the 
co-operative idea itself. The history of the bank dates 
back to when farmers throughout Holland founded 
local banks of which they themselves became 
members.  These local banks were originally 
independent. Over time, however, they became part of 
a countrywide umbrella organization with its own 
distinctive demands. As a result, local members began 
to feel that they were not taken seriously anymore as 
members, that they became marginalized. Like  the 
example from medicine this is also a borderline 
experience - usual practice has become seriously 
problematic. The local members’ feeling of 
marginalization was recognised, and as a result a 
rethinking of the concept of the co-operative was 
initiated. A colleague of mine participated as a 
philosopher-consultant in this process. 
 
Sometimes, borderline experiences can be existential, 
as in the example of medicine mentioned above. There 
are also occasions, however, where they are of a more 
intellectual kind. I was once approached by a special 
committee of the Dutch Council of Health, which 
wanted me to scrutinise the validity of a new method 
for defining concepts such as 'medical consultation' 
and 'medical specialist'. For financial reasons it was 
important for them to have clear definitions. For 
example, does a short telephone call between patient 
and doctor count as a consultation or not? The Dutch 
Council of Health was not convinced of  the validity 
and acceptability of the method proposed. Reflecting 
on such methods is a philosophical undertaking. The 
Council’s insecurity is  more of an intellectual 
borderline experience than  the other illustrations 
mentioned. 
 
The above examples present the view of philosophy 
which defines my own outdoor activities. As such, the 
given characterisation of philosophy also implies that 
practising it is not the prerogative of professional 
specialists. Philosophical questions arise whenever the 

validity, forgotten interconnectedness and 
presuppositions of important constitutive concepts 
and normative criteria and methods  reach their limits. 
Mostly, human practice concentrates on 'how to do ...' 
things or empirical matters. This does not, however, 
exclude the possibility of borderline experiences which 
may force one to take a philosophical path. These 
borderline experiences can at times be quite intense 
with strong feelings and emotions making up part of 
them, but limits of usual practice can become manifest 
also in a more intellectual way.               
 
 
 

3. Doing philosophy  

 
As mentioned in the introduction, my own 
contribution to philosophising outdoors depends on a 
systematic way of  making particular decisions while 
taking account of certain matters. With regard to 
content,  the first step is to  discern the character of the 
problem under review, seeing whether a philosophical 
approach might be worthwhile. If so,  then  several 
ways of approaching the matter are available. I shall 
now present  the following ways which I have 
experienced  to be  relevant:  
 

i) understanding;  
  ii) looking beneath the surface,; 
 iii) clarification.  
 
As we do philosophy outdoors with other people, I 
will also look at essential relationship factors, i.e. good 
timing and communication. 
  
 
3.1. A focus on content 

 
Discerning the kind of problem under review 

 
Fulfilling the role of a philosopher-consultant always 
depends on the initiative of other people, the clients, 
who are intuitively aware of the special nature of the 
problem. However, intuition can prove wrong and it is 
very important to check it in connection with the 
situation. This means that it is crucial to find out which 
questions really are to be addressed. If they only 
concern 'how to do...' matters a philosophical approach 
will not be relevant, unless these matters in particular 
indicate borderline experiences. The way to assure 
oneself of this is to reflect on the intuitions of key 
people as well as of others who might have something 
important to say due to their  close involvement in the 
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situation.3. In general, if a philosopher-consultant and 
his/her clients are already familiar with one another in 
a consultancy situation, then there is a bigger chance 
that the intuitions might be correct and can be taken as 
positive indications for the kind of problem at issue 
right away. However, this statement should never be 
taken as a general rule, because such familiarity can 
also lead one astray.   
 
If you do not know the people who approached you, 
giving them a short introduction to philosophy might 
arouse reactions which may sometimes help you to 
grasp the kind of question they are confronted with. 
However, equally it can also be the case that the 
situation is clear to you from the outset. Even then,  a 
checklist of possible issues, such as matters of fact, 
meaning, identity, validity, presuppositions and so on, 
can be useful. I have already mentioned the example of 
the definition method proposed for the Dutch health 
service organization. I did not know the  person who 
contacted me on this matter, but a simple check of the 
available material   verified that the question was 
indeed one of meaning and validity and, therefore, 
(probably) philosophical in nature, and I decided to 
take the case on. Another more recent case concerns a 
primary school for special education, where the very 
slow progress of the introduction and use of a 
computer network was causing concern. After some 
time it became clear to me that the problem was a 
resistance to change as such. This is a rather common 
cause of organizational problems. Comparing it with 
my list of possible issues at stake, I judged that no 
philosophical matters concerning IT were involved.  
 
