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Over the past several decades there has been a growing
tendency to relate philosophy to everyday life. This has
been expressed, for example, in the growing fields of
applied ethics (business ethics, medical ethics, etc.). But
perhaps the most ambitious contemporary attempt to
make philosophy relevant to everyday life is the field of
philosophical counselling, for it seeks to use philosophy
to help individuals to deal with their most mundane
predicaments and everyday dilemmas.

The idea of weaving philosophy into everyday life
through personal counselling is most exciting, but the
question is whether it is indeed successful. The problem
is that although the value of philosophical counselling
has been discussed theoretically and supported by
anecdotal observations (see various articles in Lahav and
Tillmanns, 1995), to the best of my knowledge no
systematic empirical study of the success of such
counselling has yet been carried out. It is time now, about
twenty years after the inception of this field, to
systematically examine its efficacy and to see whether it
is capable of fulfilling its promises. To be sure, the
theoretical rationale and justification of philosophical
counselling has been explicated by a number of writers
(see, for example, Segal, 1995; Mijuskovic, 1995; Lahav,
1996b), and to my mind - sometimes rather convincingly.
But for the question of the efficacy of counselling,
theoretical considerations are not sufficient. One should
show that the approach actually works.

The present study was intended to address this need
in empirical outcome studies on the impact of
philosophical counselling on counsellees. It was designed,
more specifically, to examine how counsellees experience
the process of philosophical counselling, using a
questionnaire which they were requested to fill out at the
end of several counselling sessions.

The paper will be divided into two parts. The first part
will delineate the theoretical and methodological
framework of philosophical counselling that was used in
this study. The second part will describe the outcome
study itself and report its results.

PART 1: A FRAMEWORK FOR
PHILOSOPHICAL COUNSELLING

Introduction

From the perspective of philosophical counselling,
philosophical thought and concrete life are inseparable.
Philosophy is seen as an ongoing dialogue with life and
reality, rather than as a theoretical construction of abstract
theories about life and reality. The idea is that individuals
encounter basic philosophical life-issues throughout their
lives, and the role of philosophical counselling is to help
them deal with these issues more fully.
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Thus, the philosophical counsellor is a philosophically-
trained individual who sees counsellees for appointed
sessions and helps them to examine themselves, using
philosophical ideas and thinking tools. Such a
philosophical self-examination is intended to help
counsellees to deal with their personal predicaments and
dilemmas, and, perhaps more importantly, to enrich and
edify their lives by way of growth in wisdom. In this
sense, philosophical counselling is a modern version of
an ancient tradition (Hadot, 1995) which regards
philosophy as relevant to everyday lives of individuals
and as capable of helping them to live their lives more
fully.

Philosophical counselling was born barely two decades
ago. There are already national associations, newsletters
and journals in various languages, and university courses
on the topic. Dozens of philosophical counsellors are
operating around the world. Nevertheless, despite the
fact that philosophical counselling is no longer a new
approach, no outcome study – i.e., a systematic empirical
research designed to evaluate the effects of philosophical
counselling sessions - has been conducted, or at least none
that appeared in the literature.

Theoretical framework

When coming to assess the effects of philosophical
counselling on counsellees, it is important to determine
first what counts as philosophical counselling and what
counts as a success. The problem is that no consensus
exists today on these points. The literature contains
numerous different and even contradicting attempts to
characterize the essence of the field and its aims (for
classifications of different approaches, see Lahav, 1995,
1996a; Blass, 1996).

A detailed examination of this variety of definitions
should not concern us, since the present study employed
only one approach to the field, namely the one which I
have developed over the past several years in my work
as a philosophical counsellor. Let me therefore sketch
here a rough characterization of philosophical counselling
as I see it. (For a more detailed account of this conception,
see Lahav, 1996b). Since the focus here is on the efficacy
of the counselling process, I will limit the discussion to a
sketch of (a) what this process is, and (b) what it is
intended to bring about.

1. The process of philosophical counselling: In a most general
sense, which would probably apply to virtually every
substantial version of the field, philosophical counselling
can be characterized in terms of what the counsellor and
counsellee do: they philosophise. They philosophise
mainly about the counsellee’s life and personal
predicament. I am using here the verb ‘philosophise’
rather than the noun ‘philosophy’ to emphasize that the
conversants do not adhere to some particular ready-made
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philosophy, but on the contrary, are engaged in an open
dialogue. To the extent that they use philosophical ideas
from the philosophical literature, they use them as
materials for discussion, not as authorities to follow.
Hence, the counsellor and counsellee philosophise in the
sense that they seek to explore the life-issues which
underlie the counsellee’s predicaments or dilemmas as
well as possible responses to them. In the process they
critically examine the basic ideas - presuppositions,
principles, concepts, etc. - that are relevant to these issues.

Often, it is not assumed that there is one universal
answer to the life-issue at hand. However, in contrast to
most contemporary psychotherapies, this is not taken to
imply that these issues are to be settled by the sheer force
of arbitrary subjective taste or personal bias. On the
contrary, it is precisely because such issues do not have
unequivocal answers that the counsellee needs to critically
explore their foundations and implications, which is what
philosophising does. In this sense, the inquiry in
philosophical counselling is both personal and
philosophical.

