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Abstract
In this article, I examine an issue from the discussion concerning duties of noncomparative justice in the writings of the Spanish moralist Domingo de Soto (1494-1560): the question of how we should interpret doubtful evidence concerning the moral qualities of others. Soto suggests that merely avoiding a false negative judgment about others in a situation of doubtful evidence may be unjust. This suggestion sets his view apart from his contemporary, Thomas de Vio Cajetan, and also from the recent treatment of doubt in Joel Feinberg’s work on non-comparative justice. What motivates Soto’s suggestion is the insight that what judgmental justice demands is not primarily truthfulness but rather respect for others’ natural rights of sociality. This is why he maintains that there is a moral obligation to hold positive opinions about others unless and until contrary evidence becomes available. Interestingly, Soto thinks of the default structure of such opinions in terms of the notion of presumption prominent in legal methodology. However, unlike his teacher Francisco de Vitoria, he does not understand the relevant kind of presumption as analogous to the presumption of innocence—which derives its force from law and is non-revisable—but rather as analogous to person-related presumptions that are sensitive to evidence and, therefore, can be revised.  
1. Introduction

Natural law theory cuts across several areas of inquiry that today are often seen as separate: moral theory, legal theory, and political theory. The comprehensiveness of natural law theory is due, in good part, to the extreme generality and abstractness of its principles. At the same time, the generality of its principles raises the question of whether natural law theory leads to results that are significantly different from more domain-specific approaches to morality, law, and politics. As to law, Joel Feinberg has argued that legal positivism and natural law theory lead to the same rejection of blatantly immoral laws such as the national socialist marriage laws.
 If such an outcome should turn out to be persuasive, it poses a serious problem for the usefulness of natural law theory. Quoting William James’s saying “Every difference must make a difference,”
 Feinberg suggests that, if natural law theory does not make a difference even in areas where it may be thought to be particularly strong, then invoking its general precepts seems simply to be superfluous.
 
A similar question can be raised with respect to moral theory. An aspect that traditionally seems particularly strong in natural law theory is the analysis of noncomparative justice. On first sight, giving close attention to issues of noncomparative justice sets natural law theory apart from a good part of contemporary thought about justice. To many contemporary philosophers it has seemed that justice is essentially comparative, always involving a comparison between the value of goods exchanged or between the relative merits or demerits of more than one person. Still, conceptions of noncomparative aspects of justice are beginning to emerge. Some of these conceptions, most prominently exemplified in the works of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, have to do with duties of justice arising from basic human capabilities. Another aspect of noncomparative justice has been explored in great detail by Joel Feinberg—the justice and injustice of judgments about the personal and moral qualities of others. This kind of justice is not the justice relevant for juridical judgment but rather concerns the everyday variety of thinking more or less well of others. According to Feinberg, the morality of such extra-juridical judgmental justice is grounded in a particular kind of moral emotions, namely, truth-related emotions.
 
Does the natural law tradition make a difference with respect to issues of the justice of extra-judicial judgments about others? In a previous article, I have used the work of the sixteenth-century natural law theorist Domingo de Soto (1494-1560) to argue for an affirmative answer. Soto uses the idea of natural needs and natural rights based on natural needs to identify a group of situations in which true derogatory judgments are unjust and false derogatory judgments are just: forming and communicating true derogatory judgments are unjust when they are not done for the sake of the common good; and forming and communicating false derogatory judgments are not unjust when the error has been unavoidable on the basis of the available evidence. Soto develops an account of the role of natural rights in such cases: a false but just judgment is one that respects the natural rights of others; and a true but unjust judgment is one that violates the natural rights of others. Moreover, the natural rights that Soto has in mind are the right to live a life in society (a right that is natural because humans are by their nature social beings) and the right to live a life of virtue (a right that is natural because humans are by their rational nature capable of being virtuous). If these interpretive claims are correct, then natural law thought provides grounds that speak in favor of the existence of duties of noncomparative, judgmental justice founded on basic needs, not on truth-related emotions.
 

