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Spinoza: reasoned indifference as an introduction 
to adaptation in unusual circumstances

Abraham Mounitz

Abstract: The study offers a practical model of Spinoza’s behavioral teachings for em-
powering a person’s ability to cope in stressful situations. The concept of different and indif-
ferent exerts significant implications on everyday lives of a person. This model offers philo-
sophical tool for the intellectual control of emotions that weaken a person’s power to act. 
The first part offers Spinoza’s metaphysical basis, focusing on the two titular concepts that 
represent humans and nature. Next is Spinoza’s philosophical method of guiding people 
toward conduct that is associated with and derived from nature’s reasoning as values that 
ameliorate everyday conduct. The practical layer of this study offers a basic model, a philo-
sophical anchor, which can be used for the formulation of empirical research question-
naires on various topic associated with an individual’s adaptation to a challenging emotion-
al environment and all it entails (feelings, ability to function etc.). The study also present a 
sample questionnaire formulated according to the Spinozist model. The study’s final part 
presents several interviews conducted by the author in the model’s spirit as an outline for 
future empirical studies and for the formulation of curricula designed in the spirit of Spi-
noza’s behavioral philosophy.
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Abbreviations: Part in the Ethics: E. (1-5); Appendix: app.; Axiom: ax.; Corollary: c.; 
Definition: d.; Definition of affects – da. ; Preface: pref.; Proof: pro. ; Proposition: p.; Scho-
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1. Introduction

The present study seeks to offer an applied model of Spinoza’s behavioral 
teachings. This model has been used for several years in what is called “philo-
sophical therapy” (see Appendix 2) and as such might serve as a practical ba-
sis for empowering a person’s ability to cope in unfamiliar situations, and in 
stressful or embarrassing situations in particular. More specifically, I seek to 
offer an infrastructure for the development of further studies followed by the 
formulation of applied teaching plans pertaining to adaptations to the afore-
mentioned situations.
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The central motive of Spinoza’s Ethics is the empowerment of a person’s 
abilities, and - by so doing – the promotion of this person’s happiness. It is in 
this spirit that the relation between the concepts of different and indifferent 
exerts significant implications on the everyday lives of a person as an individual 
existing within an infinite totality. The methodological basis offered below is 
meant for guiding humans toward better functioning in cases of emotional 
ambiguity, nebulosity or a sense of helplessness. In other words, it may be seen 
as seeking to offer philosophical tools for the intellectual control of emotions 
that weaken, and occasionally even extinguish, a person’s power to act.

Nature, being a totality containing all its individual parts, has no defined 
objectives, goals, or purposes. It acts according to the rules of its nature (the 
literal rules of nature) and as such may be referred to as an “active is”. In 
other words, nature’s action expresses its substance (what it is as a whole). 
Seen objectively, therefore, the actions of nature are not carried out for any 
particular purpose, and it is thus free as a whole and unencumbered by the 
desires or whims of any factor in the universe as a whole or of a human in par-
ticular. Indeed, one of the most powerful supports for Spinoza’s identification 
of God with nature is the distinction between these two concepts. As infinity, 
nature is in general indifferent and indifferent in particular to our wishes 
and destiny, an indifference which necessarily follows from nature’s freedom 
of action, from acting without a defined purpose, without coercion and with 
no meaning or any distinction between good and evil. Spinoza explicitly uses 
the word “indifferent” in relation to nature-God (E.1: 33, s.2). We, as human 
beings seeking to continue in existence, make a subjective and utilitarian dis-
tinction between good and evil. Spinoza teaches us to mimic nature’s charac-
teristic conduct insofar as is possible and to strive to act in accordance with 
our inner reasoned nature, which forms part of nature in general and which 
can understand and internalize the regularity of nature given that we are not a 
realm separate from nature, and not a lone island within it. This understand-
ing imbues us with a sense of freedom in and of itself since it allows us to 
purify ourselves and dispose of those emotions that drive us toward passivity. 
This understanding in itself further transforms us into more active subjects 
acting under the guidance of a wisdom that matches our specific nature as an 
inseparable part of nature in general.

2. From metaphysics to values

Spinoza’s method is clearly practical since its stated goal is to lead the per-
son, tossed and turned uncontrollably in the tumultuous sea of events, to a safe 
haven of happiness. As such, and against the background of the connection 
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between metaphysics, ethics and psychology, it has recognized reason as an 
ability derived from nature in general since it accords with nature’s reason-
ing and it is nature that makes it possible for reason to follow nature’s rules 
and make use of them in advancing toward that safe haven of happiness (ben-
Shelomo 2012: 155).

According to Spinoza’s method, the metaphysical relation between finite 
and infinite, as well as between part and whole, constitutes a descriptive model 
for the relation between human beings and nature as a whole. It therefore fol-
lows that – from the present study’s perspective – the issue of the relation be-
tween different (human beings as individuals and a defined part of the natural 
totality) and indifferent (nature as a whole) enfolds the method’s objectives: 
the indifferent represents the metaphysical component – the totality, while the 
different represents that the psychophysical and value laden part of the human 
individual within the method.

It is well known that Spinoza’s teachings as a whole (metaphysics, psychol-
ogy and ethics) are intended as a form of applied idealism rather than a theory 
meant to remain in an ivory tower bookshelf. The explanatory model pre-
sented here is nothing more than the depiction of a practical outline offered 
by Spinoza for everyday human conduct as is necessitated by the basic logic 
of human nature common to human beings as whole. “Spinoza’s Ethics sup-
ports a functional connection between the metaphysical discussion concerning 
the deterministic structure of nature that was discussed in Part 1 and the re-
maining parts of the method that discuss behavioral and educational aspects” 
(Mounitz & berenson 2016).

Insofar as Spinoza and the proposed model is concerned, nature – as a 
ceaselessly and endlessly active whole – is a rational ideal that is to be internal-
ized and imitated to the best of our ability. To this end, and even at this early 
point in the discussion, I wish to present an extreme example where Spinoza 
determines that pity is a negative emotion: “In the man who lives by the guid-
ance of reason, pity in itself is bad and disadvantageous”. (E. 4: 50)

Pity gives rise to sadness, and sadness reduces a person’s effectiveness in ac-
tion. Let us consider, for example, a medic, an ambulance driver, a surgeon or 
an everyman encountering an unpleasant situation (an accident or some other 
medical event) where she or he is capable and even morally obliged to assist, 
and pitying the injured person or person lying before her or him. Indeed, I do 
not believe it is necessary to engage in an extended discussion of the implica-
tions of such pity. Similar examples may apply to anger, hatred, jealousy, com-
petitiveness, belittlement, and other kinds of stressful situations.
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3. Different and indifferent

The behavioral model offered herein, has already been tested and proved 
effective (See examples in Appendix 2) and relies on Spinoza’s text, such as 
Letter 50, which states that any definition expresses a negation and thus con-
stitutes a limitation.

[…], since substance is by nature prior to its affections [all things], (Pr1), disre-
garding therefore, its affections and considering substance in itself, […] it cannot be 
conceived as distinguishable from another substance (E.1: 5, pro.).

In the physical sense, the definition of any object or form, such as a tri-
angle, a plot of land, a house, a lake, etc. distinguishes it from any other thing: 
differentiated and different = different from anything that it is not. The physi-
cal aspect of non-indifference discussed in the metaphysical part of the Ethics 
is described by bennet (1996) as a delimitation of proximity and thickness. 
The definition of attached, proximal, or joined bodies is thus contingent on 
the absence of motion or stagnation, and with any changes requiring their 
redefinition.

on the other hand, the definition of nature as a whole (substance) proceeds 
from negation: “Absolutely infinite substance is indivisible” (E.1: 13). In other 
words, we are concerned with the absence of the ability to compare nature to 
anything else given that nothing exists outside it and nothing comparable to it 
exists in any case, which is why it is “Absolutely infinite”, i.e. undefined physi-
cally or in sense of its spatial expansion. These data lead to the logical deriva-
tion of two opposing traits: different and indifferent. God – an object defined 
negatively – is in fact undefined neither in space or time since it does not relate 
and is not relatable. Spinoza identifies God with nature (Deus sive natura), and 
so his use of “God” actually means the infinite totality of nature. It should also 
be noted that the term ‘indifferent’ formally subsumes the term ‘infinite’ - that 
is to say indistinguishable by size or limits, and by so doing completes the de-
scriptive picture of the unlimited spatial definition within Spinoza’s metaphys-
ics. Put differently, it may be argued that God’s laws are nature’s laws rather 
than the laws of a personality that manages the universe from the outside. We 
are thus concerned with a necessary order – one aspect of which also includes a 
person’s emotions, thoughts, decisions, and actions as part of her or his reality 
and as a result of humans singular and unexchangeable place as an individual 
part of a totality (rutherford 2010: 143-167; also see Curley 2013).