Thus far I imagine that most philosophical practitioners
would agree. But here disagreements are likely to begin,
since the issue arises as to what exactly counts as
philosophising, particularly in the context of counselling.
For the present purpose, suffice it to say briefly that
philosophising in the context of philosophical counselling
involves a critical examination of networks of abstract
ideas (concepts, propositions, theories, etc.) - e.g., those
related to the nature of freedom, the morality of lying,
the meaning of love, etc. - as they are woven into the
counsellee’s concrete situation. Thus, unlike most
psychotherapies, the main subject matter of the
philosophical counselling conversation is not the
counsellee’s psychic states (feelings, thoughts and beliefs,
hidden anxieties, childhood memories, etc.), but rather
the domain of ideas which underlies the horizons of
human existence. Note, however, that in philosophical
counselling we are interested in abstract ideas only in so
far as they are related to the counsellees’ concrete life,
particularly the life-issues with which they are struggling.

2. The goal of philosophical counselling: A number of
philosophical counsellors regard their primary aim as that
of helping counsellees to better deal with particular
personal problems and overcome them. This amounts,
more or less, to helping counsellees enjoy greater
satisfaction or happiness. It seems to me, however, that
this view is misguided, for it demotes philosophising from
its great potential as a search for wisdom for its own sake
to a mere tool for feeling better.

For this reason, I regard the aim of overcoming specific
personal difficulties as secondary to another aim, namely,
that of edification or enrichment, or as the term
‘philosophy’ suggests, growing in wisdom. 1 The notions
of edification, enrichment and wisdom refer to a spectrum
of capacities and attitudes that is much too vague,
complex and broad to measure in an outcome study. To
simplify matters, this study focused on one central
dimension of edification or wisdom, namely, the person’s
capacity to relate to her world, in thought as well as in

other modes (emotionally, behaviourally, etc.), from a
comprehensive or rich perspective. More accurately, it
can be said that as the counsellee gains more wisdom,
she is capable of relating to herself and to her world from
a perspective that is more critical, broad, and deep. By a
perspective that is more critical I mean that it contains an
awareness of the possibility of hidden or questionable or
undeveloped presuppositions, beliefs and lines of
thought, and seeks to expose and investigate them, rather
than taking them for granted. Breadth here means that the
perspective includes a variety of considerations, subject
matters, and alternative ways of approaching the issues
at hand. The idea is not just an understanding of many
details but also of how they interconnect into complex
networks, or what might be called a world-view. By depth
is meant an understanding of ideas (principles, concepts,
presuppositions, issues, etc.) that are basic or fundamental
to the topic under investigation. Thus, philosophising, in
the narrow sense used here, is an attempt to develop a
wiser attitude towards one’s life and world, that is to say,
a more critical, broad and deep attitude to basic life-issues.
The notions of philosophising and of wisdom are, in this
sense, intimately related.

Growth in wisdom, even in this rather narrow sense,
is an immense task, indeed a never-ending one. It may
serve as a long-term aim, but certainly not as a goal to be
achieved in the course of a handful of counselling
meetings. For this reason, philosophical counselling is
not aimed at the unrealistically ambitious goal of
imparting wisdom upon the counsellee, but rather at
opening for her new avenues in this direction and
accompanying her on her first steps, thus enhancing her
capacity and desire to deal philosophically with her life.
Ideally, at the end of the counselling sessions the
counsellee has gained some capacity to relate to her life
from a broader, deeper and more critical perspective, as
well as an interest in further developing herself in this
direction. To the extent she continues to utilize this
capacity throughout her life, she is likely to grow in
wisdom.

Methodological framework

Since the structure of counselling sessions is certain to
have much influence on their outcome, it was important
to follow, in this study, a general unified structure of
counselling. Hence, I used a five-stage structure which I
had developed in my work as a philosophical counsellor.
Needless to say, counselling conversations are dynamic
and variable, and the division to stages must be taken
with a grain of salt, since they tend to interpenetrate each
other.

Stage 1: Autobiographical material and its initial organization:
As in virtually all types of therapy and counselling, the
starting point in philosophical counselling is the
counsellee’s actual situation, often her predicament. After
all, the idea in philosophical counselling is not to delve in
abstract ideas for the sake of a theoretical discussion that
is independent of life, but rather in order to gain a deeper
understanding of the counsellee’s concrete way of being,
to enrich it and expand its horizons. The philosophical
conversation in the counselling must, therefore, take its
starting point from the counsellee’s concrete situation. It
is usually helpful to focus on a personal predicament,1 See Lahav (2001) for further development of these ideas.



7http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

since it is often at problematic points that the
everydayness of life is ruptured and questioned.

Thus, in the first stage of the counselling the counsellee
describes those aspects of her life which she wishes to
discuss, usually a personal predicament or dilemma. With
the help of the counsellor’s questions the counsellee
elaborates on her situation. The point here is not merely
to compile a list of autobiographical facts, but also to
make an initial attempt to organize this material into a
preliminary picture of the issue at hand. The conversants
attempt to expose themes and patterns that run through
this material, since these can serve as a starting point for
the next stage. In my experience, such autobiographical
self-descriptions are usually the main focus of the first
session, although they continue, in a more diffused way,
throughout the rest of the counselling sessions.