In the present article, I explore a further issue in which Soto’s discussions of judgmental justice might suggest an alternative to Feinberg’s account of noncomparative justice: the issue of interpreting doubtful signs. In line with his focus on duties arising from the morality of truth-related emotions, Feinberg holds that, in situations when we are presented with doubtful evidence, we should abstain from forming judgments because, in such circumstances, we are prone to form false derogatory judgments and, hence, violate others’ sense of truth.
 Of course, the principle of giving others the benefit of the doubt is very old, and—as we shall presently see—in the natural law tradition this principle is connected with considerations concerning morally relevant emotions. However, in medieval and early modern natural-law thought, one finds an interesting controversy concerning the extent of the judgment-related duties connected with doubtful evidence. Thomas Aquinas gives the precept that one ought “to tend toward” thinking well about others
—a precept that itself is open to different interpretations. Aquinas’s commentator, Thomas de Vio Cajetan (ca. 1468-1534), assumes that this duty does not extend to forming positive judgments about others on the basis of doubtful signs. By contrast, Soto’s teacher Francisco de Vitoria (ca. 1486-1546) understands situations of doubtful evidence as analogous to the presumption of innocence in criminal trials. Soto, too, invokes the notion of presumption in his discussion of the benefit of the doubt. However, as I will argue, his usage of this notion should not be regarded as analogous to the presumption of innocence, which derives its validity from law and is non-revisable, but rather as analogous to the person-related presumptions that, in the Roman-law tradition, are distinguished from the type of presumption relevant for the presumption of innocence. What distinguishes person-related presumptions from those like the presumption of innocence is that they can be revised through contrary evidence. Moreover, as will become clear presently, Soto regards not only previous evidence but also natural rights such as the rights of sociality as a basis for person-related presumptions. In this respect, his natural-law based account of the duties connected with the benefit of the doubt substantially differs from the duties identified in the framework of the morality of truth-related emotions. 
2. Doubts, Affects, and Truth
The view that, in criminal matters, the accused has to be acquitted in the presence of doubtful evidence belongs to the long prehistory of the legal rule that convictions take place only in the absence of “reasonable doubt”—a rule that was made explicit in the eighteenth century but is grounded in the medieval and early modern view that convictions in criminal matters require “moral certainty”, a kind of certainty that does not require logical necessity but rather the absence of good reasons for doubt.
 The role of doubt in juridical judgment through the centuries has been extensively researched, and I do not think that natural law theory leads to conclusions that are in this respect significantly different from other theories of law. How one ought to deal with doubtful evidence in non-juridical contexts is another question, however. This question does not relate to the requirements of jurisprudential justice but rather to the requirements of the morality of our judgments about the personal qualities (not the legally relevant deeds) of others. Though this question confronts us almost incessantly in our everyday life, one finds surprisingly little philosophical work about the duties connected with doubtful evidence in non-juridical contexts.  Feinberg’s now classic article “Noncomparative Justice” is one of the few notable exceptions; also the sixteenth-century Spanish moralists had to say interesting, and in some respects interestingly different, things about these matters. 