The text and the background of an interdisciplinary connection between 
metaphysics, psychology and the method’s morality lead us to infer that God’s 
indifference is not merely the lack of a formal definition (due to the impossibil-
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ity of forming a reference point) but is rather an inward facing projection relat-
ing to anything derived from it and exists within it: “Nature has no fixed goal 
and that all final causes are but figments of the human imagination”. (E.1, app.).

In the pref. to P.3 Spinoza declares that “I shall consider human actions and 
appetites just as if it were an investigation into lines, planes, or bodies”. Spinoza 
uses the term “indifference” to describe nature’s behavior in the mental sense 
(E. 1: 33, s.2). The Latin dictionary definition of indifferensentis states that it 
is “neither good nor bad”, “not fussy or particular, indifferent” (oxford Latin 
Dictionary 2012). A person, like all methods derived from and defined within 
the one and only totality, cannot ignore what seems to be good, bad, beneficial 
or harmful according to her or his view of the benefit or harm reflected unto 
her or him in the world of phenomena. It is not merely that a human, like any 
other body, is defined and distinguished spatially from anything external to it, 
but also that humans require comparisons, and as such are defining, separat-
ing, joining and comparing creatures that are not indifferent to the objects of 
these activities, i.e. that care and do not treat things with the same cold and 
rational indifference in which nature conducts itself with respect to humans.

This asymmetry between person and whole we have witnessed is more than 
a mere metaphysical problem derived from a differentiation of means (as part 
of the multitude of phenomena) within the substance (nature) in Spinoza’s Eth-
ics. With respect to the present perspective, Spinoza offers a certain correction, 
a kind of reasoned remedy, concerned with education in general and the read-
er’s self-education in particular. According to zourabichvili (2002), education 
is a continuous transformation from childhood to adulthood and continuous 
refinement to achieve the desired goal in the Ethics.

The study proceeds the way to adaptation through reason. This key ob-
jective paves the way toward grounding the article’s central arguments, viz. 
(1) nature’s reasoning is indifferent to values from both a metaphysical and a 
scientific perspective; (2) scientific examination is indifferent to the illusion of 
discrete time; (3) any reasoned view is bound to be deterministic and as such 
supports rational indifference as does determinism itself; (4) nature’s indiffer-
ent treatment of events - as a model to be emulated – plays a key part in the life 
experience of the reasoned human being in unconventional situations.

This would also be the place to emphasize the role and implications of geo-
metric formalism in Spinoza’s method. It is well known that the Ethics’ geo-
metric structure reconciles the requirement for consistency with the method’s 
rational content (Steenbakkers 2009; barbaras 2007). Moreover, it is impor-
tant to note the indifference projected on the content by Euclidean geometry, 
i.e. the formal frameworks indifference to its content. According to Delassus 
(2018), the geometric structure of the Ethics as an explanatory tool for man’s 
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behavior, desires and actions expresses a frame devoid of emotions for the 
reasoned explanation of what is outside us, and thus Spinoza treats man as an 
inseparable part of nature (6, 7). In this spirit, I believe that the geometrical 
framework as an explanatory tool of the Ethics carries with it a message of an 
individuated reference as a starting point for understanding the world (nature) 
indifferent to our feelings. o’Donnell (2018) states that part of the power of 
Spinoza’s thinking stems from the unconsciousness and alienation we are re-
quired to undergo as part of our understanding of our situation (826).

It is through these measures that the study intends to extract a conclusion 
suggesting that the method’s indifferent perspective plays a practical part 
in decision making and in individual functioning under stressful conditions 
where a person is required to be of use to others. This reasoned indifference 
is thus a virtue that allows a balanced view of reality. It is through the lens 
of a scientific and temporal indifference that it becomes possible to perceive 
things objectively and to view oneself as part of a complete and determinist 
worldview. In other words, the meaning of the presence of nature as a whole as 
a guiding principle is indifferent to its contents is its being an object of striv-
ing, understanding, and even imitation and internalization. This presence of a 
totality that is indifferent to our destiny and our values thus guides the reason-
able person toward an embedding of this guiding ideal in her or his conscious-
ness. The results of such conduct are known. for example, such a person could 
peacefully bear the vicissitudes of faith since “…in so far as we are intelligent 
beings, we cannot desire anything save that which is necessary, nor yield abso-
lute acquiescence to anything, save to that which is true: wherefore, in so far as 
we have a right understanding of these things, the endeavour of the better part 
of ourselves is in harmony with the [indifferent] order of nature as a whole…” 
(E.4: 32, app.). Spinoza’s principles thus offer a practical way of rational con-
duct in everyday life guided by the metaphysical principles of nature.

It should be emphasized that earlier field studies conducted on the basis 
of Spinoza’s principles proved the existence of a basic common denominator 
among all humans with respect to the cognitive skills involved in intellectual 
attention, self-control, and implementation ability. This is why every human 
has the potential for self-preservation as well as the ability to internalize meta-
physical principles insofar as they are understood to have been promoting the 
objective of self-preservation – i.e. insofar as they are capable of being cogni-
tively applied if necessary (Mounitz & berenson 2016). Delassus (2014) refers 
to the Ethics as a strategy for dealing with situations of illness.

The model proposed in this study has been used successfully for several years 
to deal with problems of tension between partners, anger, sadness, jealousy, and 
desire for revenge, and can therefore serve as a basis for empirical research in 
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medicine and in situations in which these conditions exist (See Appendix 2).
The term ‘adaptation’, which has featured prominently in behavioral and 

educational research in the past few decades (Vaillant 1993) is a psychological 
representation of what Spinoza refers to in the Ethics that was not written 350 
years ago as a result of empirical research but rather as the result of observing 
human behavior as well as a result of Spinoza’s self-reflection. I believe that the 
present study’s proposed model could in turn serve as a baseline for an educa-
tional method aiming for a reasoned kind of this so-called ‘adaptation’, i.e. for 
an adaptation to reasoned balance in an emotionally evocative environment. 
by so doing, we shall be continuing the work we have begun several years 
ago, viz. taking philosophy down from ‘ivory tower’ arguments to the ‘factory 
floor’ of the empirical reality of everyday life in the spirit of the arguments in 
Golomb (2015).

4. Metaphysical division: the reasoned indifference of nature-god

Spinoza’s linking of the metaphysical and psychological-behavioral parts of 
his philosophy in the Ethics is functional in nature. The geometrical method 
that guides his metaphysical discussion of natural laws is equally employed 
for the arguments he posits in the psychological part of the Ethics (Delassus 
2014). Naturalist regularity can thus be understood and applied in everyday 
life and it is also the factor that determines our position as individuals within 
this metaphysical totality (Lebuffe 2010: 28-29). According to Spinoza, we can-
not know what we are – our limits, our powers, or our “good” – unless we have 
an understanding of the whole (o’Donnell 2018).

This ability to understand naturalist regularity is common to all human be-
ings and is instilled through the rationales of Euclidean geometry, whose basic 
logic cannot be opposed by any sentient being.

Some (mistakenly) ascribe God with some dimension of length, breadth 
and depth that is limited by the surrounding environment. Stating such things 
about the infinite ‘is’ is, however, entirely false (E.1: 15, s.); or, in Spinoza’s own 
words: “God acts solely from the laws of his own nature, constrained by none” 
(E.1: 17).

It therefore follows that (a) there is no external or internal cause that mo-
tivates God to action beyond the perfection of his own nature; (b) God is 
necessarily a free reason that is present and active and that “nothing in nature 
is contingent, but all things are from the necessity of the divine nature deter-
mined to exist and act in the definite way”. (E.1: 29); (c) a central statement the 
indifference principle relies on is E.1: 32, which reads: “Will cannot be called 
free cause, but only a necessary cause”.
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In other words, will represent a conscious inclination directed by a sense of 
judgement that distinguishes between good and evil and always cares (com-
pares, measures and is not indifferent). Spinoza proceeds to argue that “it 
follows, secondly, that will and intellect, bear the same relationship to God’s 
nature…” and that “things could not have been produced by God in any other 
way or in any other order than is the case” (E.1: 32, c. 2 and E.1: 33).