Once the nature of the problem has been recognised, a 
philosopher-consultant should either decide not to 
intervene or start actually applying philosophical 
methods, dependent on the outcome. If a positive 
decision is made to proceed on a philosophical path, 
further exploration is required. This exploration 
involves the three possibilities mentioned above. I will 
now discuss them using the following headlines:  
 
A) Understanding actual thought and practice.  

                                                           
    3Sometimes it may also be crucial to contact 'others' outside the 

organization, although I must say that I have not been in such 

circumstances. One can imagine, for example, that in a particular 

situation it might be advisable to contact a labour union. 

Whatever action one takes in relation to unions, it is important 

that one is open about it, otherwise communication can become 

blocked. I say this with reference to  the Dutch situation with its 

emphasis on the  ‘polder model’. In other countries, e.g. the UK, 

this it perhaps less obvious.  

B) Reconstructing and evaluating  presuppositions. 
C) A phenomenological clarification of key concepts.      
 
A) Understanding actual thought and practice 
 
A few years ago I was approached by a consultancy 
firm active in the UK, France, Germany, The 
Netherlands and, on a lesser scale, in the Americas. I 
was told that the company wanted to be a 'European' 
one and I was asked to assist the partners in  
improving their own views on this matter, which  had 
already resulted in some internal reports. As such, 
'Europe' is a term which can be interpreted in two 
senses: as an empirical classification, concerning a 
particular geographical area, and as a cultural (self-
)image. The consultancy firm was particularly 
interested in focusing on the second definition of 
‘European’, because the company's intended character  
indeed went far beyond the simple judicial one of 
being based in a number of  European countries. It 
really was a matter of  the company's identity  being 
European.   
 
I began approaching this case by studying all the 
written material, documents etc. available from the 
company itself in order to understand the notion of 
Europe underpinning these texts, the normative 
intentions behind the use of this concept of ‘European’ 
and what was implied by these intentions. In my view, 
the documents first of all illustrated an emphasis on 
local diversity. The company texts sketched Europe in 
terms of unity in diversity and diversity in unity. 
However, they also revealed an unclear and 
inconsistent image of what the European character of 
the company should be. In connection with this, I 
found that, on the one hand, there was a sincere 
intention of defining the company in a way that was 
rooted in Europe taken in its cultural humanitarian 
sense. On the other hand, the company’s literature 
used the term ‘European’ as a synonym for an 
instrument to enhance market share. The latter 
meaning seemed to imply little more than the 
economics of marketers.4 The stark contradiction of 
these two interpretations gave the question of the 
company’s vision of its European dimension great 
urgency. As part of my review I also took into 
consideration important discussions concerning 
Europe among cultural historians, political thinkers 
and philosophers, such as Ricoeur. This too showed 
the relevance of the general idea of cultural identity 

                                                           
    4Marketeer is taken here in its double meaning of marketer and 

of supporter of the EEC. 
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itself and the sense in which it can entail a tolerance for 
diversity. I summarised my ideas in a number of 
reports which were subsequently discussed with the 
company's board.  
 
The analysis involved in the case just presented can be 
defined as 'normative', because the company's basic 
intention to be European was not questioned, and 
neither was their basic assumption that such an 
intention makes sense in the business world. Using 
philosophical terminology, my approach to this case 
could also be called  'normative-hermeneutical'. Using 
it made the partners more conscious of what they 
wanted the company to be. Notwithstanding the fact 
that I have described my role as a philosopher-
consultant focusing on understanding through the 
presentation of a specific case, I am of the opinion that 
such an approach has a much wider application. The 
only condition to using it more widely is one’s 
willingness to look in detail at what is already  there in 
the situation.  
 