Stage 2: Raising the philosophical issue: So far, the
counselling conversation consists of describing and
organizing personal material and has no specifically
philosophical characteristic. It is at this crucial second
stage, which usually starts at the end of the first session
or the beginning of the second, that the conversation takes
a philosophical turn. This happens when the counsellor
raises the conversation from the autobiographical to the
philosophical level. It usually happens when the
counsellor notes that the experiences and attitudes
described by the counsellee seem to express a specific
(though usually implicit) conception of a fundamental
life-issue, e.g., a certain conception of the nature of
freedom or of the self, of the value of success or love, etc.
He or she then points out to the counsellee this hidden
conception, and with the help of the counsellee tries to
expose it, characterize it, and put it in question in a non-
judgemental way. In this way, what was at first for the
counsellee a secure presupposition, now turns into a
philosophical issue. For example, the counsellor may
point out that the counsellee seems to experience certain
situations as meaningful while others as a mere nuisance.
This raises the issue of what counts as a meaningful
situation.

It takes time, often an entire session or more, for the
counsellor and counsellee to formulate the philosophical
issue at hand, to distinguish it from seemingly similar
issues, and to discern some basic concepts that are
relevant to the understanding of the issue. After all, most
counsellees are not familiar with philosophical ways of
thinking. Furthermore, it is important not to impose an
issue onto the counsellee’s life, but to let the philosophical
issue emerge out of the conversation at its own pace in a
way that is faithful to the counsellee’s experiences and
attitudes.

Stage 3: Philosophical elaboration of the issue: Once the
philosophical issue is formulated, it is important not to
rush in trying to answer it. Individuals untrained in
philosophical thinking usually do not appreciate the
complexity of philosophical issues. They are not aware of
hidden presuppositions which they take for granted and
the wide variety of alternative lines of thought that can
be followed. And indeed, for the person in the street it is
difficult to respond to philosophical issues such as ‘What
is the self?’ or ‘What counts as authentic?’ with anything
more than simplistic slogans.

The counsellor, on the other hand, is familiar with a
variety of philosophical thinking tools and avenues to
approach the issue under discussion. The counsellor’s
role at this stage is, then, to deepen the counsellee’s
understanding of the issue and the variety of ways to
approach it. This means postponing any attempt to
answer the issue, and instead examining various lines of
thought. It is often very helpful to mention relevant ideas
- concepts, distinctions, methods, assumptions, etc. -
borrowed from traditional philosophers. At the same
time, it is important to present them not as authorities,
but as raw materials for the counsellee to examine,
modify, develop, go beyond or reject, in accordance with
her unique way of being. In order to avoid the danger
that the counsellee take the mentioned philosophers as
authorities to follow blindly, it is helpful for the counsellor
to introduce into the conversation at least two different
and even contradicting approaches to the issue, thus
encouraging the counsellee to weigh the various
alternatives and develop her own approach.

Stage 4: Examining the philosophical issue as it is expressed in
the counsellee’s life: The previous stage is rather theoretical
and abstract in nature. It is now important to return to
the counsellee’s concrete situation. As the counsellee is
starting to appreciate the network of ideas underlying
the issue under discussion, the conversants use this
deepening understanding as a new prism through which
they examine the counsellee’s concrete situation.
Specifically, they examine whether and how the
counsellee’s life constitutes a response to the
philosophical life-issue at hand, what assumptions it takes
for granted, and what alternative lines of thought it
rejects.

Stage 5: Developing a personal response to the issue: At this
stage, when the counsellee has a broader conception of
the issue, of some alternative approaches to it, and of the
way it is expressed in her life, it is possible for her to start
developing her own response to the issue. This is not a
merely theoretical matter, for it must involve her
everyday attitudes, ways of relating to herself and to
others, and indeed her entire stance in the world. Since
this stage usually develops mainly over periods of time
that are longer than the counsellings conducted in this
study, I will not elaborate on it here. Indeed, it is
reasonable to see this stage as something which the
counsellee should continue to do throughout her life, and
not as something to be completed in a given number of
sessions.

It goes without saying that the five stages outlined above
are only a schematic representation of a complex process
in which the various stages merge into one another. The
conversation often goes back and forth between the
various stages, especially with respect to the last three.

The Efficacy Of Philosophical Counselling: A First Outcome Study                                                           Ran Lahav
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PART 2: THE OUTCOME STUDY AND ITS
RESULTS

Method

In this study, 16 volunteers, university students in their
twenties, were counselled philosophically for a personal
predicament or dilemma of their choice, for three or four
one-hour sessions over a period of 2-3 weeks.2

Immediately following these sessions, they were asked
to fill out a questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of
8 open questions in which subjects were requested to
describe how they experienced the counselling which they
had underwent.

Out of these 16 volunteers, the first three served as a
preliminary pilot study for the purpose of structuring
the counselling and the questionnaire. The results of the
other 13 subjects are described below.