Put differently, Spinoza is arguing that nature as a whole necessarily reflects 
perfection and order, that there is no good and no evil and that there is no 
volitional purpose to natural actions. Nothing can occur other than what ex-
ists and thus it must not be determined that reality is the result of any kind of 
natural volition.

God or nature as a substance this is the first and only free cause for both the 
existence as well as the essence of all things including human beings. humans, 
like any other things in nature are God’s derivative (modus) that is necessarily 
present in God-nature (Della rocca 2008: 70). The ascription of any kind of 
purpose to divine actions negates God’s perfection since it follows that God 
is yearning for something that he lacks. The projection of human will on the 
nature of God-nature is thus nothing but a safe haven for unknowability (E.1: 
32, c. 2 and E.1: 33). The thing which guides the human non-indifferent view 
of things is what they perceive as useful or what causes the greatest pleasure. It 
therefore follows that humans have determined the concepts of good and evil, 
order and chaos, hot and cold, ugliness and beauty, early and late, etc. because 
they perceived themselves as possessing a sense of choice. It is as beings pos-
sessing a sense of choice, therefore, that they projected their non-indifferent 
view on God-nature.

5. A clarifying eemark on fatalism

Indifference, insofar as the term is used by Spinoza, is presently discussed in 
its positive sense. We are not concerned with disinterest, fatalism or unaware 
apathy – not at all. Spinoza avoids these senses of the concept explicitly and 
even instructs us to reject anything that might interrupt our enjoyment of “rea-
soned life in the manner we consider safest” (E.4, ap. 8).

Positive indifference is a clearly rational product arising from nature as a 
substance and from which a reasoned person may drink deeply in the service or 
her or his personal salvation. Indeed, in E.2: 44, Spinoza himself argues that “it 
is not in the nature of reason to regard things as contingent, but as necessary”.

Spinoza attacks apathy and disinterest and considers both as a kind of 
helplessness arising from ignorance and stupidity. If reason is the key to self-
existence and to the maximization of vital activity, then apathy is its antithesis 
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and expresses a type of conduct that goes against human nature and as such is 
referred to as a disease that goes against self-preservation (Green 2016).

Spinoza thus employs this starting point to convey a clear educational mes-
sage. If nature’s conduct serves no purpose, and if it is the reason for all of 
the phenomena it (and the world) contains, then it follows that anything that 
happens is necessarily caused by the reality of nature being its own reason 
without aspiring to any particular purpose. Any view of things as coincidental 
arises from images of good and evil with respect to the phenomenon, and – as 
such – is wrong or partial and certainly never fatal. Spinoza rejects fatalism and 
compares the fatalist to a donkey who is equally hungry and thirsty and who 
shall die when it reaches green pastures and a spring on account of a lack of 
ability to decide whether to begin by eating or by drinking (E.2: 49, s.).

fatalism may lead to suicide (Green 2016) and is nothing but mental fatigue 
and total submission to external causes. Similarly, compassion expresses an 
emotion of sadness to the extent of helplessness. on the other hand, reasoned 
indifference is a clearly active act that removes negative emotional traces and 
actually evokes action. Medical professionals or any person who is not enslaved 
to negative emotions will function with greater efficiency when she or he is 
required to cope with a concrete case brought before her or him due to a de-
terministic view of the situation. Indifference is thus a reasoned philosophical 
tool which manifests what psychologists refer to as “adaptation”, as being re-
signed to the human environment and as indicating the actor’s mental maturity 
(Vaillant 1993).

Spinoza argues that our cooperation with nature increases with the perfec-
tion of the acts we engage in since this perfection allows us a greater familiar-
ity with nature which is a triumph of our minds (E.2: 49, s.). he also instructs 
us on how to behave in the severe eventualities we encounter in our everyday 
lives: “What attitude we should adopt regarding fortune, or the things that are 
not in our power, that is, the things that do not follow from our nature; namely, 
to expect and to endure with patience both faces of fortune. for all things fol-
low from God’s eternal decree by the same necessity as it follows from the es-
sence of triangle that its three angles are equal to two right angles” (E.2: 49, s.).

In this case, the expression “to endure with patience” refers to a form of 
emotional expression but also to a clear product of reason, the conscious inter-
nalization of the metaphysical context of irregular events we encounter in our 
everyday lives. We are obviously not concerned with the product of psycho-
therapy, psychiatric care or the use of chemicals, alcohol, drugs and medica-
tions. Spinoza is thus referring to reasoned activism as a tool for “endur[ing] 
with patience”, and the social benefit thus derived is a side effect of the utility 
derived by an active person who shifts from passivity (or a low ability to act) 
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to activity. Kisner (2008) suggests that Spinoza does not view passions and en-
deavors as negative since they arise from the law of self-preservation which is 
informed passion (for existence) in and of itself. An endeavor may thus be seen 
as promoting the human aspiration for self-preservation – for existence – inso-
far as it is reasoned. Kisner stresses that Spinoza cannot accept the ethicality 
of apathy and rejects the interpretive tone which associates Spinozan thought 
with Stoicism that argues that impulses may be completely neutralized through 
reasoned control. Kisner argues that Spinoza presents impulses as playing a 
central role in human existence. According to Spinozan thought, therefore, 
humans may use reason to maximize their awareness of their impulses’ exis-
tence and to consequently direct these impulses to the functional framework 
of “intelligent conduct” (759-783).

reasoned indifference is thus a conscious action and the result of an ex-
tremely high degree of self-awareness: “We are active when something takes 
place, in us or externally to us, of which we are an adequate cause” (P.3, d.2). In 
other words, if we are sad as a result of an external impression that affected us, 
we exist in a state of passivity since this sadness is not necessitated by the fact of 
our existence but rather by an external influence which exerts a negative effect 
on our nature that seeks continues existence. Non-indifference is what creates 
the partition, the border, and the wall between us and the world outside us.

The emotions which explain joy and – conversely – which explain sadness 
are those which shape the changes in our minds. The mind may accept great 
changes and move at times to great perfection (as in joy) and at times to a lesser 
perfection than that which preceded it (in sadness) to the point of helpless-
ness. In E.3: 13, Spinoza states that the consciousness can seize and move away 
anything that reduces or inhibits a person’s force of action. In other words, the 
mind refuses to picture that which reduces or inhibits a person’s bodily and 
mental strength. Spinoza later defines compassion: “Pity we define as ‘pain 
arising from another’s hurt’” (E.4: 22, s.).

further along, Spinoza expands his discussion of this emotion and states 
that “pity is pain accompanied by the idea of ill that has happened to another 
whom we think of as like ourselves” (E.4, da. 18).

he notes that compassion not only arises in us with respect to people we 
love, but also in relation to people we have never come into contact with. In E.4: 
50, c. and s. Spinoza emphasizes faults in compassion and language: “in the man 
who lives by the guidance of reason, pity is in itself bad and disadvantageous”.

he also explains his reasoning:

Pity is a pain and therefore in itself is bad. Now, the good that follows from it (that 
we endeavor to free from distress one whom we pity) we desire to do solely from the 
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dictates of reason, and it is only from the dictates of reason that we desire to do some-
thing that we certainly know to be good. So, in the man who lives by the guidance of 
reason, pity is itself bad and disadvantageous

and in Corollary:

hence it follows that the man who lives by the dictates of reason endeavors, as far as 
he can, not to be touched by pity.

As noted, we are not concerned with fatalism, but rather the opposite, since 
Spinoza is in favor of mutual aid, but not as a result of pity or superstition but 
as a result of the governance of reasons: “for Spinoza, when I act out of pity, 
I am striving to ease my own suffering which involved in that very feeling of 
pity. In this way, Spinoza would characterize an apparent case of altruism as 
one that does not involve altruism at all” (Della roca 1996: 232).