 
B) Reconstructing and evaluating presuppositions 
 
What has been said above provides only a limited 
view of what the philosopher-consultant can do. 
Indeed, in general, practising philosophy outdoors 
should not be confined to the kind of understanding 
outlined above. If necessary - and one of the 
philosopher's main tasks is to reach a clear 
understanding about this - normative understanding 
of the issues should be supplemented by a critical 
search for the presuppositions that underpin actual 
thought and practice. In certain situations it can be 
highly relevant to bring the presuppositions 
underpinning current thinking to the surface. This is 
particularly the case when the feeling exists that usual 
practice is seriously and inherently flawed.   
 
Trying to uncover presuppositions is an attempt to 
answer the question of what is required in order to 
make usual practice properly viable. Whether the 
presuppositions are fulfilled is a subsequent matter. If 
PT stands for the usual practice/thought, then one 
reasons backwards from the supposed 
validity/viability of PT to what should be required in 
order to count PT as such. This procedure is somewhat 
analogous to what Kant did when he answered the 
question ‘how are a priori synthetical judgements 
possible?’. Using philosophical terminology one could 
say that this procedure is a kind of 'transcendental-
reconstructive' analysis. The subsequent question is 
whether these presuppositions are actually fulfilled. 

The following example will illustrate my point in a 
more concrete way. 
 
Some years ago, a colleague of mine and I were invited 
by some members  of staff of a steel company to 
discuss a model for different types of organizations 
which they had constructed for the strategic evaluation 
of business organizations. The model distinguished 
three types of such organizations, autocratic (A), 
technocratic (B) and communicative (C), which were 
supposed to be suitable for a constant, a predictable 
and a turbulent environment respectively. Each of the 
types of organization involved particular 
characteristics concerning organizational structure, 
culture, systems and procedures, personality of 
employees and style of management. One of the ways 
the model was used at the time, was by pointing out to  
the individual business  under consideration that it had 
to move from type B to type C within a certain period 
of time. Within this period clear subsequent 
developmental targets had to be achieved: such as 
change of procedures at time t1; a new (‘enterprising’) 
management style at t2  , and developing a new value 
system  as part of the organizational culture (for 
instance a move from emphasis  on ‘discipline’ to 
‘development’ of people) at t3. However, to its own 
surprise the steel business staff  were  confronted with 
negative results from companies who had not 
accomplished the respective changes within the set 
timetable and with company managers who had not 
made the model into an important element of their 
own strategic organizational thinking. We were asked 
to look at the model to discover whether it had 
particular inherent weaknesses which should be 
corrected. After analysing the model and talking with 
the persons who constructed it, we concluded that the 
model could be improved in several ways, but that the 
fundamental problem was more far-reaching. The 
model, even once corrected, remained based on a 
purely technical - others would perhaps say a ‘hard 
systems’ or ‘instrumentalist’ - approach to social 
reality. We therefore embarked on a transcendental-
reconstructive analysis (see above) which made clear to 
us that the model indeed presupposed a technical view 
of organizations as things which could be designed 
and planned without considering those elements that 
matter most, such as people’s concrete actions and 
views. To an outsider this may perhaps not seem of 
great importance. However, for the persons who had 
designed the model our conclusions made sense and 
allowed them to see the matter from a different 
perspective. They realised they had been ‘thinking like 
engineers’ (their words) and now understood why 
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their model had not had the effects they had initially 
expected.5 
 
C) Phenomenological clarification of  key concepts .   
 
Looking beneath the surface, which is what 
transcendental-reconstructive analysis really is, does 
not in itself introduce alternative views or basic 
improvements to the status quo. In the example 
discussed above, the designers of the model could, for 
example, also have reacted by saying that thinking like 
engineers was okay for them.  In this particular 
situation our interference ended with the basic 
presupposition being brought to light. However, a 
philosopher-consultant can also be asked to participate 
in a further process of reflection which aims at 
improvement or innovation. I will make some remarks 
on this type of  philosophical consultation. 
      
Looking for alternative approaches or substantial 
improvements to a status quo may profit from pheno-
menological clarification. This is particularly relevant 
when basic meanings and constitutive concepts 
involved by ontological matters are under review. 
Phenomenological clarification allows one to check 
and scrutinise the normal use of the word and 
attributed meanings in an effort to get closer to the 
phenomena themselves. This can be relevant when 
basic meanings and constitutive concepts are unclear6. 
The following example will illustrate this point.  
 
