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Extended Abstract

Purpose: This editorial examines the relationship between philosophy and management and argues that
philosophy is not an academic ornament but one of the foundational pillars of management. Its purpose
is to offer a research agenda for managerial success along three interconnected pathways: philosophy as
practical wisdom, philosophy as the epistemological foundation of organization, and the construction of
management theory grounded in indigenous philosophical traditions.

Diagnosis of the Problem: Since Taylor’s scientific management movement, management has made
“the conversion of experience into science” the core of its legitimacy and has increased productivity;
however, it has gradually been reduced to a set of calculable and optimizable technical processes.
Drucker’s insight that the enterprise, as a social institution, requires a philosophy of business was
marginalized under the dominance of functionalism and efficiency-driven approaches. Contemporary
managers must make ethical judgments under volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity; rely on
judgment when data are insufficient; and respond to employees’ demands for meaning, dignity, and the
humanization of work. A management theory devoid of philosophical reflection lacks the capacity to
address these demands.

Bases of the Argument: Three limits of the instrumental paradigm are examined. First, instrumental
rationality reduces decision-making to optimization, whereas managerial decisions inherently involve
value choices, and efficiency calculation cannot determine which performance is worth pursuing
(Ledoux, 2012). Second, ethical decisions rarely have clear “right or wrong” answers, and philosophy
helps preserve intellectual precision and caution in judgment; Windsor shows that the philosophical
foundations of management and ethics are presented in management education in a fragmented and
unsystematic manner (Windsor, 2015). Third, an instrumental view of human beings cultivates “feudal
managers,” whereas the philosophical tradition from Aristotle to Kant to Nietzsche provides an
alternative anthropological foundation (Reynolds et al., 2019); the Wittgensteinian “theory as therapy”
approach can also bring managers’ unconscious assumptions to awareness (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2019;
Tsoukas, 2019).
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Research Agenda: The first pathway turns philosophy from a “system of knowledge” into a “practical
capacity” and proposes topics such as Socratic dialogue, Stoic emotion regulation, phenomenological
methods, and the measurability of practical wisdom (phronesis), using interpretive and action-research
approaches (Sutkowski et al., 2025). The second pathway addresses organizational epistemology: the
relation of epistemological traditions to the definition of knowledge,” Wittgensteinian therapeutic
philosophy, process philosophy and organizational ‘“becoming” (Chia, 1999), and Deleuzian
deconstruction (Tsoukas & Chia, 2011). The third pathway elevates indigenous philosophical resources
from “cases” to “theoretical sources”: the theory of the “philosopher-ruler” in ancient Iran and Ibn Sina’s
four conditions_political independence, authentic intellect, noble character, and mastery of the Shari‘a
(Zakaria, 2002) and self-governance as the foundation of societal governance (Badr & Kattan, 2024), in
dialogue with the Confucian tradition of self-cultivation (Chan, 2008; Van Norden, 2018), while avoiding

cultural essentialism.

Conclusion: Philosophy in business curricula is often reduced to fragmented “business ethics,” whereas
it should be taught through experiential workshops, philosophical foundations modules in research
methods, and cross-cultural philosophy of management courses. The importance of philosophy for
management lies not in providing answers but in keeping questions open—a capacity that, in a
managerial culture hurriedly seeking problem-solving, may be the most fundamental factor in success.
Philosophy of management is not an academic subfield; it is an intellectual attitude—a commitment to

rejecting the reduction of management to technology.

Keywords: Philosophy of management; practical wisdom; organizational epistemology; indigenous
philosophical traditions; research agenda; manager development.
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Introduction

Since the scientific management movement of Taylor, management has consistently pursued the
conversion of experience into science as the core of its academic legitimacy. This orientation brought
significant increases in productivity and the systematization of managerial techniques, but it gradually
reduced management to a set of calculable and optimizable technical processes. Drucker’s profound
insight—that the enterprise, as a social institution, requires a philosophy of business to support freedom
and function—was systematically marginalized under the dominance of functionalism and efficiency-
driven approaches.