Spinoza instructs us on the manner of avoiding the effect of this emotion: 
via the reasoned indifference referred to as “the guidance of reason” – or, in 
other words, by copying nature’s metaphysical indifference. As stated by Spi-
noza itself:

he who rightly knows that all things follow from the necessity of the divine nature 
and happen in accordance with the eternal laws and rules of Nature will surely find 
nothing deserving of hatred, derision, or contempt, not will he pity anyone. rather, as 
far as the virtue of man extends, he will endeavor to do well, as the saying goes, and 
be glad. furthermore, he who is easily touched by the emotion of pity and moved by 
another’s distress or tears often does something which he later regrets, both because 
from emotion we do nothing that we certainly know to be good and because we are 
easily deceived by false tears. Now I emphasize that I am here speaking of the man 
who lives by the guidance of reason. for he who is moved neither by reason nor by pity 
to render help to others is rightly called inhuman. for (E.3: 27) he seems to be unlike 
man (E.4: 52, s.).

The comment’s end reinforces Spinoza’s approach in opposing indifference 
and apathy toward others as discussed above. he only rejects unreasonable acts 
since they are driven by sadness and since they lead to sadness. his next sen-
tence proceeds to immediately defining favor, which is the opposite of compas-
sion since it can accord with reason, In Spinoza’s terms: “Approbation (favor) 
is not opposed to reason; it can agree with reason and arise from it” (E.4: 51).

zahavi (2015) argues that empathy is not sharing or participating but rath-
er a basic kind of sensitivity to and understanding of the other with a view to 
bettering others’ existence. It is thus not a form of social behavior but rather 
a kind of precondition for sharing. zahavi thus views empathy as an intel-
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lectual ability to assess another person’s condition at a glance. This intuition, 
in turn, also acts as an initial starting point for interacting with others for 
their own benefit.

An opposite approach to suggesting that empathic people always mobilize 
themselves toward helping other people in the wake of their empathy is offered 
by bloom (2016), who argues that empathy offers no promise of helping others. 
According to bloom, empathy may be accompanied by inhibitions, impedi-
ments and conflicts featuring high levels of sadness and pain that identify with 
others’ pain and prevent empathic people from acting on their empathy. bloom 
thus suggests that it is only anti-empathy that imbues acting persons with the 
power to assist the many. Quantitatively speaking, therefore, anti-empathy (i.e. 
indifference) may be seen as possessing a utilitarian moral advantage.

I will not presently discuss all the questions raised by this debate. In any 
case, it is difficult to deny the fact that empathy entails a certain degree of 
sadness, and as such may cause the acting person (such as a doctor) to project 
passivity – all in accordance with the degree to which this sadness affects the 
acting person, who may thus be unable to help others. If, however, the sadness 
is not too severe, helping others is still within the realm of possibility.

favor, as the opposite of passive compassion, is not necessarily driven by 
sadness and thus – by virtue of being a reasoned act – reflects activity rather 
than passivity. It should be emphasized that a sadness guided by compassion 
contains no element of malice, which is why we seek to resolve the factor which 
evokes compassion within us. This begs the question of how we are to resolve 
this factor when sadness harms our ability to act – as we have seen above and 
in our discussion of E.3: 27, c. 2 – 3. Spinoza’s remedy is thus meant for trans-
forming emotional chaos into rational order that would drive sadness away and 
would permit useful activity. Indeed, indifference as a result of self-awareness 
and reflection is not apathy, but rather a mental tool that places thought before 
emotion. In other words, it acts as a kind of internal growth engine driving 
activities that take up the place of the kind of passive sadness that exerts some 
degree of suppression on our ability to act.

6. Reasoned activism and implementation

In E.4: 59 Spinoza proposes the remedy for the emotion of sadness, stating 
that “In the case of all actions to which we are determined by a passive emo-
tion, we can be determined thereto by reason without that emotion”.

As noted above, this remedy is clearly cognitive and is made up of three 
stages: (1) critical reflection on the emotion (passive); (2) the conscious correc-
tion of the error as the key toward (3) corrective reasoned action (active).
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In the case of pity, reasoned indifference emphasizes the two elements that 
must work together: (1) “to endeavor not to be touched by pity”, referring to in-
difference; (2) awareness of the reasons for the special case I have to deal with.

Compassion is non-reasoned on account of being a saddening emotion that 
suppresses a person’s freedom of action. It does not help the giver of compas-
sion or its object. Spinoza takes care to balance our ostensible perception as 
humans against the need to support and offer assistance in times of needs since 
it is seemingly inhuman not to feel pity. This is why favor without compassion 
does not oppose reason so long as it is not carried out as a result of sadness 
and why it is a reasoned and helpful activity. The person who acts favorably 
but not as a result of sadness (compassion) is not sad and thus us more helpful 
than the person who acts as a result of pity. Spinoza’s approach in this respect 
rests on E.3, d. 8 in the Ethics which states that “by virtue and power I mean 
the same thing. Virtue, as far as it is related to man is man’s very essence, or 
nature, insofar as he has power to bring about that which can be understood 
solely through the laws of his own nature”. The nature and substance of favor 
is thus nothing but conduct driven by reasoned activism, which is the high 
level suitable for actors who seek to maximize themselves and their abilities 
as part of nature in general and as part of nature’s own reason. This ability is 
common to all human beings as sentient being due to the common cognitive 
skills all humans share (Nadler 2007: 218). Gilead (1986) considers overcoming 
the gap between theory and practice – between knowledge and its practical 
application alongside the cancellation of the dualism between humans’ and na-
ture’s reasoning – to be the Ethics’ highest degree of consciousness (453 – 458). 
human beings will thus fail to realize their essence as reasoning beings and 
will harm their self-realization for as long as this duality between metaphysical 
(indifferent) knowledge and is practice in everyday life persists. This duality 
is non-indifference, the high barrier that separates knowledge rom its actual 
application. The higher consciousness offered by Spinoza internalizes the prin-
ciple of natural indifference and is particularly available – as reasoned thought 
- to human self-awareness at stressful and distressful times where humans tend 
toward passivity (wonder). Indeed, such reasoned thought brings down the 
wall between theory and practice and transforms theoretical knowledge to 
what Spinoza refers to as “intelligent conduct”.

I believe these abilities can be inculcated by the education system in the 
form of curricula and self-help training programs. Just as we instruct a child 
to ignore another child who is bothering him, Spinoza leads us along the paths 
of Ethics to keep away the causes of sadness through reason. In both cases, the 
correction of ignoring the cause leads us to an adaptation.
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7. On the recognition of good and evil

The relations between good and evil as well as joy and sadness are not ob-
jective determinations that accord with nature, that is indifferent to our fates, 
but rather subjective determinations that relate to a subject’s own inclinations.

In the preface to part 4 of the Ethics, and as in E.1: 16, Spinoza emphasizes 
the fact that nature does not act intentionally or purposefully: nature (or god) 
acts according to its present imperative, i.e. as a result of its own nature as 
reality. The role of human reason is to internalize this fact and to equalize our 
subjective wishes and inclinations with the objective conditions of reality. The 
subject considered what we desire as good. but this is not the case. Spinoza 
stresses that we must reverse this order and determines that the good which 
we desire is desired because it is objectively good and not because we desire it 
or wish for it. We must thus place thought before emotion once more. Indeed, 
reason dictates that what reduces our ability to act is bad and what empowers 
it is good since it accords with our substance as thinking beings. In Spinoza’s 
terms: “An emotion toward a thing which we think of as inevitable [necessar-
ies] is more intense, other things being equal, than emotion toward a thing 
possible, or contingent, that is not inevitable” (E.4: 11), as opposed to “desire 
arising from pleasure is, other things being equal, stronger than desire arising 
from pain” (E.4: 18) (my emphases).

The equalization of conditions within a person’s awareness represents a bal-
ancing of consciousness against reality through reasoned cognitive action – in 
other words, the use of indifference as a basic state of reason equalizes the 
conditions of our external reality to our internal awareness according to the 
necessary chain of causation as it occurred – and this represents as a state of 
adaptation. What we are concerned with is an informed and reasoned cogni-
tive action which gives rise to a basic situation that ignores images which vio-
late the balance between the real situation and the emotions arising from an 
unreasoned image of reality. As stated by Spinoza in E.4: 27: “we know nothing 
to be certainly good or evil except what is really conducive to understanding or 
what can hinder understanding”. In other words, and as Elliott (2017) suggests, 
“[T]he intellect has knowing good and evil insofar as it has knowledge of the 
conatus [the aspiration of self-preservation] particularly as it pertains to one’s 
either becoming more or less like the rational exemplar [of a rational human 
being as part of nature]” (266).

