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Abstract
Michael Della Rocca has claimed that using intuitions expressed in everyday language for philosophical purposes leads to a “taming of philosophy.” The present article uses an aspect of Christian Wolff’s arguments from common notions as a test case for this claim. It is argued that arguments from common linguistic usage in Wolff’s analysis of imputation allow for reasoned choices between competing philosophical theories and provide insights into aspects of social reality that are expressed in common notions. This is so because Wolff does not analyze everyday concepts one by one but rather explores their mutual connections.
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1. Common Notions and the Question of the “Taming of Philosophy”

In  Wolff’s metaphilosophy, notiones communes played a significant role.[endnoteRef:1] The basic idea occurs in the Horae subsecivae Marburgenses (1729): “All our cognition takes its origin from common notions that are acquired through experience, which we use in common language and all common transactions of life” (Horae, 129). In Wolff’s view, the task of philosophy consists in transforming these concepts into distinct concepts and designating them with terms whose meanings are determinate, stable, and independent from images. This is what makes the definitions of these concepts a suitable starting point for universal propositions from which truths can be deduced a priori. In this sense, Wolff holds that the concepts used in deductive reasoning “are connected with common notions and derive their light from them” (Horae,  130). This is why, in cases of doubt, the correspondence to common notions can be used as a criterion for the adequacy of theoretical claims. Upholding theoretical claims that are incompatible with common notions could only be done at the price of giving up the common usage accepted by all, which is a generally acknowledged normative practice (praxis rectrix) (Horae, 131). Wolff is clear that this implies that the concepts used in theoretical reasoning can at best have the degree of certainty that the common notions have that function as the criteria for their adequacy (Horae, 131).  [1:  The importance of the theory of notiones communes for Wolff’s metaphilosophy has not found much attention by his commentators. Ruello (1963) gives some detailed considerations to the relation between Wolff’s usage of scholastic maxims and the theory of common notions. Common notions are briefly mentioned in Gómez Tutor (2004, 155-56), and in Albrecht/Wolff (2011, 237; 255, note 13). Reference to common notions is absent from Buchenau 2002.] 

In early modern thought, the thesis that there are notions common to the minds of all (healthy, grown-up) human beings was understood in widely diverging ways.[endnoteRef:2] One understanding invoked the Platonic innate ideas that are both in the human mind and the realm of abstract, eternal entities (see Mantovani 2019); another understanding invoked Aristotelian abstractions and generalizations (see Hanke 2019); a further understanding invoked Stoic-Epicurean anticipations or presumptions (see Blank 2022a); and yet another understanding invoked common linguistic usage (usus loquendi) (see Blank 2017). Wolff understood a notio communis neither as a Platonic idea that is innate in the human mind, nor as a universal that results from a conscious process of abstraction, nor as a commonly shared but revisable starting-point of our reasoning, but rather as a content that is common to many minds, even if it may not be recognized with sufficient clarity and completeness. And the central argument for the existence of such mental contents is that they are expressed in everyday language (in sermone communi) (Ontologia, § 9)—the vernacular languages used by people without any special professional or academic training (PE § 620, note).  [2:  For overviews of early modern conceptions of common notions, see Schneider (1984); Laerke (2015, 138-140; 151-158); Blank/Jalobeanu (2019).] 

Grounding philosophy on the analysis of concepts expressed in everyday language, as Wolff does, touches upon a problem that Michael Della Rocca recently labeled “The Taming of Philosophy.” The problem stems from developments in twentieth-century analytical philosophy, in particular the view that philosophy should, as much as possible, accommodate our everyday intuitions—the concepts and beliefs expressed in everyday language and for which we usually do not seek justification. There are three central concerns that Della Rocca voices: (1) In the method of intuition, “when there is some kind of conflict between them, no one way of resolving the conflict is dictated” (Taming, 194). (2) In the method of intuition “one’s focus is directly on our intuitions about the world, i.e., on bits of our psychology instead of on bits of extra-mental reality” (Taming, 191). (3) The method of intuition is “too conservative: it doesn’t allow for the radical changes in beliefs that are sometimes required by the aspect of reality that one is investigating” (Taming, 187).  
Della Rocca offers his considerations in the context of the question of how writing the history of early modern philosophy should be done. He draws a contrast between a central trend in twentieth- and early twenty-first-century analytical philosophy and a divergent trend in early modern philosophy. To be sure, Della Rocca takes the difference to be a matter of degree: “One can find elements of it (sc. the method of intuition) in just about any historical philosopher” (Taming, 179). Still, he regards thinkers such as Spinoza and Leibniz as being mainly concerned with projects that overturn our everyday conceptions of reality. Concerning Spinoza and Leibniz, critical responses to Della Rocca have suggested that the analysis of everyday conceptions of mental capacities and physical reality may have played a larger metaphilosophical role than may be evident at first sight.[endnoteRef:3] The present article will extend such a line of interpretation to Wolff’s usage of common notions. Contrary to what his programmatic statements might lead one to expect, arguments from common notions are not ubiquitous in Wolff’s writings. But there are clusters of such arguments in Wolff’s discussion of several topics in logic, metaphysics, and ethics. As to ethics, the use of common notions in his discussion of duties of esteem and the concept of imputation stands out. Since I have focused on the former issue in a previous article (Christian Wolff on Common Notions), I will focus on the latter issue here; and going beyond what I have done previously, I will use it as a test case for Della Rocca’s objections. [3:  As to Spinoza, see Renz (2015); as to Leibniz, see Blank (2022b).] 