The issue on which Feinberg concentrates is the morality of derogatory judgments. In Feinberg’s view, what makes derogatory judgments unjust is not the harm they cause, but rather the fact that they violate some intuitively accepted standard of rationality. As he puts it, if someone forms a derogatory judgment about me I get treated in a way that “is offensive to reason as well as hurtful.”
 Feinberg explicates the relevant standard of rationality as one connected with distinctively moral emotions: he accepts Mill’s idea of a “sentiment of justice,” to which Feinberg adds an “element of righteousness.”
 Crucially, the element of righteousness that Feinberg has in mind is truth-related. It consists in the “sense that … the truth itself has been hurt.” The victim’s anger in such cases “is righteous because it is not only in his own behalf; it is also and primarily in the name of the truth, or on behalf of the way things really are.”
 Feinberg is careful to note that the presence of such moral emotions distinguishes cases of judgmental injustice from the legal offense of defamation. In order to constitute defamation, a negative judgment must be expressed to a third party, and it must bring about harm directly to the victim’s reputation.
 By contrast, “the source of judgmental injustice as such is not harm, but rather simple derogatory misrepresentation, harmful or not.”
 Moreover, Feinberg notes that such a conception of the injustice of derogatory judgments also has implications for the question of the duties connected with doubtful evidence. As he argues, the insight that we have a duty to avoid derogatory misrepresentation of others shows that we also have a “duty to give others the benefit of one’s doubt, to avoid thinking ill of them without warrant.”
 According to this line of thought, merely abstaining from judging in cases of doubt would fulfill all the demands of judgmental justice. After all, if we do not form any judgment, we are on the safe side with respect to wrongful misrepresentation. So, how could a situation in which no negative judgment is formed be considered a violation of our judgment-related duties? Intuitively, it would have to be a situation in which there is a moral obligation to make some positive judgment. In fact, some considerations concerning such obligations can be found in Aquinas, albeit in a form that contains a high degree of vagueness and ambiguity that led Cajetan, Vitoria and Soto to develop substantially diverging accounts of the obligations arising from doubtful evidence. 
Before turning to these diverging accounts, it will be useful to get clear about some points that Soto derives from Aquinas. Most notably, Soto accepts Aquinas’s conception of doubt, understood as a state of mind in which, as Soto paraphrases Aquinas’s view, “the mind is a pendulum that does not give assent to either side of a contradiction.”
 As Soto points out, according to Aquinas such a state of mind itself does not amount to rash judgment because it does not carry with it any affirmation—either positive or negative. In this respect, doubt differs from the kind of rash judgment that Soto—slightly modifying Aquinas’s typology—distinguishes: suspicion based on light indications, opinion based on light indications, and juridical judgment based on light indications (indicia). Aquinas never gives a definition of the concept of indicium, but he gives countless examples of indicia. To mention just a few of them: vital heat is an indicium for life in all living beings;
 the motion toward some form is an indicium for life in plants;
 external bodily phenomena are indicia for the presence of passions;
 and infamy is an indicium in juridical contexts.
 Most plausibly, then, indicia are to be understood as signs that function as evidential grounds for judgments. Soto also follows Aquinas in accepting Aristotle’s characterization of suspicion, understood as “the assent to one side of a contradiction with some consideration of the other side.”
 Clearly, thinking about suspicion in this way categorizes suspicion as a kind of judgment, while understanding doubt along these lines places doubt clearly outside the realm of judgment. If doubt is not a kind of judgment, a fortiori it cannot be a kind of rash judgment. Hence, being in doubt cannot be characterized as a kind of judgmental injustice. Still, this leaves open the possibility that doubt can be morally wrong in ways similar to rash judgment. This is in fact the direction toward which Soto’s considerations go. And Soto’s considerations in this respect, like those of Cajetan and Vitoria, can well be understood as a reaction to ambiguities inherent in Aquinas’s discussion of the moral duties associated with doubt. 

Aquinas is cautious about how far, in the presence of doubtful indications, our interpretation-related obligations go. As to judgments about persons, he emphasizes the importance of having the right emotional attitude toward others:
[W]e should care about what is good or bad for the person about whom the judgment is made; and this person is held to be honorable when being judged to be good and contemptible when being judged to be bad. And thus we are bound to tend rather toward the judgment that someone is good, unless an obvious reason to the contrary becomes apparent. But for the judging person, the false judgment that says something good about someone else does not pertain to what is an evil of the intellect itself, like it does not pertain to the perfection of the intellect itself to know the truth concerning singular contingent propositions: but it pertains more to a good affect.
  
Thus, what matters most in judging persons is preserving a morally valuable positive attitude unless compelling negative evidence becomes available. This view can be understood as a consequence of Aquinas’s conception of the relation between intellectual virtues and moral virtues. As he argues, intellectual virtues, which exemplify the essence of rationality and have truth as their object, are in themselves more perfect than moral virtues, which exhibit rationality only by means of participation in the intellectual virtues and have actions as their object. However, with respect to the necessity of acting, with which humans are confronted, moral virtues are the more perfect ones because they function as the principles of action.
    
As far as the emphasis on the moral role of positive emotions toward others goes, Soto follows Aquinas’s line of thought.
 However, Aquinas’s advice that “we are bound to tend rather toward the judgment that someone is good” obviously leaves much open to interpretation. Does this advice recommend that we actually form positive judgments as long as no contrary evidence is available? Or is it enough if the tendency toward positive judgments keeps us from making negative judgments in the absence of evidence that could support them? Aquinas gives a hint as to the relevant sense of “tending toward” when he uses the notion of presumption to characterize the duties connected with interpreting doubtful signs: “one may believe that in all probability there is no fraud unless there be evident signs thereof; because we must presume good of everyone, unless there be proof of the contrary.”
 Still, using the notion of presumption by itself does not remove the ambiguity inherent in the duty of “tending toward” positive judgments. In Roman law tradition, several kinds of presumptions were acknowledged, and it is by no means clear which kind of presumption Aquinas has in mind when he formulates the precept that we should always presume something good about others.