The number of subjects and their gender-distribution
(10 women and 3 men) reflect the number of volunteers
who responded to two flyers describing the study, which
were displayed at the local university. The first 8
counsellees, who responded to the first flyer, were
counselled for three sessions each. At this point I noticed
that three meetings were sometimes somewhat too short
for a philosophical point to fully develop. The second
group of 5 counsellees therefore received 4 sessions each.

The counsellees were enrolled in a variety of academic
fields of study. Three of them were philosophy
undergraduates (counsellees numbers 2, 3, 8 below). None
of the counsellees had ever experienced or studied
philosophical counselling. The only information given to
them about its nature, in the initial phone conversation
or at the beginning of the first session, was that it is an
approach for dealing with predicaments from a
philosophical perspective. Some counsellees, however,
had undergone psychotherapy, either before or during
the time of the study.

In the first session each counsellee was encouraged to
bring up a personal dilemma or predicament on which
he or she wanted to focus. This was the starting point for
the ensuing counselling conversations, although the topic
of later conversations often subsequently expanded and
sometimes even changed. In order to avoid the frustration
of unfinished conversations, the counsellees were told
that after the study they would have the opportunity to
continue the counselling for several additional meetings
free of charge, and some of them took that opportunity.
I was the counsellor for all the counsellees in this study.
Following each session, I wrote down the conversation
as I remembered it. At the end of each session, I
encouraged the counsellees to take home with them
photocopies of short relevant excerpts from philosophical
works, usually 2-10 pages in length, which I chose from
a pile that I keep for this purpose in my office. It seems to
me that some counsellees read this material carefully
while others only glanced at it, but it is difficult to
determine who did what.

Criteria for a successful counselling

The general theoretical and methodological approach
outlined in the first part of the paper was used in the
present study in order to formulate the goal of counselling
sessions and to evaluate their success. Thus, the operative
goal of the counselling sessions was defined as that of
helping counsellees to relate to their personal predicament
or situation from a more critical, broad and deep
perspective than they previously knew, through
philosophical conversations that they would experience
as meaningful and worth pursuing further. For the
purpose of this study, this goal was divided into three
complementary elements: a successful philosophical
counselling would be (a) one in which the conversation
incorporates a philosophical (i.e., critical, broad and deep)
perspective into the counsellee’s attitude to her personal
predicament or situation (b) through a process which the
counsellee finds meaningful and thus worth pursuing
further, and (c) which provides the counsellee with
capacities or tools for continuing this process by herself,
outside the counselling framework.

The third element, that of developing a long-term
capacity to engage in independent philosophical growth,
is very difficult to assess. It requires following counsellees
for a period of time after the termination of the counselling
and examining their capacity for relating philosophically
to their lives, perhaps in comparison with a control group
which has not undergone a similar experience. To avoid
these complications, the present study focused on the
first two elements, (a) and (b). Note, however, that it is
reasonable to assume that success in the third element is
considerably enhanced by success in the two other
elements: a person who undergoes a meaningful
experience in relating philosophically to some personal
predicament is likely to have gained some capacity to
continue with such a process by herself. At present this is
a conjecture awaiting further confirmation.

In order to evaluate the success of counselling sessions
in achieving goals (a) and (b), the present study focused
on examining the counsellee’s experience of the
counselling sessions, rather than on ‘objective’ or third-
person criteria for success. In other words, it was assumed
that the degree of success is reflected to a large extent in
the counsellees’ first-person experience of the counselling
process. This is obvious in the case of goal-element (b),
which by definition depends on how meaningfully
counsellees experience the process. But even goal-element
(a), that of weaving a philosophical dimension into the
counsellee’s attitudes, depends on the counsellee
awareness of the process. After all, in order for the
counsellee to come to relate differently to herself and her
world, she should be aware of the new perspective,
namely, a philosophical attitude to life. While the
counsellee’s experience of the counselling process is not
infallible - an individual may misjudge the processes
which she underwent - it can nevertheless serve as
weighty evidence for the presence of philosophical
attitudes in the counselling.

The counselling outcomes were therefore evaluated on
the basis of a questionnaire, given to the counsellees at
the end of their last session. The questionnaire was
comprised of open questions only and its analysis was
purely qualitative. No attempt was made to quantify the

2 This length of counselling reflects, in my experience, the smallest
number of sessions that still enables a meaningful development of
philosophical self-understanding. The length of the counselling was
limited in order to allow for a relatively large number of
counsellees.
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results. The reason is that for goals as subtle and diffuse
such as those aimed at by philosophical counselling, it
would make little sense to devise numerical evaluations
of outcomes. It would be much more informative to
qualitatively examine salient themes in counsellees’
reports of their counselling process.

The questionnaire

In accordance with these considerations, the questionnaire
focused on the first two elements of the three-fold
operative goal of philosophical counselling: First, how
did the counsellees perceive the characteristics of the
counselling process which they underwent? An analysis
of their responses was to show the extent to which they
experienced in the process characteristics that can count
as philosophical (in the above-mentioned sense of a
critical, broad and deep perspective on the issue at hand).
Second, to what extent and in what ways did they find
this process meaningful and relevant to their lives?

