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Abstract

Awareness of human fallibility raises a fundamental question: Can religious beliefs remain
epistemically justified, or does the possibility of rational error undermine their epistemic
standing? Using an analytical-critical method and the theory of epistemic defeaters, this study
evaluates an argument that moves from awareness of rational fallibility to the collapse of
reason-based justification for religious beliefs. It combines contemporary epistemic analysis
with a rereading of rational authority in Imami theological texts. The findings show that the
collapse argument conflates three levels: the general possibility of error, an actual defeater in
a particular case, and the global unreliability of reason. Fallibility disrupts a belief’s
justificatory status only when specific and relevant evidence indicates a malfunction in the
belief-forming process at issue. General awareness of cognitive limitation has no such effect,
while a global denial of rational authority weakens the rational basis of that denial itself.
Imami rational theology therefore supports a model of “limited but reliable reason.” Reason
derives its authority not from infallibility or self-sufficiency, but from ordinary reliability,
correctability, and a complementary relationship with revelation. This model reconciles
critical rationality with epistemically responsible religious commitment.

Keywords: fallibility of reason, epistemic justification, rationality of belief, defeaters,
rational Imami theology.

Introduction

Debates about reason in religious belief are often framed between two maximal positions.
Strong rationalism makes the epistemic legitimacy of religion dependent on deductive
demonstration, whereas fideism restricts or denies the epistemic role of reason. Both positions
tend to tie rational authority to immunity from error. Contemporary epistemology, however,
shows that perception, memory, testimony, and inference can produce knowledge under
normal conditions despite being fallible. The relevant question is therefore under what
conditions awareness of possible error becomes an epistemic defeater.

This issue is especially important in Imami theology because reason occupies a dual position.
It plays a foundational role in recognizing basic religious principles, assessing prophetic
claims, and interpreting revelation; yet Imami theologians do not regard it as self-sufficient
or independent of revelatory guidance. The present study reconstructs this structure through
the conceptual resources of defeater theory. It asks whether justified awareness of rational
fallibility, by itself, defeats the epistemic justification of religious beliefs. The study
hypothesizes that the possibility of error is not identical with the activation of a defeater.
Acknowledging the limits of reason does not undermine its authority unless specific evidence
bears on the reliability of a particular cognitive process.

Research Findings

The first finding concerns two conceptions of reason. If reason is reduced to deductive
inference, the failure of an argument may weaken a belief’s rational basis. If reason comprises
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the natural capacities for understanding, assessment, criticism, and revision, however, one
failed argument does not collapse every justificatory mechanism. Rational authority then
depends on reliable performance under normal conditions rather than absolute freedom from
error.

The second finding follows from the distinction between potential and actual defeaters. The
abstract possibility of error indicates at most that a defeater may arise. An actual defeater
requires relevant, situation-sensitive evidence directed at the source of a belief. Information
that a measuring instrument is malfunctioning can weaken its results; knowing that
instruments sometimes fail does not invalidate every measurement. The same distinction
applies to reason.

The third finding concerns the structure of the collapse argument. The argument begins with
the dependence of some religious beliefs on rational judgment, the fallibility of reason, and
the subject’s awareness of that fallibility; it then infers a global weakening of rational trust.
This inference is unwarranted. If fallibility functions as a local defeater, it can affect only
particular arguments or formulations of religious doctrine. If it functions as a global defeater,
it also undermines the premises and inferential procedures on which the collapse argument
itself depends. The argument is therefore caught between locality and epistemic self-defeat.

The fourth finding is an Imami model of “limited but reliable reason.” The requirement of
inquiry and argument in matters of faith is compatible with the need for revelation. Reason
enables a justified acceptance of revelation and an assessment of prophetic claims while
recognizing its limited independent access to guidance. Neither revelation nor reason replaces
the other; their relationship is complementary. Rational limitation thus enables criticism and
correction in religious understanding without eliminating rational trust.

Conclusion

Fallibility is a general feature of human cognition, not an independent reason for withdrawing
justification from religious beliefs. An actual defeater requires specific evidence that a
particular belief-forming process has been impaired. Awareness of rational limitation
therefore clarifies the boundaries of rational trust without entailing global skepticism. Imami
theology shows that rational authority can rest on ordinary reliability, correctability, and
complementary interaction with revelation. This position offers a path between strong
rationalism and fideism while preserving a religious commitment open to criticism and
revision. The study shifts the debate from a general opposition between reason and faith to
the conditions under which epistemic justification persists or is defeated. Future research may
examine particular defeaters, peer disagreement, and religious testimony.
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