Another key sentence in E.4 supports the above: “knowledge of evil is inad-
equate knowledge” (E.4: 64). This is because recognition of evil represents sad-
ness itself, and as such is beyond a lesser perfection that does not match human 
substance and nature. It therefore follows that it is an emotion that has nothing 
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to do with adequate ideas and is an uninformed form of awareness. It also has 
nothing to do with self-awareness and a reflexive critique of knowledge ac-
cording to the Principle of Sufficient reason (PSr) (Schneider 2014). bennet 
(1984) distinguishes between two types of reasoned perceptions in Spinoza’s 
thought. The first type, expressed in Part 2 of the Ethics, is a guiding idea that 
settles for the Principle of Sufficient reason (PSr), while the second type, ex-
pressed in Part 4 of the Ethics, is an activist internal factor that can withstand 
external influences on human impulses (184).

Anything that hinders awareness is bad since it misleads us and diverts us 
to act in a manner that does not accord with our (reasoned) nature. An inad-
equate awareness lacking the PSr would lead us to perceiving the event or ob-
ject in question as coincidental rather than necessary – which would then lead 
to the emergence of sadness in the form of pity, anger, jealousy, revenge and 
many other causes of sadness and reduce our capacity for action as discussed 
in E.3: 11 – 13. The lack of an ability to act properly is, as noted above, the 
result of a lack of balance between the emotive subject and the objective state 
of nature and constitutes a distorted perception of reality.

In this respect, Spinoza (1976 [1677]) argues that fictions are confused ide-
als that form an associative connection between distinct images that lack a 
mutually coherent, logical, determinist and total affinity, a passive kind of view 
[…] that does not involve deliberate reasoning but rather a false connection 
between the various components of the situation experienced by the acting 
person.

however, a person free of emotions who lives by the dictates of reason 
should prove indifferent to this kind of negative emotions, and is not even 
guided by a fear of death – which is something that she or he does not consider 
at all. Such a person aspires to the good which accords with her/his human 
nature – to act, to live, and to maintain her/his being. Spinoza summarizes 
the preface and the course of discussion on the indifferent contexts of good 
an evil in this part of the Ethics in E.4: 68, p. and s.: free people do not visual-
ize – so long as they are free – any concept of good and evil. A person with 
adequate ideas flows with nature and neutralizes the concept of evil. She or 
he will avoid any emotion of sadness including pity, anger, jealousy etc. The 
connection between humans and the general order of nature is thus the abil-
ity to internalize the metaphysical principles suggesting that anything which 
occurred had been inevitable, since it did in fact occur. In other words, we 
are concerned with a kind of sublimation: a change of state from inadequate 
knowledge whose sense impressions lead to sadness to adequate knowledge 
which ascribes events to necessary causation. The recognition that nothing in 
nature is intended to make things better or worse or to give rise to anger or 
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sadness increases the knowing actor’s capacity for action. This is because it 
removes that non-indifferent partition between humans, nature, and nature’s 
methods of action. This reasoned sublimation represents a kind of imitation of 
indifferent nature and it is the kind of state that should guide our perceptions 
as subjects. When encountering situations where people are capable of helping 
themselves and others, there is no cause for isolating human nature and sepa-
rating it from nature in general which acts by necessity. People should rather 
flow with nature without erecting any kind of emotional barriers. As stated by 
Spinoza: “the virtue of a free man is seen to be as great in avoiding dangers as 
in overcoming them” (E.4: 69).

Spinoza’s guidance in this respect may be summarized by the following quote:

human power is very limited and is infinitely surpassed by the power of external 
causes, and so we do not have absolute power to adapt to our purposes things external 
to us. however, we shall patiently bear [adaptation] what happens to us that is contrary 
to what is required by consideration of our own advantage, if we are conscious that 
we have done our duty and that our power was not extensive enough for us to have 
avoided the said thing, and that we are a part of a whole of Nature whose order we 
follow (E.3, app. 32. My emphasis).

The things speak for themselves when Spinoza offers us a direct philosophi-
cal remedy to our psycho-physical drawbacks centuries before the adaptation 
and sublimation psychological mechanism offered by Inhelder & Piaget (2019), 
Vaillant (2000) and others as a remedy to stressful situations, crises and emo-
tions that make it difficult for us to cope with a changing reality.

This mechanism advances the actor’s ability to control her or his environ-
ment and imbues her or him with a sense of autonomy in decision making 
and in everyday conduct to the point of self-satisfaction (ryff & Singer 1998). 
While the psychological mechanism’s notion of sublimation offers some degree 
of transition from passivity to activity, especially during times of embarrass-
ment or crisis, the internalization of the model proposed in the present article 
facilitates an educated way of life that is at the actor’s disposal at all times, and 
that is available during times of stress and embarrassment since its application 
manifests in an educated way of life as a form of continuous conduct rather 
than a tool to be used for putting out the occasional fire. The psychological 
mechanism offers the sublimation of tolerance and repression, the blurring of 
emotions through avoidance, humor and other means that do not arise from 
the domain of reason. Spinoza’s model, on the other hand, offers a reasoned 
adaptation and the sublimation of a leap from situations of emotive nebulosity 
to a lucid and clear reasonability according to the perspective of totality (i.e. 
according the indifferent perspective of Nature as a whole).
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8. Reasoned sublimation in irregular situations

In the context of education zourabichvili (2012) uses the term “indifferent” 
as an expression of the student’s transfer to a personal experience, anonymity, 
and a sense of a general nature such that this feeling will intensify the activ-
ity of self-existence. In this spirit, zourabichvili supports o’Donnell (2018) in 
that:

[…] this student self will tend to experience herself increasingly depersonalized 
and decentered as she comes to feel and understand that she is a part of nature, but 
this, curiously enough, permits of an intensified experience of existence, an openness, 
and a sense of one’s singularity beyond visceral habits and clichés of existing. The 
movement of decentering and depersonalizing strangely moves us not toward anonym-
ity but toward ‘thisness’ or haecceity—this life (824).

In E.5: 3, Spinoza states that “a passive emotion ceases to be a passive emo-
tion as soon as we form a clear and distinct idea of it”, and proceeds to state 
that “there is no affection of the body of which we cannot form a clear and 
distinct conception” (E. 5: 4).

Sublimation is a metaphor – a concept borrowed from the material domain 
and placed in the spiritual domain. The transition from state A to state C is de-
fined as sublimation – a direct transformation from solid to gas, a “sublimation” 
that bypasses an intermediate stage. zourabichvili (2002) and Sévérac (2018) 
use the term “transformation” with respect to Spinoza’s educational context. 
The concept expresses a gradual transition from the improvement of physical 
qualities and the acquisition of knowledge from childhood to adulthood at the 
peak of which the adult is released from his self-passive prison, which is influ-
enced by external factors and transformed into action by his own activity.

our human limitations do not permit us to recognize all the particulars 
of the chain of causation leading to the event that evoked negative emotions 
within us. however, as sentient beings who have internalized the metaphysical 
aspects of nature’s determinist causation we do possess the sublimatory abil-
ity to perform a reasoned and direct leap from the event as a cause of these 
negative sublimatory emotions to the cause of causes – the self-cause – nature. 
Skipping the items of the chain of causation, which forms the intermediate 
layer between our situation and the cause of causes, becomes irrelevant to our 
emotional state as soon as we become aware of the initial cause of our situation. 
This activity is referred to as emotive “refinement”, “devolvement”, or “the 
purification of materiality”. reasoned sublimation for the refinement of passive 
mental states would thus lead us to reasoned adaptation, a basic and profound 
remedy particularly suitable to us as sentient beings.
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9. The model

The law of self-preservation (conatus) is a general natural law like the physi-
cal laws of nature. This law states as follows:

1) Any object whatsoever, and any person in particular aspires to pre-
serve its existence to the best of its ability, and it is only external fac-
tors (accidents, wars, bad neighbors, wild animals, viruses, air pol-
lution, radiation, oxidation, other causes of old age and disease and 
more that may bring its existence to an end.

2) People are finite and delimited beings compared to nature, which is 
infinite.