The core of the questionnaire consisted of eight open
questions, designed to elicit a broad range of responses
related to these two points. (In addition, there were also
factual questions, concerning the counsellees’ personal
details, and whether they agreed that their conversations
be published after identifying details are omitted). The
counsellees were encouraged to answer them in great
detail with no time limitation. The following are the eight
open questions, translated from the Hebrew (which was
the mother-tongue of all subjects):

1. How would you describe your counselling meetings to
somebody who has never undergone philosophical
counselling?

2. Would you see value in continuing the counselling
conversations?

3. Did the counselling conversations contain philosophical
elements? Please specify: If yes - what were they? If not
or only little - what was missing?

4. How did you feel during the conversations? Were there
things that bothered you or that you liked?

5. How meaningful to you were the counselling
conversations and what was their influence?

6. Were there moments that were particularly meaningful
to you?

7. If you have ever undergone a psychotherapy in the
past, please indicate its type (if you know it) and duration.
How was it similar to, or different from, your
philosophical counselling conversations?3

8. Any additional comments?

Topics of the counselling conversations

The following are the main personal and philosophical
issues discussed with each counsellee. The former was
determined by each counsellee, while the latter emerged
out of the conversation through the counsellor’s guidance
and the counsellee’s responses.

Counsellee 1: Main personal issue: lack of clarity about
career, particularly with respect to a strong interest in
creative writing and a desire to express inner feelings
and potentials. Main philosophical issues: the significance
of self-expression in life in general, and specifically in art
and literature.

Counsellee 2: Main personal issue: lack of clarity about
plans for the future and future way of life. Main
philosophical issues: How to choose a way of life; the
nature and value of commitment.

Counsellee 3: Main personal issue: difficulties in initiating
romantic relationships. Main philosophical issue: the
nature of the Other, particularly the meaning of the
Other’s perspective of oneself.

Counsellee 4: Main personal issue: feelings of lostness in
life and a desire for better control, integration and self-
understanding. Main philosophical issues: the nature and
value of structure, freedom and spontaneity in one’s way
of life.

Counsellee 5: Main personal issue: persisting mental pain
following a traumatic event. Main philosophical issue:
the value of pain for wisdom and growth.

Counsellee 6: Main personal issue: a disturbing feeling of
being inauthentic, egotistic and immoral. Main
philosophical issues: the nature and validity of moral
obligations; the meaning of one’s imperfections.

Counsellee 7: Main personal issues: persistent feelings of
emptiness, confusion and worthlessness. Main
philosophical issue: what makes a person’s life valuable?

Counsellee 8: Main personal issue: feelings of
worthlessness stemming from a physical disability. Main
philosophical issues: the qualities that make life worth
living; the nature of one’s real self and of self-worth.

Counsellee 9: Main personal issues: lack of happiness and
feelings of worthlessness. Main philosophical issues: the
nature of various aspects of the self, particularly the
distinction between the self-reflective (or self-judging) self
and the pre-reflective (involved) self, and their respective
authenticity and value.

Counsellee 10:4  Main personal issue: difficulties in
developing personal relationships. Main philosophical
issue: what is an authentic interpersonal relationship?

Counsellee 11: Main personal issue: feelings of
unhappiness and loneliness. Main philosophical issues:
the nature of happiness and mental health; the value of
self-sufficiency versus dependence on others; the meaning
of exposure to others.

Counsellee 12 :5 Main personal issue: inability to persist in
long-term romantic relationships. Main philosophical
issues: which qualities in one’s life should count as being
meaningful, authentic, sincere and important?

Counsellee 13: Main personal issues: difficulties in
expressing the internal world and in being in touch with
it; lack of happiness. Main philosophical issues: the value
of various feelings and inner states, specifically of
happiness; the validity of ‘psychological egoism’ (the view

3 The purpose of this question was not to investigate differences
between psychotherapy and philosophical counselling, but rather to
elicit further comments by way of a comparison.

4 This case appears (as the case of ‘E’) in Lahav, 2001.
5 This case appears (as ‘case study 1’) in Lahav, 1996a, as well as in
Lahav, 1996b.

The Efficacy Of Philosophical Counselling: A First Outcome Study                                                           Ran Lahav
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according to which people’s ultimate motivation is always
self-gratification).

Results: (a) The counsellor’s impressions
The counselling sessions extended over a period of 5
months. From my own perspective, as a counsellor, their
success in exploring personal issues in a philosophical
way (relative to what can be expected in 3 or 4 meetings)
ranged from moderate to high, with one exception. By
this I mean that, as a counsellor, it seemed to me that all
counsellees but one managed to make significant progress
along the stages of counselling outlined above in a way
that was both philosophical and personally meaningful:
After the autobiographical stage (stage 1), we formulated
at least one philosophical issue which seemed to underlie
the personal issue at hand (stage 2), we then explored its
complexity and range of possible approaches to it (stage
3), related these new understandings to the counsellee’s
life (stage 4), and in some cases started to develop a
personal response to the issue (stage 5). The difference
between those cases which I felt to be moderately
successful and those which I felt very successful expressed
mainly differences in the depth of the third and fourth
stages, in other words, differences in the degree of
sophistication of the philosophical elaboration of the issue
and differences in the degree to which we managed to
relate our philosophical reflections to the counsellee’s
concrete life. The only case which I felt to be of a limited
success was that of counsellee #7 (see below), with whom
I did not manage to focus the conversations on a single
philosophical line of thought and to explore it to a
significant depth, and thus did not succeed in making
significant progress beyond the first two stages.