About a decade ago, parts of the Dutch public sector, 
such as health care and law and order were confronted 

                                                           
    5Transcendental-reconstructive analysis is not undertaken only 

by philosophers. Accountancy provides a further example. 

Some accountancy  firms have gradually developed a practice in 

which auditors often also advise the organizations they are 

supposed to audit. Recently, however, there has been growing 

unease concerning whether this practice (e.g. Enron) matches 

the essential meaning and norms valid for accounting and 

consulting. Giving advice seems to interfere with the 

independence necessary for auditing, especially when the 

consulting relationship between the auditor and the firm under 

review exists for many years. Nowadays, in Holland and 

elsewhere, professional accounting bodies ask which presup-

positions concerning auditing and consulting are to be in effect, 

in order to make the intermingling of consulting and controlling 

unproblematic. 

6 I have expressed myself  cautiously here and not formulated the 

strong and general thesis that phenomenological clarification will 

always provide a solution. 

 

with a change in language driven by politicians. The 
idea was that these sectors would become more 
‘effective’ and ‘efficient’ if concepts from the world of 
business such as 'customer' and 'product' were 
introduced. Courts of Law were now ‘asked’ to make 
'products' as outputs, entities that could be counted; 
doctors and nurses worked for the need of their 
'customers' rather than patients, etc. The overall 
political aim was the creation of a ‘necessary’ change in 
the culture of the public organizations which should be 
brought about by using  this  market language.  
 
That it is not without risk to transfer terminology from 
one sector of society to another, creating a kind of ‘new 
speak’, is illustrated by the fact that according to the 
new approach in the legal system only a verdict was 
considered a product. If a lawsuit was countermanded 
for good judicial reasons it did not count as an 
outcome, as nothing had been produced. Such a view 
is not popular with those working in the judicial. I 
have heard a judge expressing his discontent with this 
approach. Moreover, in the health care system the new 
speak induced a tendency to think about health in 
terms of  delivering commodities, sometimes 
confronting doctors and nurses with ‘customers’ 
having too high expectations. When disappointed, 
these expectations in turn might lead to  high financial 
claims. On the other hand, the organizations involved 
are under pressure to be both productive and efficient. 
In such circumstances the relational aspects of, for 
example, care run the risk of being marginalized in the 
interest of organizational efficiency. Because of such 
tensions (which are also a kind of borderline 
experiences), I have discussed elsewhere (Schipper 
1999) the view of the patient as customer. This view 
presupposes that the doctor-patient relationship is no 
different from the supplier-customer relationship. By 
applying the phenomenological method, which starts 
with the most open-minded perception possible 
(actual or imaginative), the respective meaning of both 
the concepts of customer and patient were clarified. 
This allowed aspects of meaning no longer current in 
the used language to be brought to light. It is worth 
mentioning at this point, for example, that being a 
customer involves a deliberate free choice on the part 
of the individual, while a patient is forced to be one as 
the result of a disturbed experience which cannot be 
objectified in commodity terms. 
 
 
People who are familiar with the history of philosophy 
will know that the idea of coming closer to the 
phenomena themselves has often been criticised. The 
main point of criticism is the supposed omnipresence 
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of contingent conceptual screens, codifying systems 
and mental maps, which obscure the truth of the world 
forever and which are open to manipulation. If this 
were the whole story, borderline experiences could not 
be taken seriously at all and the whole idea of 
practising philosophy outdoors, as well at home, 
would be superfluous. The demand for clarification, 
however, underlines the important role of 
conceptualisations and symbolic representations in 
human life, while at the same time focusing on 
rigorous learning.    
   
       
3.2. Relationship Factors 

 
A) Timing 
 
Timing is the relational supplement for discerning the 
nature of the problem under review. Even when it is 
clear that the problem is of a philosophical nature, if 
the timing of practising  philosophy outdoors is not 
correct, no great advances  will be made.  
 