Considering the objection that there is no way of deciding between competing philosophical theories that invoke intuitions requires taking a comparative approach. The focus here will be on the contrast between Wolff’s analysis of imputation and the analysis found in Christian Thomasius (1655–1728). Although Wolff never mentions Thomasius’s analysis of imputation, it is a useful point of comparison that shows that arguing from everyday beliefs can lead to substantial philosophical disagreement. To be sure, taking a comparative approach to Wolff and Thomasius could seem to be incongruous. This would be the case if one were to regard Wolff and Thomasius to be advocates of “rival enlightenments”—Thomasius as an advocate of anti-metaphysical, civil philosophy, Wolff as an anachronistic relic of scholastic metaphysics (see Hunter, Rival Enlightenments). Assessing the plausibility of this dichotomy generally goes beyond the scope of a single article. But in the following pages, it will become clear that many of the common notions that Wolff applies in his analysis of imputation derive from practical, not metaphysical contexts and that the metaphysical premises that he does apply are themselves supported by common notions. This may not be far from Thomasius’s view that the analysis of the basic concepts of natural law could be grounded in common sense (sensus communis). If so, then it could be informative to ask whether Wolff offers the theoretical resources for deciding between rival philosophical claims. 
The crucial idea that explains why Wolff’s analysis of imputation is more persuasive than Thomasius’s and why it offers the theoretical resources to answer Della Rocca’s concerns is Wolff’s conception of an elementary system (systema elementare) (Horae, 129). According to this conception, common notions should not be taken into consideration one by one; rather, they stand in complex logical relations to each other, and the meaning of a given common notion cannot be fully analyzed without taking extended networks of common notions into account. Moreover, Wolff ascribes to the elementary system of common notions the function to prevent the “systematic intellect” (intellectus systematicus, that is, the intellect building systems of deductive reasoning) from falling into error, and they are the starting point for forming the notions that the systematic intellect uses (Horae, 129). Wolff’s view that common notions do not occur in isolation provides the argumentative foundation that allows for a decision between rival accounts of imputation. Also, the idea of an elementary system meets Della Rocca’s objection that the method of intuition replaces an investigation of reality with an investigation of human psychology. Because Wolff integrates into the elementary system a large number of common notions relating to social life (an aspect of reality), this objection may be less cogent for issues in practical philosophy than it may be for issues in theoretical philosophy. Whether or not relying on common notions in practical philosophy is too conservative essentially depends on whether they are adequate in describing social realities. 