The contradictions facing contemporary managers reveal precisely the deep deficiency of this paradigm.
Managers must make ethical judgments under conditions of increasing volatility, uncertainty, complexity,
and ambiguity; they must rely on judgment rather than formulas when data are insufficient; and they
must respond to employees’ demands for meaning, dignity, and the humanization of work, rather than
merely relying on material incentives. When management theory itself lacks deep philosophical
reflection, these demands fail to receive adequate attention.

Interdisciplinary research on philosophy and management has grown significantly in recent years.
Philosophy of Management, a journal focused on philosophical studies of management, is indexed in
Scopus, has a 2025 CiteScore of 2.5, and is ranked Q, in the History and Philosophy of Science category.
In an article published in this journal, Ledoux argues that managers today increasingly need a deep and
sustained dialogue with philosophy because core managerial activities are closely connected to core
philosophical domains (Ledoux, 2012). Tsoukas and Chia likewise show that philosophical analysis can
help organizational researchers become aware of the critical assumptions implicitly imported into
organizational theorizing (Tsoukas & Chia, 2011). Nevertheless, the field remains fragmented and lacks
an integrated agenda to guide scholarly inquiry and practical translation.

The purpose of this article is to sketch a research agenda: what philosophy can contribute to managerial

success, and through which research pathways this contribution can be operationalized.
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Why Managers Need Philosophy: Diagnosis and Argument
The Limits of Instrumental Rationality
The dominant tradition in management practice treats decision-making as an optimization problem: given
constraints and an objective function, one selects the option that maximizes utility. This paradigm
performs acceptably in stable environments, but its effectiveness declines sharply in situations involving
value conflicts, multiple interests, and uncertain consequences. Ledoux’s analysis of the connection
between core managerial activities and core philosophical domains shows that managerial decision-
making inherently involves value choices that go beyond mere technical calculation (Ledoux, 2012).
This point precisely reveals the blind spot of instrumental rationality: when the very definition of
performance is saturated with value judgments, efficiency calculation cannot tell managers which
performance is worth pursuing.

The Irreducibility of Ethical Decisions
The ethical problems facing managers rarely appear as clear-cut choices between right and wrong. Many
of these issues often lack definitive answers. When business ethics becomes instrumentalized or is
reduced to compliance reviews, its philosophical foundation is hollowed out. The value of philosophy
lies precisely in helping managers maintain intellectual precision and caution in judgment within
domains where no clear answers exist. Windsor’s review shows that the philosophical foundations of
management and ethics are often presented in management education in a fragmented and unsystematic
manner, and this gap weakens managers’ capacity for reflective engagement with value conflicts
(Windsor, 2015).

Leaders’ Need for Humanity
Reynolds et al. identify a troubling trend: the rise of the Jack-of-all-trades leader—those who focus on
commanding rather than genuine leadership—is cultivating a new generation of feudal managers
(Reynolds et al., 2019). The root of this leadership pattern lies in an instrumental view of human beings
as means to organizational ends, rather than as subjects with inherent dignity and developmental needs.
The philosophical tradition—from Aristotle to Kant to Nietzsche—provides an alternative
anthropological foundation that reconnects leadership to the mission of rehumanizing work. In this vein,

Tsoukas’s recent work, Philosophical Organization Theory, shows that a Wittgensteinian “theory as
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therapy” approach can bring managers’ unconscious habits and assumptions to awareness and release

them from pictures that hold practitioner’s captive (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2019; Tsoukas, 2019).