3) There always are and always will be other factors with superior abili-
ties that may harm or cancel a person’s existence.

4) human beings care [are not indifferent to] about what occurs within 
them and in their environment.

Therefore, human beings determine what is good and what is bad accord-
ing to what they perceive as things that advance or inhibit their existence. 
Therefore, if I think of something as good and I desire it since it advances my 
existence or improves my standard of living, I shall act – insofar as it is within 
my power – to remove anything which inhibits my existence or harms my stan-
dard of living.

Since it is human nature to determine what is good and what is bad accord-
ing to the aforementioned law of self-preservation, human beings classify good 
and bad as two poles. The mandate of reason dictates that it is better to be 
located as close as possible to the pole that advances human existence – which 
is perceived by reason as being good.

It has thus far been possible to summarize and state that the mandate of 
reason dictates that:

Anything that empowers my ability to act (the activeness of my being) is good, and 
anything which restricts my ability to act (the passivity that harms my existence) is bad.

As a thinking and sentient being, humans acting in accordance with the 
mandate of reason advance themselves toward the good and avoid the bad 
and thus realize their essence as an existing ‘is’ in the spirit of the law of self-
preservation.
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The good: acTion The bad: being acTed on

Self-action Passivity on account of external factors

Anything that expands or develops 
my ability to act such as self-fulfill-
ment, happiness, love, sympathy, 
hope, confidence, cheerfulness, co-
operating with others, etc.

Anything that restricts my ability to 
act such as sadness, depression, jeal-
ousy, anger, compassion, shame, ap-
prehension, fear, meekness, etc.

QuesTion: how can I move toward the good side when I am on the bad side 
(e.g. when I am sad, angry, jealous or depressed)?

answer: by availing yourself of reason, whose role is to internalize the fact 
that it is only external factors that turn you toward the bad side [the red side]. 
You can move away from this emotional state (which causes you to be non-
indifferent and caring toward the external environment) to an understanding 
that an indifferent-reasoned state on your part expresses a state of emotional 
non-submission to the external reasons that suppress the existential activity 
of your own self. This understanding is kind of an internal activism in and 
of itself on the part of your own self. When you gaze upon your own self and 
its ability for action (its activeness), you experience a state of satisfaction that 
constitutes a kind of self-fulfillment and an increased ability to act on your part 
which forms the beginning of your movement away from sadness and towards 
happiness [the blue side].

This movement from the red side to the blue side constitutes an emotional 
adaptation to the external environment – whatever it may be.

QuesTion: how may feelings of sadness be suppressed, and reasoned 
thought applied, in order to move from sadness toward feelings of happiness?

answer: This requires the internalization of a number of metaphysical rules 
that accord with the rationale of all sentient beings (humans). When you are on 
the red side, these reasoned rules are at your disposal for use as tools for over-
coming your sadness and for moving from a passive state toward actual action.

QuesTion: What are these rules?
answer:

1) Nature as an infinite totality is certainly its own cause and the pri-
mary and necessary cause of anything that takes place in the universe 
and necessarily the cause of any thing or object as well as the cause of 
anything that happens to you on account of external factors.

2) Anything that happens in the world happens necessarily and not ac-



28 AbrAhAM MouNITz 

cidentally. There is no coincidence, only our inability to recognize 
the entire sequence of the chain of causation from proximal cause 
to event (that may be known) and ultimately to the cause of causes, 
which is nature as a whole.

3) human beings are part of nature, and not walled islands within na-
ture. human beings are fed by nature, breathe in nature, exist in 
nature, and live within the framework of closer and more distant 
human groups.

4) The laws of physics – as the laws of nature – apply to human beings 
just as they apply to anything else (inanimate objects, plants, and liv-
ing beings). The same applies to the laws of psychology (emotions, 
thoughts, and sensations) that derive from the law of self-preservation.

5) Nature as a whole is indifferent to human existence and fate as well 
as to humans’ psychological and physical state – whether on the blue 
or red side – and it conducts itself according to its nature with or 
without human intervention. The only thing nature cannot control is 
human reason given that it is a copy of nature’s own reasoning.

The role of humans as those who are meant to fulfill the law of self-preser-
vation which is in fact the essence of their existence – mimicking nature and 
striving to neutralize the effect of external factors on negative emotions, i.e. 
being emotionally indifferent to anything that inhibits humans’ ability to act – 
given that such inhibition goes against human nature.

QuesTion: how can emotions that suppress the human ability to act and 
drag them toward sadness and passivity be neutralized?

answer: once humans understand, know and internalize that the cause of 
causes, which is god or nature is the primary and necessary cause of human 
sadness, leading them to skip any attempt to recognize the chain of causation 
from the saddening event to its primary cause (source) – and thus move from 
the red side to the blue side (from the heat of emotional fire to the water that 
douses the emotional flame).

This transition is similar to physical sublimation – the transition from a cer-
tain state of matter to another state of matter while skipping all intermediate 
states. humans adapt to their environment and flow with the river (the world) 
and do not attempt to swim against its strong current. humans adapt to their 
environment and thus begin to act in a reasoned matter, availing themselves 
of the current (the conduct of nature) and directing themselves to reasoned 
conduct – meant for advancing their self-preservation – their existence as part 
of the world rather than a separate (non-indifferent) part of it.



 SPINozA: rEASoNED INDIffErENCE AS AN INTroDuCTIoN To ADAPTATIoN 29

10.   Epilogue

reasoned sublimation as a “clear and distinct idea” transitions us from 
“passive emotion” to a “clear and distinct conception of the situation” without 
the mediation of an intermediate layer in the form of the chain of causation 
that led to this situation.

In the context of the present discussion, the sensation of pity ceases to be 
passive when we frame it as a lucid, clear, and adequate idea, which is what 
it actually is from the perspective of nature (or god) as a whole. Viewing the 
adequate idea is a reasoned activity of “condition equalization” between the 
subjective emotion of sadness as a confused idea and the objective natural 
state which is indifferent to the object of our sadness. “Condition equaliza-
tion” thus refers to the “framing” of the emotion in a reasoned-metaphysical 
framework, its neutralization with respect to the subjective environment, and 
its perception within the framework of the objective (true) state of nature. In 
other words, it refers to an understanding that we are concerned with a situa-
tion caused by necessity (Delassus 2014). The transition from the imbalanced 
state of reduced perfection to a balanced state of extensive perfection is a rea-
soned state of copying or a reasoned imitation of nature’s indifferent conduct. 
In other words, what we are concerned with is the self-awareness of a person’s 
place and objective state within an infinite totality. Indeed, Spinoza himself 
provides an imprimatur for this understanding in E.5: 6: “Insofar as the mind 
understands all things as governed by necessity, to that extent it has greater 
power over emotions, i.e. it is less passive in respect of them”.

This is because nature itself is free of emotions, does not conduct itself ac-
cording to human concepts of good and evil, does not sense the emotions of 
either joy or sadness, and does neither love nor hate any human whatsoever 
(E.5: 17 & 17 c.). And again, in order to move from passive to active, Spinoza 
guides us, as we instruct a child to ignore a child who is bothering him. An 
adaptive child is an adult child, an adaptive person is an intelligent person.

Abraham Mounitz
drmounitz@gmail.com

zefat Academic College



30 AbrAhAM MouNITz 

References

barbaras, f., 2007, Spinoza: La Science Mathematique du Salut [The Mathematical Sci-
ence of Salvation], CNrS Editions, Paris.

bennet, J., 1984, A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, Cambridge university Press, Cambridge.
bennet, J., 1996, “Spinoza’s Metaphysics”, in D. Garret (ed.), The Cambridge Compan-

ion to Spinoza, Cambridge university Press, Cambridge: 61-88.
ben-Shlomo, J., 2012, Ha’Etgar Shel Ha’Spinozism [The Challenge of Spinoza and Spi-

nozism], Carmel Publishing, Jerusalem [hebrew].
bloom, P., 2016, Against Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion, harperCollins 

Publishers, New York, NY.
Curley, E., 2014, “how Spinozistic was Toland’s Pantheism”, in A. Kasher (ed.), Models 

of God and Alternative Ultimate Realities, Springer Science and business Media, 
Dordrecht: 643-653.

Della rocca, M., 1996, Representation and the Mind-Body Problem in Spinoza, oxford 
university Press, oxford. 