What is more, Aquinas maintains that the presumption in question should be upheld only under certain conditions: “[A]bout everyone something good has to be presumed unless the contrary becomes evident, as long as this does not tend toward putting someone else in danger. For then the proviso has to be applied, that one should not believe everyone easily …”
 Thus, the presumption in question can itself be overruled by further considerations, such as whether upholding such a presumption could itself constitute a risk. But given the fact that many bad moral qualities, in some way or other, could constitute a risk for others, cautioning against believing others too easily seems to restrict the duty of forming a favorable interpretation to cases in which the possible presence of a morally bad quality is bad only for the person who has it. In all other cases, it seems, Aquinas would give preference to prudential considerations over the value of having good affects toward others. It is no wonder, then, that Aquinas’s commentators went in considerably different directions. In some ways, their views are grounded in aspects of Aquinas’s thought, but, at the same time, they also strive to resolve the vagueness and ambiguity in Aquinas’s treatment of doubt-related moral duties. And while Cajetan’s view leads to exactly the same precept as Feinberg’s emotion-based conception of morality—namely, that all that is required in cases of doubtful evidence is to abstain from forming derogatory judgments—Soto arrives at a significantly diverging conclusion: in his view, reflection about natural needs and natural rights common to all humans indicates why in such cases there can be duties to form positive judgments about others, even if in a provisional way.
3. Doubts, Presumptions, and Natural Rights
It will be useful to begin with Cajetan, who devotes a particularly detailed and perceptive commentary to the issues at hand. He clearly distinguishes between the legal and the moral aspects of duties concerning doubtful evidence. As to the legal aspects, he emphasizes that in cases where a judgment has to be passed, in particular in the context of a law suit, doubtful indications have to be interpreted in such a way that a positive judgment has to be formed.
 Such positive judgments can involve the assumption that the other acted with good intentions, the assumption that the other’s action can be excused or the acquittal of someone who is accused of a crime.
 But this is not Cajetan’s main topic. Almost everything that he has to say about the duties connected with doubtful evidence concerns, as he puts it, “judgment in matters of morals” (iudicium in materia morali).
 
As he argues, what makes this moral issue so ponderous is the fact that judgments about persons are not so much about acts but rather about intentions; and derogatory judgments about intentions typically are connected with an unjustified affective state of contempt.
 Because contempt profoundly affects the life of others, Cajetan regards derogatory judgments about the intentions of others as acts of injustice, if they are based on doubtful indications. However, unlike in cases of jurisprudential justice, he does not believe that this insight implies that in the presence of doubtful indications there is a duty to acts of positive judgment about others. He points out that positive judgments based on doubtful indications may not only be false but also that risking such falseness may not be as morally unproblematic as Aquinas has thought. As he argues, this is so because falseness is not only an evil for the theoretical intellect but also an evil for the practical intellect since false assumptions about others are an obstacle to forming the right expectations about the future actions of others and, hence, to acting prudently.
 Thus, forming positive but false opinions about others may be contrary to the virtue of prudence which, according to the Aristotelian view shared unanimously by the medieval and early modern Scholastics, is an essential component of every moral virtue. This is why forming positive but false opinions about others may be an obstacle to acting morally. 
Cajetan also raises an epistemological objection against the view that doubtful evidence should give rise to a duty of forming positive opinions. As he argues, the absence of decisive evidence by its nature does not generate any opinion.
 Hence, in matters of the morality of judgment he interprets Aquinas’s precept to “tend toward” the better side as recommending abstaining from changing our opinion. This reading of the precept implies two things: (1) if we did not form any judgment about someone before, then in the presence of doubtful evidence we should abstain from forming any judgment; and (2) if we formed a previous judgment on the basis of previous evidence, then, in the presence of doubtful evidence, we should continue to hold our previous opinion.
 This allows one to follow the demands of prudence and “right reason” without developing any morally problematic negative emotion toward others. As Cajetan suggests, the adequate attitude toward the other in the presence of doubtful evidence is caution.
 In his view, unlike contempt, caution in the presence of doubtful evidence does not do injustice to the other because, as he claims, in such a situation there is no obligation to think anything in particular about the other.
 
