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Implications of Adam Smith and Kant's Sympathy
Theory in Philosophical Counseling

Yang, Jihyeong (Kyungpook Univ.)

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the implications of Adam Smi
th and Kant’s theory of sympathy in philosophical counseling. Present r
esearch on sympathy has transcended the boundaries of philosophy and
moved toward the fields of neuroscience and psychology. Neuroscience
interprets sympathy as the activation of the mirror neuron system. How
ever, this impersonal explanation is not sufficient in the understanding o
f complex mental activities of humans. Meanwhile, psychological counse
ling emphasizes the importance of and necessity for sympathy in relatio
n to practical problems faced by people. Psychologists use sympathy as
a tool for psychotherapy. However, they do not explain how this is pos
sible. Unlike these fields, philosophy has long demonstrated that sympat
hy is determined in relation to people’s mental capability. Adam Smith
and Immanuel Kant are two of the best-known philosophers who investi
gated this.

While Smith analyzed sympathy from the perspective of empirical ps
ychology, Kant examined it from a transcendental perspective. Smith em
phasized the aspects of imaginative sympathy of the emotional entity, w
hereas Kant focused on moral sympathy of the rational entity. However,
their sympathy theory has a limit that the judge can not escape from e
gocentrism. So Kant goes to the discussion of aesthetic sympathy and s
eeks the possibility of conveying emotions and the possibility of consen

t, and through this, he tries to correct the possibility of illusion of indi
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vidual subjectivity. His sympathy theory can play an important role in
the new path in psychological counseling today, that is, Rogers' empath
y theory, which suggests human-centered counseling theory. Rogers tries
to solve client's problem behavior based on client's empathic attitude rat
her than treating client's problem behavior based on diagnosis, evaluatio
n and prescription. In relation to this Rogers attempt, Smith and Kant's
sympathy can have the following philosophical implications. The concep
t of sympathy viewed philosophically explains its possible structure that
psychological sympathy cannot explain. In this sense, the concept of sy
mpathy can be used as the meta-theory of psychological empathy. Furth
ermore, Kant’s aesthetic sympathy can be meaningfully used to expand
Roger’s passive psychological empathy to active self-empathy. In additio
n, Kant’s arguments regarding aesthetic sympathy can play an important
role in the failure of sympathy, which was not considered in Roger’s p
sychological empathy. The failure of sympathy will contribute to preven
ting the excessively optimistic or skeptical viewpoints we may hold in r

elation to sympathy.

Key words: Adam Smith, Immanuel Kant, Carl Rogers, Sympathy,
Philosophical Counseling
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