Della rocca, M., 2008, Spinoza, edited by b. Leiter, routledge, London-New York.
Delassus, E., 2014, Être malade: accepter pour résister [being sick: accept to resist], vis-

ited 01 June 2019, https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01082013/document.
Delassus, E., 2018, Spinoza - La troisième partie de L’Éthique: Une géométrie des affects 

[Spinoza - Part III of the Ethics: The Geometry of Emotions], visited 01 June 2019, 
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01710193/document.

Elliot, J., 2017, “Maimonides and Spinoza on God and Evil: A reappraisal of W.z. 
harvey”, in Iyyun: The Jerusalem Philosophical Quarterly, 66, 3: 258-270.

Gilead, A., 1986, Darka Shel Torat Shpinoza Le’Shita Filosofit [The Way of Spinoza’s 
Philosophy toward a Philosophical System], bialik Institute, Jerusalem [hebrew].

Glare, P.G.W., 2012, ed., Oxford Latin Dictionary, Second Edition, oxford university 
Press, oxford.

Golomb, J., 2015, “Kama refleksiyot bi’Sdot ha’Krav Shel ha’filosfiya: Shirat 
ha’Yona Le’regel Tsetiy Le’Gimlaot [reflections on the battlefields of Philoso-
phy], in Iyyun: The Jerusalem Philosophical Quarterly, 64, 4: 451-465.

Green, K., 2016, “Spinoza on Self-hatred”, in Iyyun: The Jerusalem Philosophical Quar-
terly, 65, 1: 73-95.

Inhelder, b., Piaget, J., 2002, The Growth of Logical thinking From Childhood to Ado-
lescence, routledge, London and New York.

Kisner, M.J., 2008, “Spinoza’s Virtuous Passions”, in The Review of Metaphysics, 61, 4: 
759-783.

Labuffe, M., 2010, From Bondage to Freedom: Spinoza on Human Excellence, oxford 
university Press, oxford.

Mounitz A., berenson. A., 2016, “The human Desire for Pleasure as a basis for the 
unity of Mankind: Empiric research Validating Spinoza’s 350 Year-old Philoso-

https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01082013/document
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01710193/document


 SPINozA: rEASoNED INDIffErENCE AS AN INTroDuCTIoN To ADAPTATIoN 31

phy”, in European Journal of Education Studies, 2, 3: 64-79.
Nadler, S., 2011, A Book Forged in Hell: Spinoza’s Scandalous Treatise and the Birth of 

the Secular Age, Princeton university Press, Princeton, NJ.
o’Donnell, A., 2018, “Spinoza, experimentation and education: how things teach us”, 

in Educational Philosophy and Theory, 50, 9: 819-829. doi:10.1080/00131857.2017.1
382351.

Piaget, J., Inhelder, b., 2019 [1966], La Psychologie de l’Enfant, Presses universitaires 
de france, Paris, Eng. Tr. by h. Weaver, 2019, basic books, New York, NY.

rutherford, D., 2010, “Spinoza’s Conception of Law: Metaphysics and Ethics”, in Y. 
Melamed and M. rosenthal (eds.), Theological-Political Treatise, Cambridge univer-
sity Press, Cambridge: 143-167.

ryff, C.D., Singer b., 1998, “The Contours of Positive human health”, in Psychologi-
cal Inquiry, 9, 1: 1-28.

Schneider, D., 2014, “Spinoza’s PSr as a Principle of Clear and Distinct representa-
tion”, in Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 95, 1: 109-128.

Sévérac, P., 2018, L’enfant est-il un adulte en plus petit? Anthropologie et psychologie de 
l’enfance à partir de Spinoza [Is the child a smaller adult? The Anthropology and 
Psychology of Childhood according to Spinoza], visited 01 June 2019, https://jour-
nals.openedition.org/asterion/3406

Spinoza, b., 1976 [1677], Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione; n.p., Amsterdam. heb. 
tr. by N. Spiegel, introduction and notes by J. ben-Shlomo, 1976, Ma’amar ‘Al Tikun 
Ha’Sechel, Magnes Press, Jerusalem.

Spinoza, b., 2002[1677], Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione; n.p., Amsterdam. Eng. 
Tr. by S. Shirley in Spinoza: Complete Works: 1-30, 2002, Treatise on the Emendation 
of the Intellect, hackett Publishing Company, Inc., Indianapolis, IN.

Spinoza, b., 2002a[c. 1660], Korte Verhandeling van God, de mensch en deszelvs wel-
stand; n.p., Amsterdam. Eng. Tr. by S. Shirley in Spinoza: Complete Works: 31-107, 
2002, Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being, hackett Publishing Com-
pany, Inc., Indianapolis, IN.

Spinoza, b., 2002b[1677], Ethica Ordine Geometrico Demonstrata; n.p., Amsterdam. 
Eng. Tr. by S. Shirley in Spinoza: Complete Works: 213-382, 2002, Ethics, hackett 
Publishing Company, Inc., Indianapolis, IN.

Spinoza, b., 2002c[1661-1676], Epistolae; n.p., Amsterdam, rijnsburg, Voorburg, The 
hague. Eng, Tr. by S. Shirley in Spinoza: Complete Works: 755-960, 2002, The Let-
ters, hackett Publishing Company, Inc., Indianapolis, IN.

Steenbakkers, P., 2009, “The Geometrical order in the Ethics”, in o. Koistinen (ed.), 
The Cambridge Companion to Spinoza’s Ethics, Cambridge university Press, Cam-
bridge: 42-55.

Vaillant, G.E., 1993, The Wisdom of the Ego, harvard university Press, Cambridge, MA.
Vaillant, G.E., 2000, “Adaptive Mental Mechanisms: Their role in a Positive Psychol-

ogy”, in American Psychologist, 55, 1: 89-98.

https://journals.openedition.org/asterion/3406
https://journals.openedition.org/asterion/3406


32 AbrAhAM MouNITz 

zahavi, D., 2015, “Empathy ≠ sharing: Perspectives from Phenomenology and Devel-
opmental Psychology”, in Consciousness and Cognition, 36: 543-553.

zourabichvili, f., 2002, Le conservatisme paradoxal de Spinoza: Enfance et royauté [Spi-
noza’s Paradoxical Conservatism: Childhood and royalty], Presses universitaires 
de france, Paris.

zourabichvili, f., 2012 [1994, 2003], Deleuze: Une philosophie de l’événement; Le vo-
cabulaire de Deleuze, Presses universitaires de france, Paris; Ellipses, Paris; Eng. 
Tr. by K. Aarons, Edited by Gregg Lambert and Daniel W. Smith, Deleuze: A Phi-
losophy of the Event together with The Vocabulary of Deleuze, Edinburgh university 
Press, Edinburgh.

Appendix 1
Sample Questionnaire based on Spinoza’s Model

independenT Variable: Intellectual Capacity.
hidden independenT Variable: The extent of applied control of intellectual knowledge
dependenT Variable: Degree of Adaptability to Stressful Situations (application ca-

pacity – the reasoned transition from non-indifferent emotion to indifferent 
reason).

MeasureMenT scale: (1) – to a very great extent; (2) to a great extent; (3) to a medium 
extent; (4) to a very limited extent; (5) not at all.

QuesTions:
1. To which extent do you believe that whatever occurs in the world occurs neces-

sarily rather than coincidentally?
2. To which extent do you believe that what has taken place in the world thus far 

is the result of circumstantial conduct that took place with or without you?
3. Do human beings, in your opinion, form part of nature as a whole (the world) 

or are they a separate ‘nature reserve’ (an island) within nature as a whole?
4. In your opinion, is nature as a whole (the entire world) indifferent to our fate 

as human beings?
No need to continue the questionnaire if question 4 is answered in the negative.

5. To which extent can the recognition of nature’s indifference to your predica-
ment in stressful situations make it easier for you to adapt to situations you find 
unpleasant (stressful situations)?

6. To which extent does this understanding (presented above in questions 1-4) 
allow you to neutralize negative emotions such as sadness, anger, jealousy, pity, 
and embarrassment?

7. To which extent do you view the neutralization of the aforementioned emo-
tions as something that might help you act in stressful situations?
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8. To which extent do you view the neutralization of negative emotions (detailed 
in question 7) as an empowerment of your personal capacity to act better in 
stressful situations?