2. Common Notions and the Concept of Imputation

Wolff’s concept of imputation involves both causal and normative aspects. The causal aspects are evident when he defines imputation as a judgment that declares an agent to be a free cause of the effects of the action (PPU I, § 527). The normative aspects are evident when Wolff explains that the action’s effects are not only the consequences that the action has for the well-being of others and the agent but also the natural obligations that arise from the action (PPU I, § 527, note). This analysis of imputation diverges markedly from Thomasius’s. According to Thomasius, imputing an action is nothing other than declaring someone to be its producer (autor) (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 70). This does not mean that a normative dimension would be absent from his analysis. Imputing an action means assigning rewards, punishments, or duties of restitution to an agent (Fundamenta 1.7, § 24). But Thomasius denies that the connection between the consequences of an action and the assignment of obligations needs to be mediated by considerations concerning free will (Fundamenta, 1.1, §§ 70; 108). The reason for this is straightforward: Thomasius denies the reality of freedom of indifference (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 66). This, in turn, is supported by the consideration that “the power of external things moves not only the faculties of the human body but also thoughts themselves, especially the sensitive thoughts; and, indeed, also the will or appetite of humans” (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 39).
Here we are confronted with a real philosophical disagreement. At the same time, both Wolff and Thomasius invoke notions that are supposed to be common to all (healthy, grown-up) humans. Thomasius takes an approach to natural law that is based on “common sense,” where he understands the contents of common sense to arise from sensible experience (Fundamenta, “Caput prooemiale,” § 24). This approach is put to work in his denial of the reality of freedom of will. He takes the insight that “it is false that the will cannot be forced” to be something that everyday experience (quotidiana experientia) shows (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 40). For instance, it is shown by the asymmetry between vegetative and intellectual powers: “All powers of the human bodies can trigger the intellect, whereas the intellect governs neither the locomotive, nor the concocting, nor the generating power, even if the moderation or intemperateness of thoughts can be useful or harmful for these powers” (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 41). The observation about the causal influence of moderation of thought on bodily functions in turn is qualified by the observation that the moderation or intemperateness of thought itself derives from bodily influences (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 41). These observations are meant to show that it is contrary to common sense to take a choice to be an immanent action of the will (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 53). The only sense of freedom that Thomasius accepts concerns the relation between intellect and will: “The intellect … has its liberty and its servitude, both not intrinsically but extrinsically in relation to the will. Intrinsically it is neither free nor subservient, but a necessary power lacking all choice” (Fundamenta, 1.1, § 65). This is how Thomasius uses common-sensical considerations concerning the dependence of the intellect on external influences to show why there cannot be any meaningful connection between the concepts of freedom and imputation.
In contrast, Wolff holds that there is a common notion of freedom that is built into our common notion of imputation. To begin with, Wolff draws a distinction between will and sensitive appetite that he regards as an expression of common notions. Wolff defines the will as rational appetite, i.e., an appetite that arises from believing that we have distinct cognition of some good quality inhering in the desired object (PE, § 880). The only difference between sensible appetite and the will is that distinctly thinking that there is some good quality in the desired object is absent in the former and present in the latter (PE, § 886). As Wolff claims, using the terms in this way fixes a conceptual distinction that is present in everyday linguistic usage and thereby avoids coining new meanings (PE, § 886). This is supported by the following consideration that “as soon as we represent something as good for us, we desire it” (PE § 891). In Wolff’s view, this is something that “we experience in ourselves provided that we are attentive to what we are conscious of in ourselves” (PE § 589). Accordingly, he takes the insight into the causal powers of the distinct representation of something as being good for us to belong to the insights that can be gained by drawing attention to our acts of the will; and philosophy has merely the task of giving a stimulus toward developing this kind of self-knowledge (PE, § 890).
Something analogous holds for sensitive appetite. Wolff claims that a sensitive appetite always involves a confused representation of something that we take to be good for us, and holds that all that is needed to persuade ourselves of this insight is to draw attention to the inner life of our soul (PE, § 893). Usually, we are not attentive to what is hidden in these confused ideas and do not know how to disentangle their content (PE, § 893). But that these ideas motivate our actions is shown by how we respond to questions. For instance, when we eat some unhealthy food, we say that its taste is highly enjoyable for us and, in this sense, seems to be good for us (PE, § 894).
Using this conceptual framework, Wolff spells out a concept of degrees of freedom by drawing two distinctions: (1) that between being determined by rational deliberation and by sensitive desires, and (2) that between being determined by internal factors and by external factors. As to the former distinction, Wolff notes that a sensitive appetite can agree with a rational appetite; but this happens rarely (PE, § 909) and belongs to the highest perfections attainable for us (PE, § 909, note). Usually, there is an antagonism between these appetites, and one reason for this lies in our cognitive limitations because the notion that we have of the goodness of things is always to some degree confused (PE, § 313), and memory is a source of confusion of its own (PE, § 910). A further reason for the different modifications of rational appetite is that sensitive appetite itself has degrees (PE, § 599). Rational appetite is modified according to the different degrees of the sensitive appetite, which can lead to diverging results: when the sensitive appetite is contrary to the rational appetite, the rational appetite becomes more confused; when the sensitive appetite agrees with the rational appetite, the rational appetite becomes stronger than would be warranted on rational grounds (PE, § 911). 
The second aspect of the concept of degrees of freedom derives from the relation between internal and external factors that determine action. The cognitive aspect of the will understood as rational appetite implies a sense in which the will cannot be forced from the outside: “no external force can bring it about that something seems good or bad to which no-one can doubt” (PE, § 927). This implies that motives do not act on the soul as external forces do (PE, § 931); rather, “the soul determines itself to willing or rejecting something according to its motives” (PE, § 932). This is confirmed by what we experience in ourselves when we are attentive enough (PE, § 932, note). This inner experience explains how we form the concept of spontaneity, understood as an intrinsic principle to determine oneself to act (PE, § 933). 
In Wolff’s view, this is the common notion of freedom that is built into the common notion of imputation. Still, he is aware that some people hold a different concept of imputation when they impute not only free actions but also all consequences of action to an agent (PPU I, § 527, note). He takes this to be an instance of the “inconstancy of speaking” (inconstantia loquendi) that he contrasts with common usage (usus loquendi). How can Wolff exclude the ways of speaking that do not connect imputation with freedom as mere aberrations? Here, Wolff’s extensive use of examples turns out to be crucial: “It is the task of the philosopher to remove ambiguity in speaking and to determine a stable meaning of terms. It is not embarrassing to illustrate the concept of imputation through several cases and to clarify what may be somewhat obscure …” (PPU I, § 527, note). However, it would be misleading to think of Wolff’s use of cases as amounting to a kind of casuistry—at least, if casuistry is thought of as a kind of moral particularism that analyses cases on their terms, without seeking to identify any moral principles that could be applied to a wide range of cases.[endnoteRef:4] The point of Wolff’s use of cases is rather to identify common notions that turn out to be the same in a large number of cases; and only because the connection between imputation and freedom can be found in many cases, freedom is “included in the definition of imputation in the manner of an axiom” (PPU I, § 528, note). When people say something contrary to the common notions found in a large range of cases, then this should be taken to be an expression of conceptual confusion that should be excised by philosophy [4:  On casuistry, see Leites (1988).] 