Results: (b) Analysis of the questionnaires
These impressionistic evaluations of success were
confirmed by the counsellees’ questionnaires. An analysis
of their responses revealed that, with the partial exception
of counsellee #7, they all found the counselling (1) to
bear characteristics which are philosophical, and (2) to be
personally meaningful and helpful. Let me describe these
two points in some detail.

1. How philosophical were the counselling conversations?

An analysis of the questionnaires shows that all the
counsellees described the process which they had
undergone in terms that are indeed characteristic of
philosophical conversations. It should be remembered,
however, that most of the counsellees had no prior
exposure to philosophy, and for this reason could not be
expected to produce full-fledged characterizations of it. I
believe that had they been given a multiple-choice
questionnaire they would have agreed with further
characterizations that are indeed related to the nature of
philosophy, but which they were unable to produce
spontaneously. The substance of the counsellees’ reports
on the nature of their counselling conversations can be
divided into the following five characterizations:

A. CRITICAL INVESTIGATION: All counsellees without
exception indicated that the process which they
underwent involved an investigation aimed at developing

a critical understanding of their situation or predicament.
While only three explicitly used the term ‘critical,’ all
others used related terms and descriptions. According to
them, the process involved ‘analysing,’ ‘questioning,’
‘investigating,’ ‘inquiring,’ ‘clarifying,’ ‘organizing,’
‘defining,’ ‘understanding,’ ‘theorizing,’ etc. Some said
that they had to use their brain; that they uncovered and
questioned their presuppositions; that the counselling was
a search that did not rely on already-given solutions; or
that the counsellor was truly searching with them, rather
than already possessing an answer and waiting for them
to reach it. All these are clearly variations on the same
theme, namely, that the counselling was aimed at, what
I called, a critical understanding.

B. BREADTH OF PERSPECTIVE: Perhaps the point that
most impressed the counsellees, judging by the emphasis
which they put on it in their answers, was that the
conversations examined their predicament from a broader
perspective than their ordinary ones. Six respondents said
that a major characteristic of the counselling conversations
was that they examined their personal problem from a
‘broader’ or ‘universal’ or ‘comprehensive’ perspective,
one that looked at life in general. Others described the
counselling as employing ‘alternative points of view,’ ‘a
variety of perspectives,’ ‘several new directions of
thought,’ or ‘all sorts of new ways of looking at things.’
Altogether, ten out of the thirteen respondents indicated
breadth of perspective in one of these formulations.

C. DEPTH: Five respondent described the conversations
as aimed at uncovering the ‘foundation’ of their personal
issue, its ‘essence,’ or ‘depth.’ Two more said that they
dealt with what is ‘really important’ and one said that
philosophical counselling aims at ‘understanding things
to the end.’ Furthermore, most of the respondents said
that the counselling explored their underlying
‘conceptions’ or ‘worldview.’ It is possible to interpret
these two notions as referring to the dimension of depth,
which I earlier characterized in terms of fundamental
ideas that underlie the topic under investigation. Such
answers were given by all but counsellee #7, who
indicated that the conversations did not manage to
penetrate deeply into her problem.

D. PERSONAL RELEVANCE: Although the counsellees
characterized the counselling as a critical investigation,
often of abstract ideas or conceptions, all the counsellees
without exception indicated that the counselling dealt
with the concrete reality or problems of their lives. Only
subject #8, who was generally satisfied with the
counselling, wrote a sentence (see his last sentence in the
quotations below) that could be interpreted as hinting
implicitly that the conversation was at points too
theoretical and not always sufficiently personal.

E. USE OF PHILOSOPHICAL LITERATURE:
Interestingly, ten counsellees said that a characteristic of
their philosophical counselling was that it made use of
philosophical materials taken from the philosophical
literature. This was obviously a result of the fact that I
often mentioned specific philosophical ideas (concepts,
distinctions, arguments, etc.) from the literature, and also
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gave those who were interested written material to read
at home.

These results clearly indicate that most of the counsellees
experienced the process which they underwent as an
inquiry aimed at developing a perspective on their
personal lives that is more critical, broad, and deep. In
this respect, the counselling sessions were clearly
experienced as what we may call philosophical. The
crucial issue, however, is whether this process was also
experienced as meaningful and enlightening.

2. How meaningful was the counselling?

All the counsellees indicated that they found the
counselling meaningful or helpful, with the partial
exception of counsellee #7, who, like me, found the
fruitfulness of our conversations to be limited. Two other
counsellees made general qualifications: counsellee #11
said that although the counselling was very meaningful,
there was something missing on which she could not put
her finger (see below). Also, as mentioned before,
counsellee #8 may have intended to hint that although
the counselling was meaningful, it was at times too
theoretical. In addition, three other counsellees made local
qualifications concerning very specific moments in our
conversations.