In his commentary on the Summa theologiae, Vitoria gives a somewhat different turn to Aquinas’s thought that we should “tend” toward a favorable opinion. Vitoria suggests that we should understand the opinion in question as analogous to the presumption of innocence:

[I]t is illicit to form a suspicion and to believe something bad about the neighbor unless it is known for certain, because it would amount to defame him … Likewise, because everyone is to be judged to be innocent unless proven guilty … And that everyone is to be taken to be innocent until he is proven guilty is evident because who chooses the less favorable interpretation exposes himself to the danger of condemning an innocent, for we are all born as innocents …

The presumption of innocence—the attitude of taking an accused to be innocent until proven guilty—was widely accepted in late medieval and early modern legal thought.
 In the Roman law tradition, the presumption of innocence is categorized as a “presumption of law and by force of law” (praesumptio iuris et de iure). Such presumptions are written down in the law; and they are taken to be valid by the force of law, independently of what individuals may actually believe. Presumptions of this kind were usually taken to be non-revisable in the light of new evidence.
 Vitoria’s analysis of the interpretation-related duties of interpretation is not vulnerable to Cajetan’s objection that doubtful evidence by its nature does not give rise to any change in opinion. Invoking the presumption of innocence has the advantage that this kind of presumption is not evidence-based but rather designed to protect an accused against the detrimental effects of bad treatment prior to conviction. At the same time, the presumption of innocence can also be entirely disconnected from actual belief: the presumption of innocence does not commit anyone to believe in the innocence of the accused but rather to treat him as if he were innocent. In the extreme case, the presumption of innocence can be contrary to actual belief. In such a case, the accused must be treated as if he were innocent although he is believed to be guilty. 
This makes the presumption of innocence akin to legal fiction: as in legal fiction, in the extreme case just mentioned the presumption of innocence is accepted although it is believed to be false.
 In this sense, the presumption of innocence can be regarded as a kind of suspension of judgment for practical purposes. In line with such an understanding of presumption, Vitoria maintains that suspending judgment is enough to avoid the spiritual evil of thinking something bad about someone. And viewing the act of suspending judgment about others as analogous to the presumption of innocence has a natural consequence: “[T]here is no obligation to choose the more favorable interpretation positively … because when someone interprets positively, he incurs the danger of erring when he judges someone who happens to be guilty to be innocent … “
 Clearly, this is an effective antidote against negative affects such as contempt. However, like Cajetan’s line of argument, it is not clear that Vitoria’s analysis of the duties connected with doubt is sufficient for creating a positive affect toward the other. What is more, Vitoria’s proposal suffers from a weakness that is absent from Cajetan’s: since the presumption of innocence derives its force from the law, it is not clear how it could be applied to cases for which the law does not contain any prescription.
Despite their differences in matters of argumentative strategy, Cajetan and Vitoria agree that there is no duty to form a positive judgment in the absence of strong evidence. This is exactly where Soto departs from Cajetan and Vitoria. His starting point is the precept that “what is doubtful has to be interpreted toward the better side”
—a precept that expresses a central idea from the last chapter of the Digest, the chapter on the “Rules of Law”. Particularly relevant is Digest 50.17.56: “In doubtful cases, always what is more benign has to be preferred.”
 The “Rules of Law” have been the subject of an extended medieval and early modern commentary tradition, and, in this tradition, the duties connected with interpreting doubtful evidence were seen as the duties of forming positive judgments. Presumption plays a role in how the duties of interpretation connected with this rule were understood, but the relevant kind of presumption is not the presumption of innocence. Rather, it is a kind of presumption that does not derive its validity from the law. This is why presumptions of the relevant kind can be applied not only to legal matters but also to practical matters and matters of morals. 

Consider, for example, the following remarks on this rule by a sixteenth-century commentator on the “Rules of Law”, Girolamo Cagnoli (1492-1551): 

[E]ven if a priest who embraces a woman is presumed to do this for the purpose of benediction, this is to be understood under the condition that there is no stronger presumption to the contrary, which can be derived from the habit and quality of the persons involved.
 
According to this understanding, what the rule demands in the absence of strong contrary evidence is not just to abstain from the judgment that the priest is engaging in a relationship that, by the standards of the Catholic Church, is regarded as illicit; but rather, what the rule demands is to form a positive judgment, such as the judgment that the priest is engaging in the licit act of benediction. Such a presumption differs substantially from the presumption of innocence. It is a so-called praesumptio hominis—the presumption formed with respect to particular persons. Such presumptions differ from other presumptions—the praesumptiones iuris and the praesumptiones iuris et de iure—in so far as they are not laid down in the law. Moreover, unlike presumptions of the iuris et de iure type, which were taken to be non-revisable, they were taken to be true until and unless contrary evidence becomes available.
 