A New Research Agenda
Drawing on an integration and critical analysis of the existing literature, this article proposes three
interconnected research pathways.
Pathway One: Philosophy as Practical Wisdom
Core question: How does philosophy help managers make wise judgments in concrete situations, rather
than merely learning abstract theory?
This pathway turns philosophy from a system of knowledge into a practical capacity. Sutkowski et al.
suggest that the link between philosophy and management should serve to help managers develop
reflective and critical thinking (Sutkowski et al., 2025). Ledoux similarly argues that philosophy is
fruitful for managers when it is practiced practically within everyday managerial activities, rather than
as a set of abstract doctrines (Ledoux, 2012). This means the research focus should shift from what the
philosopher said to how the manager can think like a philosopher.
Specific research topics:

e Evaluating the effectiveness of Socratic dialogue as a tool for managerial reflection

e The impact of Stoic emotion-regulation training on managers’ resilience

e The application of phenomenological methods to research on organizational experience

e The measurability and development of practical wisdom (phronesis)
Methodology: This pathway should move beyond the traditional positivist paradigm. Tsoukas and Chia
argue that philosophical analysis can help researchers become aware of the critical assumptions implicitly
imported into organizational theorizing (Tsoukas & Chia, 2011). In practical wisdom research, this entails
using interpretive, phenomenological, and action-research methods, rather than relying solely on cross-
sectional surveys.
Pathway Two: Philosophy as the Epistemological Foundation of Organization
Core question: How does philosophy help us understand the production, validation, and dissemination

of organizational knowledge?
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Organization theory has made limited use of philosophy’s epistemological resources. Tsoukas and Chia

show that philosophy is related to organizational research in at least three ways: ontologically,

epistemologically, and praxeologically (Tsoukas & Chia, 2011). However, most management research
stops at the praxeological level and ignores deeper epistemological assumptions.
Specific research topics:

e How different epistemological traditions (positivism, hermeneutics, critical theory) shape the
definition of knowledge in management research

e The application of Wittgensteinian therapeutic philosophy to reflective theorizing. In a chapter
titled Theory as Therapy, Shotter and Tsoukas argue that theory in practical sciences should not
merely represent reality, but should produce perceptual reorientation and sensitize practitioners
to aspects of organizational interaction that are usually unseen (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2019).

e The contribution of process philosophy to understanding organizational becoming. Chia,
drawing on Deleuze’s concept of the rhizome, shows that organization is not a static entity but a
continuous flow of change, and that organizational structures are merely exceptional states
within this flow (Chia, 1999).

e The methodological implications of Deleuzian deconstruction for organizational analysis

This pathway directly addresses a fundamental concern within the management discipline: as
management research becomes increasingly scientific, does it lose its philosophical awareness of what
counts as knowledge? Philosophical epistemology is not an ornament of management research; it is the
foundation of its legitimacy.

Pathway Three: Building Management Theory on Indigenous Philosophical Traditions

Core question: How do non-Western philosophical traditions contribute to universal management theory,
rather than merely serving as footnotes to cultural particularism?

Current research in the philosophy of management is heavily focused on the Western tradition. However,
genuine progress in cross-cultural management theory requires elevating indigenous philosophical
resources from cases to theoretical sources. Research on the managerial thought of ancient Iran and the
Islamic period offers valuable examples: the theory of the philosopher-ruler (hakim-e hakem) in ancient

Iran and Ibn Stna’s account of the conditions for a righteous ruler both rest on a common core:
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governance is worthy only of those who possess rationality, political knowledge, self-purification, nd

self-mastery, and who prioritize public interests over individual, class, and ethnic interests.