In Wolff’s view, a group of examples shows that we commonly hold that only free actions can be imputed. We commonly impute only offenses when the agent had a choice to do otherwise, which shows that we take someone who freely consents to an action at the same time to consent to the obligations that the action brings with it from the perspective of natural law (PPU I, § 527, note). Likewise, we only impute to someone a promise made without coaction, which shows that we take promising something freely to involve consent to the obligations that arise from the promise (PPU I, § 527, note). Again, we impute negligence to a pupil who had the opportunity to study better (PPU I, § 527, note). In such situations, we take the intellectual deficits shown by the pupil to be the outcome of decisions not to cultivate intellectual skills (PPU I, § 547, note), which is supported by what we experience in ourselves: we can voluntarily improve our capacities of memory (PE § 220) and imagination (PE § 235). What is common to these cases is that we take agents to be bearers of obligations arising from their actions because we take them to be free causes of their actions. 
Another group of examples is meant to show that we commonly hold that imputation is as much a matter of degrees as freedom is. For instance, “an action that happens against the inclination of the agent is less imputed than voluntary action” (PPU I, § 589), as when an action is done out of fear of punishment (PPU I, § 590)—again, an insight that “corresponds to the common notion” (PPU I, § 590, note). In this way, the concept of degrees of freedom offers the foundation for a conception of degrees of imputation (PPU I, § 606). Again, Wolff claims that this corresponds to our common notions: 

Since we daily see that an action of the same kind is more imputed to the one than to the other; necessarily, it is commonly acknowledged that one has acted more freely than another and that therefore the action is to be imputed more to the one than to the other. If you draw attention to examples that are common to everyday life, you see easily that everyone commonly judges that the action is done more freely which has been done more deliberately. (PPU I, § 606, note)

One of Wolff’s examples concerns how overcoming obstacles influences the degree to which an action can be imputed. Commonly, an action is imputed more to an agent when there were fewer reasons for doing it because then it would have been easier to take an alternative course of action—for, everyone imputes a benefit given to a stranger more than a benefit given to a friend and an evil turn toward someone from whom we never experienced any harm more than an evil turn toward someone who has harmed us (PPU I, § 609, note). Likewise, there is commonly a greater imputation of an action that needs to overcome obstacles—for instance, a thief who used an easy opportunity faces a smaller degree of imputation than a thief who carried out a difficult plot (PPU I, §§ 616; 683, note). Our common notion of imputation thus varies with the strength of will (and hence the degree of freedom) shown in overcoming obstacles. For a similar reason, the one who treats someone badly from whom he received many benefits is commonly imputed more with the action than the one who did not receive any benefit (PPU I, § 616, note). Likewise, the one who gives a benefit to a stranger is commonly imputed more with the action than the one who gives a benefit to a familiar person (PPU I, § 616, note). A further example is the observation that “everyone knows that the greater imputation is grounded in that the agent did not lack means for doing the contrary, and this is what people say when they are asked about the reason for greater imputation” (PPU I, § 616, note).
Something similar is shown by the observation that the action of someone else is commonly more imputed to the one who obliges than to the one who advises (PPU I, § 656). This is so because everyone is aware that using the right of obliging others gives more rise to fear than giving advice; and fear makes the other more easily do something that he would not have done otherwise (PPU I, § 656, note). In this sense, the one who obliges others to do something gives stronger motivation for acting, and the action of the other person depends more strongly on the will of the one who obliges than on the one who advises (PPU I, § 656). A similar consideration explains why “the action of a third person is more imputed to the one who fails to forbid it than on the one who fails to prevent it” (PPU I, § 676). This is so because the concept of failing to forbid an action implies having a right to create an obligation for the agent, whereas the concept of failing to prevent an action does not imply having this right—an insight that Wolff regards as a common notion (PPU I, § 676, note). Again, the point is that refraining from using a right to create an obligation for others requires more willpower, and hence greater freedom, than refraining from preventing an action. 