Let me quote from the questionnaires central clauses
that express the counsellees’ experience (translated from
the Hebrew):

Counsellee #1: My general feeling during the meetings
was excellent... I liked it when the counsellor
systematically went step by step with my thought and
helped me to sharpen it. The counselling conversations
were extremely significant to me... I feel that something
was awakened and opened up in me... In general, the
philosophical inquiry gave me an exhilarating feeling. It
also moved the cog-wheels in my head and gave me good
feelings towards myself and towards the world. It is the
feeling that it is possible to look at things from a general
perspective and choose between alternative paths.

Counsellee #2: I found myself conversing with somebody
who understands me very well in topics that touch me
most now. It was very interesting, fruitful, raised new
questions, fun... I enjoyed it very much when I was given
the opportunity to see things from a new angle... The
conversations were meaningful to me... The conversations
definitely shed light on new things, not on entire topics
which I was unaware of, but on new perspectives on
various points.

Counsellee #3: Several lines of thought were created in
the conversations. Also, I was pushed to create new
directions of thought and follow them. I find alternative
lines of thought valuable... The feeling is and was good...
The principal contribution of the conversations, as far as
I can say at this moment, was that they speeded up my
philosophical self-understanding... The conversations
were a meaningful experience.

Counsellee #4: In the course of the meetings I felt very
comfortable... I felt stimulated to think, challenged to find

answers to questions which ‘I wandered why I had not
asked myself before?’. Very quickly I understood that the
counsellor’s questions directed me to look at things
differently, to think about what I said, perhaps from a
different angle... I think that we touched, mainly in the
third meeting, things that are in fact at the very heart of
the ‘problem,’ and it seemed to me amazing that he
managed to do so so quickly... At many points I had to
think about the questions to which I had no ready-made
answer, and this was wonderful to me... I did not
experience a specific moment of ‘enlightenment’ but a
gradual development, starting from the examination of
specific details in my life and proceeding to the general
view, to the basic substratum as well as the depth of my
self-examination.

Counsellee #5: The counselling conversations were
meaningful to me... I learned that it is possible to relate to
feelings as they are, without trying to squeeze them into
a desired or accepted ‘structure.’ I liked the integrative
conception of the meetings which, while emerging out of
the single issue of pain, expanded over many aspects of
my life, the fruitful as well as the painful... The moments
that were most meaningful to me were when I came to
admit verbally that the pain also opened for me a positive
understanding towards the world and towards myself.
Previously I had not thought that I would succeed to go
beyond the negative perspective.

Counsellee #6: I believe that the conversations were
meaningful to me. The conversations and the ideas
discussed have been accompanying me and I am
continuing to examine them. Circles have been closed,
and this offered me some relief. It seems to me that the
ideas which were raised in our meetings will continue to
accompany me in many ways in my attitude to things...
The most meaningful moment was when I felt that I had
brought myself to a dead-end with my attitude to people
through my theory of egoism, and also the way the
counsellor ‘rescued’ me from this dead-end with a new
direction of thought... It seems that there was no
pretension of trying to give answers and solutions. It
seems that the counsellor came to examine things together
with me and not to teach me or supply me with solutions.

Subject #7: My feeling was that of touching something
real - without deeply penetrating into it... I did not really
change my attitude to the problem, but I received an
additional perspective. The idea of ‘meaningfulness in
itself’6  is something I had not at all thought about before,
and the mere idea that a person can orient herself to this
extent from within is a reassuring thought (a subject I
still need to think about with myself)... I think that an
especially meaningful moment indeed was when the
question was raised: According to what criteria do I
evaluate myself, and what kind of evaluations are at all
important?

Subject #8: I liked it that we discussed general topics that
are not directly connected to my life - this enabled me to
connect back to life from a different perspective... From

6 She apparently refers here to personal meanings that are created
by the person herself, internally, rather than by common opinions
that influence the person from the outside.
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each meeting I came out with a good feeling, with
optimism that the problem can be handled and I can better
relate to myself... The meaningful moments were those
in which we put our finger on the things with which I
have to struggle: the criteria through which I tend to look
at the world, the idea of various possible attitudes to life
and the need to find new ones... The philosophising was
very enjoyable and helpful to me, but it is important not
to go too far with it into too much abstractions.

Counsellee #9: I liked the fact that I really had to think
and to define what I mean and what I want and don’t
want... In my psychotherapy I have already dealt with
many childhood experiences, and the philosophical
counselling helped me particularly at this stage, now that
I am more ready to see things from new perspectives and
accept ones that are different from my own. I had to think
deeply about my attitude to myself and to the world and
about what it is that I want, and although I have been
dealing with these topics for a long time, I came upon
new things. I needed this kind of counselling to help me
to really open up in order to be able to examine my way
of thinking as well as other perspectives... The most
meaningful meeting was when I managed to define to
myself what I really want, what change in me needs to be
made.