9. To which extent, in your opinion, shall the aforementioned recognition ad-
vance your capacities to help others (such as a traffic accident casualty)?

10. To which extent do you believe that an internalization of the understanding 
that stressful situations are necessarily caused (i.e. are the result of a chain of 
causation that takes place with or without you) is a practical activity rather than 
a form of theoretical thinking?

Appendix 2
Interviews

(The names are fictitious)

silVio is 53 years old, married and has one daughter who is currently completing her 
mandatory military service and one son, currently 12 years old. Lives in the city of 
Akko (Acre). his cognitive situation is excellent, his memory is excellent, and he is 
in good physical health. he is a computer programmer by training. he experienced 
a traumatic event three years ago when he discovered his wife sleeping with another 
man in his [Silvio’s] own bed. his wife subsequently had a restraining order issued 
against him. his mother became ill a year ago and he dedicated most of his time to 
caring for his mother at the hospital. his mother literally passed away in his arms. 
his long absences from work led to his termination. he has not been able to work 
since the event. When I met him, he was completely destitute and alternated be-
tween sleeping at friends’ houses or at his married sister’s house and eating at their 
expense. his mental situation was poor; he was incapable of taking responsibility 
for himself, or even carrying out basic tasks that could improve his living circum-
stances. Searching for a job, for example, seemed to him like an almost impossible 
task akin to scaling an impossibly high wall. his mental state appeared to indicate 
a kind of emotional nullity, total desperation and an inability to employ his good 
cognitive abilities.

 I met him once a week for 3-hour sessions for a period of about three weeks as well 
as conducted twice-weekly phone calls lasting about 30 minutes each. I gradually 
exposed him to Spinoza’s model in the course of our conversations and stressed 
the indifferent view which he must apply to the reality surrounding him as well 
as the external causes that neutralize his ability to act and lead him to surrender 
to his sadness, depression and tendency to view simple tasks as being impossible. 
Employing the lens of the Spinozan model I presented to him allowed him to suc-
cessfully evoke cognitive abilities and reflect on his situation. According to him, “I 
internalized the principle [of indifference], that what happens around me forms 
part of nature as a whole that is indifferent to my fate and this [understanding] 
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imbued me with the ability to view myself [reflexively] in relation to the reality in 
which I exist and the emotional swamp I am trudging through. As we proceeded, 
I understood that it was only my own power [abilities] that could sustain me and 
that my reasoned mind should cope with this morass which is essentially a kind of 
virtual reality”. It did not take long for him to find a new job and he is currently 
functioning well. his adaptation is not only manifested in his words but also in his 
behavior – he does not feel anger toward or seeks vengeance on his wife, and also 
accepts his mother’s death as a determinist fait accompli. According to him “the 
wall that formerly existed between me and the task of finding a new job suddenly 
became a thin thread I could easily skip over”.

dina is a 62-year-old married woman with two daughters and 5 grandchildren. Dina 
has been working as a senior nurse at a Northern Israeli hospital for the past 24 
years. At the time of our first interview she served as the head nurse of the internal 
medicine ward, a position she was assigned to after working in other wards includ-
ing the emergency medicine ward (the Er). her physical state is very good, she 
exercises twice a week and her cognitive state is excellent. She has recently been 
finding it very difficult to care for a severely ill patient which has been admitted to 
her ward. She states that she “cannot understand how someone like myself, who 
has acted properly in difficult cases and cared for injured Er patients, is incapable 
of caring for her and helping her at present”. She proceeded to explain that “this 
patient has been hospitalized in my ward for a long time, she has a charming per-
sonality and a big heart, she doesn’t complain and does not groan; she captured my 
heart and I formed such an emotional connection to her that I identify with her 
difficult situation and it kills me that I can’t care for her myself”.

 It is quite readily apparent that the high functional barrier that arose between Dina 
and the professional approach required of a longtime and experienced nurse as 
well as her emotional and non-indifferent identification with the patient did her a 
disservice and caused her mental distress to the point of losing the ability to realize 
her professional capacity. This non-indifference caused by her emotional sympathy 
led Dina to what Spinoza described as pity, which he brands as a kind of sadness 
that affects a person’s capacity for action.

 It was as early as our first meeting that Dina revealed herself as possessing an excel-
lent capacity for reflection and self-criticism that accords with reality and yet also as 
a person who lacks “emotion-neutralizing” cognitive tools for coping with her situ-
ation. five 90-minute instructional meetings allowed Dina to internalize Spinoza’s 
determinist model such that she could use it in practice. She noted “the reasoning 
abilities I acquired from the model, and especially the transition from an emotional 
state to the understanding that anything that has occurred happened necessarily 
[determinism]. Nature as a whole as well as external causes (the patient’s severe 
prognosis) beyond my control caused me to become passive and unable to realize 
my professional knowledge in an objective manner and in the patient’s favor”. It was 
not long before Dina adapted to her objective situation and began caring for the 
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patient in a more emotionally robust manner that she acquired by placing reason 
before emotion and by perceiving the bigger (determinist) picture of reality.

asher is a 36-year-old man, married and without children. he is good-looking, solidly 
built, well-dressed and brimming with calm self-confidence. My first meeting with 
Asher, who owns a successful Tel Aviv restaurant, took place on the steps of the Tel 
Aviv rabbinical Court where he was waiting to be called for another deliberation 
of the divorce he filed against his wife. I accompanied him on the steps and to the 
Courtroom door.

 our background discussion of his case revealed an emotional person full of anger 
and feelings of vengeance. “Let me just finish these divorce proceedings and I’ll 
make sure that she smells the flowers from six feet under”, he said defiantly in the 
direction of his wife who was also waiting for the deliberation nearby. This ostensi-
bly appears to be a complex case of a wounded ego that almost got into a fight with 
strangers whose own deliberations were scheduled before him.

 The deliberation with the rabbinical judges ended with no practical solutions. I 
had since accompanied him alternately for three and a half months including a 
one-month break. The meeting protocols reveal 13 one to two-hour sessions whose 
frequency and length was determined by his priorities and by business affairs that 
required his personal attendance at his restaurant. I spent time observing his walk-
ing during the restaurant’s opening hours and conveyed my critical remarks hoping 
to make him view himself from the outside. It was important to me that he accus-
tomed himself to reflective observation such that he may be able to crack the cover 
of blindness his ego developed between himself and reality. The first signs of such 
a crack appeared after he initiated a one-month break in our sessions. our sessions 
resumed after this one-month break. At this point in time, he was much softer and 
more attentive.

 The ‘philosophical therapy’ in the spirit of the Spinozan model took place very in-
tensively and was accompanied by guided and attentive reading of key passages in 
Spinoza’s Ethics on his part (as a distrustful person, he had to examine the source 
to the therapeutic method. This also built up a degree of trust between me and him 
and convinced him that I was not experimenting on him).

 The results exceeded our expectations. Asher stated that “I was reborn. I am a dif-
ferent person. our reading and your explanation allowed me to view reality with 
rose-tinted lenses and neutralized a lot of emotions in me. In hindsight, I realize 
that I was imprisoned by my ego and acted as if the devil was pulling my strings and 
manipulating my actions. I now know where true power lies. I used the reasoned 
indifference I internalized to cut the devil’s strings and I view my actions as driven 
solely by my internal generator and not by any external factor”.

 In summary, Asher is no longer angry toward his wife, is no longer jealous, and is 
completely without feelings of vengeance. he states that he accepts her as she is – as 
a necessary thing whose character, desires and behavior are not his responsibility. 
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In Asher’s words, “there are reasons for this that not even she recognizes, and I 
don’t blame her for that”. his impressive sublimation ability that allowed him to 
transform from a calm state to an angry, threatening and violent state in a heartbeat 
was transformed through his internalization of Spinoza’s philosophical model into 
a reasoned kind of sublimation, an adaptation to reality. The same reality that was 
formerly stormy and tempestuous appears – when viewed reasonably – as some-
thing that is not coincidental but rather necessary, as being derived by a chain of 
causation, and as something that must be accepted calmly since human actions 
form part of the necessary conduct of nature as a whole. human beings are thus not 
a separate realm of nature but rather part of nature as a whole acting according to 
natural laws. Therefore, anything that occurs was derived from a chain of causation 
that began with the six days of creation.
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