3. Common Notions and the Goals of Imputation

Wolff’s analysis of the connections between the concepts of imputation and freedom is thus supported by a consideration of a wide variety of cases that explains why he takes those ways of speaking that sever imputation from freedom to rest on a conceptual confusion. Still, it could be objected that Wolff’s exploration of common notions may have provided insights into human psychology without getting a grip on our social reality. It will be instructive to examine a further field where Wolff diverges from Thomasius: the question of the goals that imputation has in social life. Thomasius develops a teleological argument against connecting the notions of imputation and freedom. In his view, separating them serves some of the fundamental goals of law: the avoidance of conflicts between individuals and the protection of ownership rights. Thomasius develops this line of argument in a dissertation on tort law. Not unusual for early modern German universities, where the doctoral examinations were tests of disputation skills, authorship in the first edition of 1703 remains unspecified. In the 1750 edition, Thomasius is given as the author—plausibly so because the text itself is magisterial, and the candidate has not left any traces in the holdings of libraries specializing in the period. The dissertation covers issues in natural law and legal history. As to the latter, it criticizes in great detail the view that German tort law is a version of Roman tort law.[endnoteRef:5] As to the former, it argues that both German and Roman tort law deviate from the demands of natural law. In the latter context, Thomasius argues that, from a natural-law perspective, duties of restitution occur even in cases where imputation cannot be grounded on evil intention or culpable negligence.  [5:  For detailed analysis, see Jansen (2021, 257-263).] 