Sometimes convincing oneself of the right timing is 
easy, whereas at other times it can be difficult. If a 
CEO, who already knows you,  invites you to reflect 
with him or her on particular issues in private, then his 
or her own experiences - on the conditions noted 
previously - will largely determine what constitutes 
the right timing. When other people are involved too it 
becomes more difficult. If this is the case it is necessary 
to consider their respective borderline experiences 
(concerning the usual modus operandi of the 
organization, including the basic concepts) to find out 
to what extent these experiences coincide or differ. One 
way of doing this is by letting the people concerned tell 
their story.  
 
A partner of a law firm once invited me to reflect on 
knowledge management. After identifying the type of 
problem, I developed a philosophical approach -
including clarification - to crucial concepts such as 
data, information and knowledge, at the same time 
bringing to light their respective differences. During 
the course of this analysis I also introduced the notion I 
of 'epistemic variety'. This variety presents different 
conceptual strategies which human beings can follow 
including a nomological and a narrative one. Besides, 
different aspects of knowledge quality, i.e. dimensions 
of truth, such as consistency and context-reliability, 
and degrees of depths of knowing, were examined. 
The inquiry also highlighted important management 
pitfalls, such as that of forgotten absence which is 
related to the Derridian idea that texts as such do not 

really present what they are concerned with.7 The 
report expounded the importance of recognising such 
management pitfalls for the law firm concerned. The 
partner who contacted me found the advice 
worthwhile. However, when I discussed my 
conclusions with the employees, I realised that only a 
few accepted the relevance of discussing knowledge 
management from a philosophical point of view as a 
sound foundation for corporate analysis. Other 
employees did not yet understand the significance of 
this method for the company as it was at that time. For 
them the whole matter seemed superfluous. The 
partner and I decided that  this philosophical approach 
should be abandoned for the time-being, because the 
organisation was not ready for it yet.   
 
I cannot deny that timing is always  important for 
consulting, irrespective of the nature of the matters 
under review. However, I expect that when the timing 
is wrong the philosophical approach as such is often 
held responsible, whereas in standard consulting the 
wrong timing itself will be criticised. I therefore think 
that when philosophising outdoors, matters of timing 
need particular attention. However, as blueprints of 
how to proceed are not available, it  depends on the 
subtle judgement of the people involved.  
 
 
B) Proper communication  
 
Communication is a very broad concept with many 
different aspects. It has been studied from different 
disciplinary angles as well as   in philosophy.8 As far as 
human relations are concerned, communication 
differentiates according to the sorts of meanings 
passed on and the human attitudes involved in the 
communication.  
 

                                                           
    7This also applies to this text. It concerns philosopher-

consultants (including myself), but they are not really present in 

the text itself. 

    8Communication is a subject matter that has aroused the 

interest of people from different disciplines, such as technology, 

psychology, sociology, to name but a few.  What matters in 

technology is the design of means of communication, the 

construction of technical artefacts which might technically 

improve the exchange of messages. Psychology and sociology 

try to discern how and when people use communication as a 

means of influencing each other, working with concepts such as 

'front stage and back stage communication', 'body language', etc. 

Philosophers like Habermas and Apel focus on the 

transcendental foundations and norms of communication.  
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Sometimes, the meaning of what is communicated 
already exists before the communication takes place, it 
is a 'parcel' of meaning. This is true, for example, for 
the communication of linguistic meanings in a 
semantic sense - ‘you should know that the French 
word ‘lait’ means milk’ - who ‘exist’ relatively removed 
from concrete situations. ‘Parcels’ of meaning  can be 
involved too when people are chatting  about this or 
that or when management consultants use an already 
existing model, for example of styles of leadership. 
There are, however, also occasions where meaning is 
developed during  the discourse. This can be the case 
when people together look at and talk about a painting 
they have not seen before, or when two persons co-
search for a new meaning of their relationship and 
communicate about it. As far as attitude is concerned, 
differences also exist. Communications can, for 
instance, take place as acts of command and obedience. 
However, competitive or co-operative attitudes are 
equally possible and some authors see this as the 
cornerstone of a view which distinguishes between 
discussion and dialogue. Discussion is then considered 
as a communicative activity in which one intends to 
win, whereas dialogue is viewed as a collective 
learning process based on co-operation.  
 