In the theory of the philosopher-ruler, the political sage is one whose knowledge and wisdom have been
tested in practice, whose conduct is consistent with their views, and who regards power not as an end,
but as a means to human flourishing and perfection. Ibn Stna’s four conditions—political independence,
authentic intellect and sound statecraft, noble character (courage and chastity), and mastery of the Shari‘a
(Zakaria, 2002)—effectively reproduce the ideal of the philosopher-ruler in a more systematized form.
In both frameworks, good governance cannot be realized without law, justice, and virtuous elites, and
legislation must rest on a rational foundation and permeate the culture of society.
There is, however, a difference in the mechanisms for guaranteeing competence and restraining power.
The theory of the philosopher-ruler in ancient Iran relies on two mechanisms: first, decades-long training
and the empirical testing of an individual’s wisdom and knowledge prior to assuming power; and second,
the existence of an aristocratic class of notables as an intermediary between the government and the
people, capable of restraining the unbridled power of the monarch. Ibn Stna, by contrast, ties legitimacy
primarily to rational law derived from the general principles of the Shar1a, to justice, and to an institution
of elite legislators; he even posits that if someone rejects the competence of the chosen ruler and
demonstrates superior competence, the people must follow him. In a recent study published in 2024, this
principle is examined under the title The Role of Practical Wisdom in Household Management according
to Ibn Sina, showing that self-governance is the foundation of household management and, at a higher
level, of societal governance (Badr & Kattan, 2024). This idea fosters a fertile dialogue with
contemporary research on leader self-awareness and moral development.
The Chinese tradition of management philosophy also possesses significant theoretical potential. In the
Confucian tradition, self-cultivation (xiushen) is regarded not as a private virtue, but as the foundation
of good governance: good government begins with the moral self-cultivation of capable leaders (Chan,
2008; Van Norden, 2018). Contemporary analyses suggest that this tradition can contribute to a theory
of ethical leadership in today’s organizations, provided that the trap of cultural essentialism is avoided.
Specific research topics:

e Integrating Ibn Stna’s principle of self-governance with contemporary leadership development

models
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e The contribution of the Confucian tradition of self-cultivation to ethical leadership theory

e The application of the Islamic concept of wisdom (hikma) to managerial decision-making

e Methodologies for comparative research on managerial wisdom across philosophical traditions
The central challenge of this pathway is avoiding cultural essentialism. Indigenous philosophical
traditions are not closed systems of meaning; they are dynamic resources capable of engaging in dialogue
with global management theory.
Implications for Management Education and Leadership Development
The research agenda outlined above has direct implications for management education. At present,
philosophy appears in business school curricula mostly as fragmented business ethics and lacks
systematic pedagogy in philosophy as a mode of thinking. Windsor explicitly states that the philosophical
foundations of management and ethics are not properly and systematically taught in management
education (Windsor, 2015).

Tablel: Translation pathways for the three research directions

Research Direction Educational Implication

Experiential philosophy workshops, case-based reflection, training in
Practical wisdom

Socratic dialogue

Philosophical foundation modules in research methods courses,
Epistemological ) . o o
epistemological reflection in theorizing

Cross-cultural philosophy of management courses, systematic education in
Indigenous tradition

indigenous managerial thought

Conclusion

Management’s neglect of philosophy is not a neutral oversight; it has consequences. When managers are
trained as efficiency optimizers rather than questioners of meaning, organizations lose the capacity to
reflect on their own purposes. The judgment of Sutkowski et al. is precise: philosophy helps managers
build reflective and critical thinking (Sutkowski et al., 2025), and this thinking is the rarest capability in
contemporary organizations. Ledoux is also right to call philosophy “today’s manager’s best friend,”

because it helps managers judge with intellectual precision and caution in spaces where ready-made
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answers do not exist (Ledoux, 2012). Tsoukas likewise shows that reflective thinking—the ability to see

what is usually unseen—is the rarest capability of contemporary organizations (Tsoukas, 2019).

The three research pathways proposed here—practical wisdom, organizational epistemology, and
indigenous traditions—are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive. Yet all point to a central claim: the
importance of philosophy for management lies not in providing answers, but in keeping questions open.
In a managerial culture that hurriedly seeks problem-solving, this capacity to keep questions open may
be the most fundamental factor in success. Future research should remain diverse in methodology, open
to philosophical traditions, and precise in practical translation. Philosophy of management is not merely
an academic subfield; it is an intellectual attitude—a commitment to rejecting the reduction of

management to technology.
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