Invoking the juridical rule that doubtful cases should be interpreted toward the better part thus places Soto’s analysis of the duty of positively believing something good about the other in this tradition of juridical reasoning. Soto accepts Cajetan’s argument that doubtful signs cannot be sufficient evidence for a positive judgment and suggests a different ground for forming positive judgments: “Even if such conjectures do not generate a positive affirmation, natural right nevertheless forces us not only not to think badly about someone on the basis of doubtful signs but also to think well of everyone, despite ambiguous indications.”
 Accordingly, Soto understands the duty of interpreting doubtful signs for the better as a duty belonging to natural right:
Wherever manifest indicia do not appear that indicate something bad about our neighbor, we must hold everyone in good esteem, and therefore interpret toward the better part what is doubtful … Everyone has a right to be held in good esteem until his misdeeds betray him in a legitimate way: hence, someone who forms a bad opinion about someone without suitable testimonies, violates the right of this person, and therefore we are held to interpret ambiguous signs for the better.
 
Moreover, for Soto the natural right of having a good reputation implies that there is a sense in which even raising doubt about the qualities of the other can be morally wrong: 
[E]ven if there is not so much guilt as in forming a suspicion, and indeed it is often laudable to suspend judgment when conjectures incline toward a negative judgment, nevertheless these conjectures can be of so little weight that even suspending judgment can constitute guilt. For … everyone has a right not only that there be no evil suspicion about him but also that everyone holds him in good esteem.

Thus, the presumption we are bound to form about others in the presence of doubtful evidence shares something with the traditional view of person-related presumptions: we are bound to perform positive acts of belief. At the same time, it also shares something with the traditional view of the presumption of innocence: both the presumption of innocence and the interpretation-related presumptions are meant to avoid violations of the rights of others. The emphasis on a natural right of being held in good esteem renders Soto’s discussion of the duties of interpretation closely analogous to his treatment of the duties of judgmental justice.
In this respect, Soto takes up from Aquinas an insight into the value of good reputation. Aquinas emphasizes that the lack of good reputation (fama) hinders persons from doing good things.
 Also, he points out that good reputation is necessary to make persons suitable for friendship, which he regards as the most important of worldly goods since without friendship no-one is able to live.
 Soto develops this line of thought further by understanding the value of good reputation as grounded in natural right. In his view, what renders judgments that are not formed rationally on the basis of strong evidence unjust is that “everyone enjoys the natural right of having a good reputation in the eyes of others, until legitimate testimonies reveal his misdeeds.”
 At this place, Soto does not explicate the sense in which he understands the right of having a good reputation as a natural right. But his remarks about natural rights in other parts of De iustitia et iure indicate that both his conception of subjective rights and his views concerning natural needs as grounds for natural rights may play a role here. 

As Annabel Brett emphasizes, Soto shares with his teacher Francisco de Vitoria (1460-1546) a strong emphasis on the notion of subjective right.
 Vitoria takes from the Tübingen-based jurist Conrad Summenhart the following definition: “[R]ight is a power or faculty pertaining to a person according to the laws.”
 Vitoria describes right in this subjective sense by using the notion of dominium. As he defines it, “dominium is the faculty of using an object as one personally sees fit.”
 Brett points out that Soto uses a very similar concept of dominium when he declares that “a dominus … is he alone in whose faculty it is placed, to use a thing in this way or that way for his own profit […]”
 Brett also notes that the notion of dominium provides Soto with a very precise notion of iniuria. As Soto puts it, “[w]hoever has dominium of a thing, is affected by injury when it is taken from him.”
 But Soto goes beyond Vitoria when he describes the relation in which someone stands to his or her good reputation in term of dominium. Soto accepts Aquinas’s view that we possess dominium with respect to our actions.
 Moreover, he argues that good reputation is the outcome of our actions.
 This is why he believes that we possess dominium with respect to our good reputation.
 