In Thomasius’s view, a merely causal connection between an action and harm suffices to justify restitution claims, for three reasons. First, everything that one would demand from another cannot be denied with good reason; everyone would seek restitution from the one who caused harm (even unintentionally and without culpable negligence); hence, the equality between human beings requires restitution for harm caused without evil intention and culpable negligence (Larva Legis Aquileae, § 2). Second, everything that is demanded for upholding the tranquility of human societies is a demand of justice; offering restitution for harm caused without evil intention or culpable negligence is demanded for upholding that tranquility; therefore, a merely causal connection between action and harm makes restitution claims a matter of justice (Larva Legis Aquileae, § 4). Third, the one who causes harm without evil intention or culpable negligence did not have a right to cause the harm, whereas the owner of the damaged good had a right to defend the good against harm (Larva Legis Aquileae § 9); therefore, denying the owner the right of demanding restitution after the harm has been done would violate the demands of equity (Larva Legis Aquileae, § 10). 
Does Wolff’s natural law theory offer the theoretical resources needed to counter these arguments in favor of severing imputation from freedom? They do because Wolff took into consideration a wider range of the common notions that form the “elementary system.” He accepted the view that ownership rights are relevant for questions of imputation. This can be seen in his discussion of the legal consequences of possession in bad faith. He argues that possession in bad faith can be imputed and therefore gives rise to duties of restitution because refraining from returning a good known to belong to someone else is an expression of free will (JN II, § 591). But if during the possession in bad faith, the withheld good is destroyed by chance (without intent or culpable negligence of the possessor), this does not provide an additional ground for restitution claims (JN II, § 592). Likewise, when a good that is withheld from the owner in good faith is destroyed by chance no restitution claims can be raised (JN II, § 593). This is so, Wolff argues, because invincible ignorance cannot be imputed (PPU I, § 550). 
How plausible is the view that, in imputation, considerations concerning free will should trump considerations concerning ownership rights? Wolff offers insights into how our beliefs about the mental states of agents influence our emotional reactions to harm, which are relevant to what we would demand from others. This comes to the fore in Wolff’s discussion of how we can remedy our inclination toward anger. Wolff argues that only an action that is done knowingly and voluntarily, or with culpable negligence, can constitute guilt (PM V, § 357). And he distinguishes two possible emotional responses to offenses: anger and indignation. In his view, anger is contrary to natural law, whereas indignation has valuable functions. 
Wolff observes that anger cannot be conceived without the desire for revenge (PM II, §§ 422; 589). Revenge is contrary to natural law since revenge seeks pleasure in the suffering of the person hated (PM V, § 328). He maintains that it is contrary to reason to experience pleasure from the suffering of others (PE, § 327). This follows from the premise that reason is the capacity that enables us to understand natural law (PPU I, § 259) and that natural law demands we develop the ability to experience pleasure from the pleasure of others (JN I, § 616). The latter premise derives from the view that pleasure is an intuitive insight into perfection (PE § 511) and the consideration that we can cultivate perfection only with the assistance of others, which is why our perfection depends on the perfection of others (JN I, § 195). As he defines it, “Perfection is coherence in variety … Coherence is the tendency toward realizing the same goal” (Ontologia, § 503). This structure can be found in organic bodies, such as when the parts of an eye tend toward the production of a clear and distinct retinal image. It also can be found in artifacts, such as when the parts of a clock tend to show the exact time. Most importantly, it can be applied to human life: “Life, in so far as it denotes a complex of free actions, is called perfect if all of these actions tend toward a goal toward which also the natural actions tend” (Ontologia, § 503). 
Wolff does not regard his notion of perfection as a speculative assumption. Rather, he maintains that the notion of goodness as what has a perfection in itself or contributes to the perfection of another being derives from common usage (TN I, § 370). He argues that this can best be shown with the example of the clock, both when regarded in itself and when regarded as an instrument for some ulterior purpose, as in the case of astronomical observation: We call a clock good when it shows the time accurately and thereby enables us to make accurate astronomical observations (ibid.). Something similar can be observed when someone who promotes the perfection of others is said to be good toward them. As Wolff points out, this observation shows that the proposed conception of goodness corresponds to the common notion of goodness (TN I, § 697). Analogously, Wolff claims that the notion of “privatively good actions,” understood as the omission of actions that could impair the perfection of oneself or others (PM II, § 118), is a common notion. Likewise, his insight into the dependence of our perfection on that of others, for Wolff, is a matter of common experience (PPU I, § 220). Also, he draws attention to the experience that we derive pleasure from noticing the perfection of some external object (PE § 512) and our mental capacities (PE § 519).   
In this sense, taking pleasure in the suffering of those who have caused anger violates insights that can be understood by reflecting on causal connections that are implicitly known to everyone. But whereas anger is contrary to the duties of natural law, indignation is compatible with the rational control of affects (PM, § 358). Wolff holds that one “who feels indignation over someone, experiences displeasure from an injury done to himself or others but is in a state of mind that differs from the desire for revenge” (PE § 873). The crucial difference is that while hate occurs initially in both indignation and the desire for revenge, indignation allows for preventing hate from influencing action (PM V, § 358). Again, Wolff treats this as a common notion when he regards this as an instance of transforming confused concepts that we all have into distinct concepts (PM V, § 358, note). The action toward which indignation tends is expressing moral disapproval or avoiding interaction with the one who caused the injury to avoid further injury (PM II, § 425). 
What natural law thus demands is either reproach of the vicious action or protection from further injury (PPU I, § 368). Wolff explains that the hate involved in indignation is not hate for persons but hate for actions because indignation does not involve desiring the suffering of others (PM V, § 359). It is a kind of hate that wishes to destroy the vice of others, not to destroy others (PM II, § 311). This is why indignation is compatible with being inclined toward experiencing pleasure over the happiness of the person guilty of committing an injury (PM V, § 359, note). This claim would be implausible if happiness were understood to be any pleasurable condition. However, Wolff defines happiness as the state of enjoying pleasures that, in the long run, do not bring displeasure with them (PPU I, § 390). This excludes pleasures experienced over vicious acts because, in the long run, these pleasures degenerate into displeasures (PPU I, § 392). Thus, indignation can encompass the wish for the ethical improvement of others, which combines hate for their vices with the readiness to experience pleasure once they develop virtues. 
Indignation does not seek short-term pleasure in the suffering of persons we hate but rather a long-term improvement in social relations, either by improving others through reproach or, where this cannot be achieved, by avoiding occasions for being injured by them again. Different situations thus demand different responses, and this makes it questionable whether restitution can play the same function in situations where harm results from an action that does not count as an offense. Wolff distinguishes offenses (involving intention or culpable negligence) from cases of limited guilt or no guilt at all. As to the latter group of cases, Wolff does not take indignation to be the adequate reaction; rather, he holds that limited guilt can easily be excused (PPU I, § 730). This is recommended by an awareness of the fragility of human cognitive powers: “It is impossible that what seems to be more probable is always true” (PPU I, § 466, note). This insight provides an excuse for the violation of natural duties in cases where it was difficult to increase the degree of the probability of judgment (ibid.). Wolff does not deny that a confused perception of an action that causes harm can cause anger, but he holds that anger can be calmed by a distinct perception that represents the action as involving a moderate—and therefore excusable—degree of guilt. In this sense, he maintains that, if the imputation of offenses depends on our beliefs about the mental states of others, then these beliefs influence the affects that accompany imputation (PM V, § 357, note). 
This line of reasoning draws attention to the idea that excusing the actions of others can be more effective in avoiding conflicts between individuals than insisting on reparations. If indignation would be out of place in cases of limited guilt, it would a fortiori be out of place in cases where someone is the physical cause of harm without any intention or negligence. There is no need for moral improvement or caution in future interactions. Expressing reproach would not only have any function in such cases, but it would also deteriorate our social relations without any good reason. The same holds for avoiding further interaction with those who were merely physical causes of harm; they do not have any character traits that would make such caution advisable. Even if we might react with anger about the harm done, no matter whether the harm was brought about knowingly and voluntarily, or negligently, or without knowledge, will, or negligence, thinking about the mental state of the agent can make a difference for our emotional reaction—a difference that can have a positive function for our lives. Something analogous could be said in cases of harm caused by infants or mentally impaired persons. Insisting on reparations might not, due to lack of understanding, lead to ethical improvement, nor could it offer greater protection against future harm. Contrary to what Thomasius believed, refraining from the demand for reparation in cases of harm resulting from actions that involve limited or no guilt could thus fulfill the goals of natural law better than extending the notion of imputation to cases that involve no freedom of action.  