Keeping all the aspects discussed in mind, 
communication is 'proper' when it is appropriate to the 
situation. A strict communication of command, for 
example, can be suitable in circumstances where 
immediate action is necessary. In saying this I am not 
expressing anything new. My point, however, is that 
the situation and the kind of experience involved 
should determine  the form of communication. In the 
case of philosophy this means that the required 
communication should do justice to the borderline 
experiences, their intensity and scope. In connection 
with this it goes without saying that a communication 
of  competition or command is not adequate here. 
Neither is the idea that the communicated meanings 
are clear and ready beforehand very suitable, because 
it does not fit in with the view of philosophy as 
developed in this article. Moreover, it is also my 
experience that  Hannah Arendt's concept of human 
action applies to the philosopher-consultant (Arendt, 
1989, ch. 5). One could, therefore, say that you reveal 
yourself to  others while you are active as a consultant. 
In other words, you communicate to your clients 
through and by the actions involved, and  what you 
actually communicate is not completely determined by 
what you think your intentions and ideas are. It is even 
occasionally true that you can discover the meanings 
actually communicated  through what your actions 
reveal to others. That means that a constant dialogue, 

self-reflection and honesty with yourself and the others 
is required. Of course this also applies to the other 
people involved in the process.  
 
What I have just said may be interpreted as a warning. 
However, my remarks also point to potential 
innovations and  values, which may be helpful to 
overcome or meet the borderline experiences  which 
determined the philosophical exploration. Communi-
cation here is far more than merely  exchanging 
already existing opinions. A renewed and joined focus 
on subject matter is also  important, as it can make 
people less limited by their established preoccupations, 
which hinder critical thinking and, occasionally, even 
the need for clarification. Another feature of proper 
communication relates to power. It is important that 
the philosopher-consultant is conscious of the role 
(corporate) politics can play. Sometimes power works 
quite covertly, e.g. when people reason to cover up 
experiences, concerning others as well as themselves. 
Looking for authenticity is therefore important for the 
philosopher-consultant. Moreover, this need for 
authenticity is all the more required because ultimately 
it is the   philosopher-consultant' s goal that the people 
involved think constructively by themselves. The word 
‘ultimate’ is important here, because there are 
situations in which it is quite suitable that, during some 
period of time, the philosopher-consultant concentrates 
on the issues first.  
 
 

4. Concluding remarks. 
 
The matters presented thus far all relate to my own 
experience as a philosopher-consultant. It is not 
accidental that the illustrations originate from different 
contexts. Borderline experiences, a need for practising 
philosophy, can occur in all areas of society. 
Sometimes, however, these experiences remain 
unrecognised, and are rationalised or explained away. 
On other occasions the people involved begin to 
philosophise on their own initiative. In some cases 
these people then invite a philosopher-consultant to 
help them to identify solutions. Although the 
philosopher-consultant can be specialised in a specific 
area of philosophy, logic, ethics, or being a Kant 
scholar, for instance, this specialisation is not the only 
motivation for the invitation. As far as I am concerned, 
the invitation is often the result of the philosopher's 
general ability to deal with conceptual matters and 
questions of validity, for example. This does not deflect 
from the fact that as a philosopher-consultant you 
must become familiar with the organization you have 
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been invited to analyse and the particularities of the 
practice involved, and be able to contextualise the 
methodical steps outlined above. If you do not, you 
run the risk of  your work being irrelevant. I believe, 
however, that something analogous is required of all 
consultants.  
 
My last remark concerns the sense in which my own 
activities as a philosopher-consultant differ from those 
of colleagues who are very much involved in the 
practice of Socratic Dialogue. The crucial point here is 
my colleagues’ role as facilitators. During a Socratic 
Dialogue, the facilitators have to stick to the rules of 
this type of process: making sure that a proper 
question is selected, that it involves a concrete example, 
that the so-called ‘strategic dialogue’ takes place in due 
course and so on. However, they are not expected to 
express their own ideas or analysis or to introduce new 
content to the subject matter. As a philosopher-
consultant these are all part of how I approach a 
problem. It is not that I denounce ‘Socrates coming to 
the market’. I am merely concerned that the reader be 
clear that, besides the practice of Socratic Dialogue, 
there are other viable options of practicing philosophy 
outdoors.  
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