Counsellee #10: The conversations were meaningful to
me, since they forced me to get out of my narrow frame
of mind with which I usually relate to everyday problems.
Part of the ‘mist’ evaporated, the picture was sometimes
clarified, not because I broke down the problem to its
parts but because I examined it from a broader
perspective... There was a particularly meaningful
moment when I understood my conception of loving.
Through this specific insight I understood how much my
basic presupposition, concerning the self-centeredness of
people, colours my world with a very specific colour. It is
commonly said that every person has her own subjective
truth - this has become a cliché. But at that moment I
understood how much my truth is subjective and how
easy it is to fall into the prison of absolute conviction...
My feeling is that I have passed a journey, a trip with
another person who knows many paths that I don’t know
and turns my attention to them. But I also saw that I have
my own paths, and that I too can sometimes lead to other
regions, less known to him.

Counsellee #11: I value highly these counselling
conversations, they were meaningful to me. At the same
time - I still can’t formulate for myself ‘what was missing’
but it appears to me that something was missing... The
philosophical element was expressed in the various
perspectives that were brought up, alongside mine, about
the topics on which the conversations focused. I definitely
felt that these perspectives stimulated in me an important
process of clarifying my point of view and formulating
it... I felt that something important and significant was
happening to me - but I have still not managed to fully
digest it and to say what it was... I think that these
conversations were meaningful to me in stimulating a
process of clarifying my conceptions (of myself, my
relations, the world), and I suppose (and hope) that I will
further continue this process.

Counsellee #12: I felt that I expanded my perspective on
things, which so far had been narrow. I felt that the
counselling conversations were very meaningful. After
each meeting I felt that I was coming out with more
material for thought. The most meaningful thing for me
was that I managed to look at, or characterize, the nature
of my motives and my preferences, and to critically re-
examine and re-evaluate them (or to choose new ones
and try to apply them). The conversations made me want
to try to investigate even more deeply various
philosophical approaches and examine them in relation
to myself... I became more aware of my conception of
life, and I discovered that different approaches to life are
also valuable.

Counsellee #13: The direction in which we started
working - towards understanding the meaning of
happiness in my life - opened me towards letting into my
world new things that are not constrained by my concept
of happiness... I am amazed at the speed at which things
developed.... This concept that we discussed penetrated
into me and started to be expressed not only in my
thoughts but also in action, although I feel that the road
is still long... The moment when the counsellor pointed
out to me my attitude to my worldview and questioned
it was a sort of illumination... This understanding, and
the thought why I take things the way I do, did for me an
amazing thing. At first I felt discomfort and even
embarrassment, but after this meeting I felt as though
something was being released within me... And every
time I came for counselling and we sat down to talk, I felt
how little by little things were happening and being
released... I feel that a new door opened for me in these
conversations.

What is striking about these answers is not merely the
fact that virtually all counsellees (with the partial
exception of #7) found their counselling meaningful to
their personal lives, but that they experienced this
meaningfulness as resulting from the philosophical nature
of the conversations. For most of them, it was a result of
opening up to an attitude that consists of a broader and
deeper understanding, one which is also critical of what
they had previously taken for granted. It was the
philosophical dialogue with the counsellor which they
experienced as the source of a significant development,
not just, e.g., the counsellor’s warmth or acceptance
(although these probably facilitated the efficacy of the
conversations).

Conclusion

The counsellees’ replies to the questionnaire clearly
indicate that they experienced the counselling, first, as
one in which philosophical inquiries were applied to their
personal situation; and second, as meaningful (with the
partial exception of counsellee #7). They often felt that
they developed new understandings that opened novel
doors for relating in new ways to the problematic aspects
of their lives.

The study therefore shows that, from the counsellees’
perspective, it is meaningful and helpful to examine his
or her personal life and predicaments through
philosophical inquiries. Assuming that counsellees’
subjective experience of meaningfulness reflects to a
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considerable extent their actual situation, especially when
supported by the counsellor’s observations, this study
offers weighty evidence in favour of the effectiveness of
philosophical counselling, i.e., of counselling
conversations which philosophically investigate those
abstract ideas underlying the individual’s predicaments
and life.

At first sight, these results may not seem impressive,
given the vast array of approaches to counselling and
therapy existing today (mostly psychology-based), all of
which claim to be successful. It may seem that
philosophical counselling is just one more such approach.
However, it should be noted that the success aimed at by
philosophical counselling, and examined in this study, is
not just that of helping to reach self-satisfaction or to
alleviate a particular distress. It is a much more ambitious
goal, namely, that of philo-sophia: the development of
the individual’s capacity to deepen and broaden her
approach to life towards a more critical, rich and
comprehensive attitude, that is to say, growth in wisdom.
In this respect, the success of philosophical counselling is
much more impressive than that of therapies which aim
at the individual’s psychological well-being. If
philosophical counselling aids individuals in making
important steps in the direction of wisdom, then this is a
very powerful approach indeed.

I conclude, therefore, that this study presents weighty
evidence that philosophical counselling, when following
the theory and methodology outlined above, aids the
person in personal edification.  More generally, it
demonstrates that philosophy is valuable to the individual
not only as a theoretical academic discipline, but as a
means for personal growth and development.
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