4. Reconsidering the Question of the “Taming of Philosophy”

The comparative approach to Wolff and Thomasius taken in the preceding sections suggests that Wolff’s analysis of the concept of imputation offers much that is relevant for assessing Della Rocca’s concern that invoking intuitions expressed in everyday language leads to an unwelcome “taming of philosophy.” Wolff’s exploration of common notions is part of what he describes as intuitive knowledge—that is, knowledge about our ideas: “We say that we know something intuitively insofar as we are conscious of the idea that we have” (PE § 286). One crucial insight that can be taken away from Wolff’s analysis of imputation is that it matters a lot how many such intuitions are taken into account simultaneously. This is the striking difference between Wolff and Thomasius. Thomasius considers only a few intuitions that point to the conclusion that the concept of imputation should be understood to be independent of the concept of freedom. Similarly, as to the goals of imputation, he is content with considering a few cases that bring to light our intuitions concerning ownership rights, without seeing that imputation may be relevant in other contexts, as well. In contrast, Wolff defends the view that the concept of free will is built into the concept of imputation by considering a wide range of everyday situations. Thereby, he places the notion of imputation into the context of a wider field of common notions, including metaphysical notions such as freedom and perfection. He does not deny that some people say something different about imputation. But in his view, common usage is defined by the linguistic expressions that articulate intuitions common to a wide field of cases. Consequently, he believes that deviations from common usage can be discarded as expressions of conceptual confusion. 
This offers an answer to Della Rocca’s objection that using everyday language as a guide to our intuitions does not allow us to decide between rival philosophical claims that invoke intuitions. As Della Rocca diagnoses it, the method of intuition at best could find a reflective equilibrium between case-related intuitions and theoretical principles. But if establishing coherence in our beliefs is a matter of giving up some intuitions and/or principles and retaining others, this can always be done in arbitrarily many different ways (Taming, 194). In contrast, for Wolff deciding between philosophical claims is a matter of identifying the intuitions that can function as theoretical principles because they occur across a wide variety of cases and are connected with other intuitions for which the same holds. This sets Wolff’s use of common notions apart both from the method of intuition described by Della Rocca and from Thomasius’s method of common sense. Contextualizing a single common notion in the way suggested by Wolff shows that the experiences mentioned by Thomasius are real but do not necessarily have the consequences that Thomasius ascribes to them. This is how understanding common notions as forming an elementary system makes choosing between rival conceptions of imputation non-arbitrary. 
Still, this leaves us with Della Rocca’s concern that using everyday language as a guide to our intuitions leads to insights about human psychology rather than the aspects of reality that philosophy should be interested in. Focusing on our psychology, Della Rocca cautions, is “arbitrary because no principled reason is given for thinking that our responses are the ones that should have primacy when it comes to reading the truth” (Taming, 198). In the worst case, he argues, in exploring our intuition we could get caught up in prejudices that are widespread because they derive from shared cultural traditions (Taming, 189). As mentioned at the beginning, these qualms are certainly persuasive with a view to those aspects of reality that are mind-independent. However, mind-dependent aspects of reality, such as aspects of our social lives, could have a better chance of being captured adequately by intuitions expressed in everyday language because subjective experiences are part of this reality. At the same time, they may also be more seriously threatened by prejudices that not only distract from reality but are immoral. Hence, the question of how to distinguish immoral prejudices from reliable intuitions concerning morality is pressing. Again, Wolff’s conception of common notions forming an elementary system may point to an answer. 
Wolff is very much aware of the problem of prejudices. But as to practical matters, he believes that common people tend to be less misguided by prejudices than the highly educated:
 