Moreover, in Soto’s view the natural right to good reputation is grounded not only in the dominium relation in which we stand to our reputation but also on natural needs shared by all humans. He holds that all humans participate in an eternal law that “directs our actions toward the suitable goal to which we are carried spontaneously by nature.”
 Accordingly, natural right could be understood as what enables humans to pursue the goals toward which they are driven by their own nature. Thinking in this way about the dependence of natural right on God implies that humans are capable of recognizing by their own rational capacities the goals toward which their nature carries them.
 Soto shares the view commonly accepted in the natural law tradition that rationality is essential for human nature, and that such goals have to do with rational human nature: 

[D]ue to reason, human beings have an inclination toward the cognition of God and possess a good with respect to virtue. From which they also possess the striving for society and civility. Hence the saying: Do to others what you wish to be done to you; and do not do to others what you do not wish to be done to you.
 

Thus, what renders having a good reputation a natural right is the role that it plays in maintaining social relations and in realizing the human capacity for virtue. This is why Soto believes that not only rashly forming negative judgments about others but also withholding positive judgments about others in situations of ambiguous evidence violates natural rights. The emphasis on natural rights unifies Soto’s account of noncomparative justice: very much as some rash judgments about others may be true but nevertheless violate the natural rights to good reputation of others, so even the mere withholding of judgment in the presence of doubtful evidence may violate the natural rights to good reputation, even if it cannot violate truth.
In this way, person-related presumptions in the absence of strong evidence are understood as being based on natural rights. At the same time, presumptions of this kind offer a solution to the prudential concerns articulated by Aquinas and Cajetan and integrate considerations concerning the moral value of positive emotions toward others. By choosing this particular kind of presumption, Soto does not advise us to abstain from positive opinions for reasons of prudence. Still, the demands of prudence are fulfilled because, due to the revisable nature of person-related presumption, we remain sensitive to new evidence. Also, as long as no contrary evidence comes up, this kind of presumption is no obstacle to entertaining positive emotions to others. While the prudential considerations in Aquinas and Cajetan offer a recipe for avoiding rashly formed negative judgments and the corresponding emotion of contempt, neither Aquinas’s precept not to believe others too easily nor Cajetan’s precept not to think well about others unless one has thought well about them before will be helpful in creating positive emotions toward others. In contrast, forming the person-related presumptions recommended by Soto can create positive emotions toward others because they involve a genuine “act of opinion,” even if this act of opinion includes within it the possibility of revision in light of new evidence. 

4. Conclusion
Setting out from Aquinas’s suggestion that we have a duty to “tend toward” positive judgments about others, Soto maintains that even raising doubts about the good qualities of someone needs sufficient evidence. In his view, giving someone the benefit of the doubt means not only abstaining from negative judgments in the absence of strong contrary evidence, but also forming an interpretation that positively ascribes good qualities to the other. As he argues, the duty of choosing a favorable interpretation of doubtful indications in moral matters arises from our duty to respect the natural rights of others. This duty is fulfilled even when our positive judgments turn out to be false. Hence, in the presence of doubtful signs, entertaining some false judgments may fulfill the duties of natural law. Does such a view violate the demands of prudence? Soto is clear that we are not obliged to an unqualified commitment to the truth of our opinion. Rather, we should treat our opinion as a particular kind of presumption: not as a presumption that is laid down in law but as a person-related presumption. Believing in the good moral qualities of someone in the absence of contrary evidence is not irrational because it follows a pattern of rational belief formation that is typical for cases in which we have to act under conditions of uncertainty. We are not acting imprudently because the idea that what is taken to be true can be revised in the presence of contrary evidence is already built into the notion of praesumptiones hominis. 

This line of argument sets Soto apart not only from Cajetan and Vitoria but also from Feinberg—which indicates that natural law theory can make a difference in questions of our duties concerning judgments about the personal qualities of others in the presence of doubtful evidence. For both Feinberg and Soto, these duties are noncomparative duties of justice; however, the scope of these duties differs according to the differences between their views about the theoretical foundations that underlie these duties. Matters of theory are highly relevant here because a theory of duties of justice that we have toward everyone on the basis of the morality of truth-related emotions leads to the recommendation to abstain from judgment, while a theory of duties of justice that we have toward everyone on the basis of the morality of natural rights leads to the recommendation to form revisable positive presumptions. Soto’s natural law account of noncomparative duties of justice associated with doubtful evidence, thus, shows why some version of natural law theory can have implications for the analysis of noncomparative justice that differ from the implications of a moral theory based on truth-related emotions. And this seems to be a difference that really makes a difference.
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