In the vernacular, which abounds with words and phrases to express whatever thing aptly, the particulars are much clearer, not only in the doctrine of affects, but rather in philosophy in general, and in particular in practical philosophy. For hardly any mental state occurs, to which in the vernacular there is not devoted a particular formula of speech; which the common people often use more correctly than the erudite, whose prejudices concerning terminology separate words from things … (PE § 620, note)

Common usage, thus, is clearer because it expresses a greater familiarity with the problems of practical life, and also because it is less prone to succumb to the prejudices of the learned. This is why Wolff takes an analysis of common notions as expressed in common usage as a starting point for his considerations in moral philosophy. This, however, does not imply that common usage is clear or immune from the prejudices of common people. On the contrary, there is still something to be done by philosophy: “Common notions of moral matters do not enjoy such correctness that nothing erroneous is contained in them. Our task, however, is to reduce them to distinct and determinate concepts, such that we may give no place in them to error-ridden opinions of humans” (JN I, § 820, note). Wolff describes the relevant kind of conceptual analysis as a process of transforming confused concepts into clear and distinct concepts: “Common notions in common people are merely confused, but with their help, they discern easily in a given case good and bad actions, and not rarely they do so more accurately than the erudite who, blinded by prejudices, avert their minds from them” (PM II, § 118, note). Exploring a wide variety of cases that make it visible how common notions form conceptual networks is a crucial tool for separating prejudices from reliable intuitions: “If the common notions were collected and taken in the manner of axioms, from them the elements of moral philosophy could be demonstrated and in this way be reduced to common notions …” (ibid.).
How common notions can be “collected” is illustrated by the contrast between Thomasius’s and Wolff’s treatments of the teleological aspects of imputation. Whereas Thomasius invokes only a few commonsensical views of the functions of imputation (its protection of ownership rights and the protection of the social stability resulting from them) Wolff points to a wider range of equally commonsensical views concerning further functions of imputation (improving the moral lives of those susceptible to such improvement, protecting against those not susceptible to moral improvement, prioritizing friendly personal relations over the interest in ownership rights). Whereas focusing only on some of these views concerning natural functions could support separating imputation from free will, taking in a broader range of such views draws attention to the natural function of making degrees of imputation dependent upon degrees of freedom. It would seem strange to object that the view that we have a natural need for friendly personal relations, the moral improvement of those who have wronged us, or the protection from those who cannot be influenced positively are merely insights into human psychology. If a purely causal analysis of imputation turns out to violate these natural needs, then acting on such an analysis cannot be naturally good for our social lives. These are insights into aspects of human psychology that are fundamental to our lives as social beings. In this sense, there is no discrepancy between analyzing facts about human psychology and analyzing social reality. This meets Della Rocca’s concern that invoking intuitions expressed in everyday language necessarily puts a “veil” between ourselves and reality (Taming, 192).
Finally, Wolff’s conception of an elementary system also meets Della Rocca’s concern that invoking intuitions leads to undesirable philosophical conservatism. Checking any given linguistic usage against the linguistic usage in a wide variety of related cases allows Wolff to criticize aspects of everyday language and everyday beliefs. Moreover, it provides the argumentative resources needed to criticize alternative philosophical accounts such as the one found in Thomasius. Moreover, whether or not there is a need for innovation depends on whether or not a particular philosophical approach captures an aspect of reality adequately. Take his view that the concepts of will, sensible appetite, and freedom express what we experience in ourselves. Was Wolff overconfident in this respect? Not all claims that he makes about what we experience in ourselves are persuasive. For example, he makes the contestable claim that we are always experiencing pleasure in something good happening to a person whom we love (PE § 635). Considering further experiences that we make without our emotional life—think of the role of competition and jealousy—could require a substantial modification of this alleged common notion. But criticizing a claim about a particular inner experience would require considering further inner experiences, which shows that intuitions become more reliable the more closely they are integrated into a web of intuitions. Something analogous could be said about the common notions concerning the various goals that imputation fulfills in social life. There is always the possibility that considering further cases would require a modification of the notions at work in our intuitions triggered by the cases so far. But the more cases have been already considered, the less likely will the need for such a revision be. Given the interconnected nature of the concepts that form the elementary system, a wide range of aspects of reality is already taken into account. This shifts the burden of proof to Wolff’s opponents, who would need to show in which respects his analysis of imputation is inadequate. And as long as this remains to be done, there seems to be no point in demanding philosophical innovation for the sake of innovation. To the extent that common notions provide an adequate description of the conditions under which humans flourish in social life, there does not seem to be any pressure to overturn them.  
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