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Abstract

Prophetic infallibility is a central issue in Shi‘i theology and plays a decisive role in the
credibility of revelation and legitimacy of prophethood. Among rational arguments for
infallibility, the “Argument from Trust” is significant because it rests on a psychological and
social principle: the purpose of prophethood can be fully realized only when people have
absolute trust in the prophet, and such trust requires complete infallibility in belief, religious
rulings, and conduct. Using an analytical-critical method, this study examines three major
objections to this argument. The first claims that trust is possible without complete
infallibility by comparing prophets with non-infallible scholars or experts. This analogy is
invalid, since prophets differ fundamentally in mission, verifiability of error, and scope of
influence. The second objection holds that infallibility entails compulsion. In response, the
study distinguishes essential impossibility from extrinsic impossibility and argues that
infallibility is the perfection of free will, arising from intuitive knowledge and divine love, not
a denial of agency. The third objection concerns the argument’s limited evidential scope. This
is answered by explaining infallibility as a firmly rooted moral disposition operative in all
circumstances; even private sins or pre-prophetic faults would undermine public trust and
prophetic dignity. The findings show that the Argument from Trust can establish the
comprehensive infallibility of prophets in religious, epistemic, and social dimensions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Prophetic infallibility (‘isma) is a central doctrine in Shi‘i theology because the credibility
of revelation, the legitimacy of prophetic mission, and the possibility of reliable divine
guidance depend upon it. If a prophet were liable to error in belief, in receiving or
transmitting revelation, or in conduct related to religious leadership, public confidence in
his message would be weakened. Among the rational arguments for prophetic infallibility,
the Argument from Trust (burhan al-wuthiiq) has a special status. It is based on a
psychological and social principle: the purpose of prophethood, namely the complete
guidance of humanity, can be fulfilled only when people have full trust in the prophet.
Such trust requires the prophet’s protection from sin, error, forgetfulness in religious
matters, and any action incompatible with the dignity of divine leadership. This paper
analytically and critically examines the main objections raised against the Argument from
Trust.

1. The Argument from Trust

The Argument from Trust can be summarized as follows: God sends prophets to guide
human beings; guidance requires people to accept and follow the prophet’s teachings with
confidence; such confidence is possible only if the prophet is fully reliable in belief,
speech, and conduct; therefore, the prophet must be infallible. Nasir al-Din al-Tusi
formulates this point concisely: the prophet must be infallible so that trust may be
obtained and the purpose of prophethood fulfilled. Although the argument may initially
seem to prove only infallibility in receiving and conveying revelation, a deeper analysis
shows that trust in revelation cannot be separated from trust in the prophet’s whole
personality. Testimonial knowledge depends on the credibility, honesty, and cognitive
reliability of the speaker. If a prophet could commit deliberate sins or serious errors in
other areas of life, people would reasonably doubt his integrity and reliability in
transmitting revelation. Trust in a prophet is therefore holistic and cannot be artificially
divided into isolated domains.

2. First Objection: Trust without Complete Infallibility

The first objection claims that complete infallibility is unnecessary for trust. People trust
scholars, jurists, physicians, and other experts despite knowing that they are fallible.
Thus, it is argued, people may also trust a prophet who possesses great knowledge and
moral excellence without being absolutely infallible. The article responds that this
objection rests on a false analogy. Trust in ordinary experts differs fundamentally from
trust in prophets. Experts work within human disciplines, and their errors can usually be
evaluated, corrected, or compared with the views of other specialists. A prophet, however,
is the primary receiver and transmitter of divine revelation. If error were possible in this
domain, the community would have no independent criterion for distinguishing divine
truth from prophetic mistake. Moreover, the consequences of error are not comparable. A
physician’s or jurist’s mistake is limited and often correctable, whereas an error in
prophetic revelation could misguide an entire community for generations. Therefore,
ordinary trust in fallible specialists cannot justify trust in a fallible prophet. The paper
also rejects the claim that social trust normally begins from an initial presumption of
reliability. Such a presumption may apply to everyday interactions, but it cannot be
extended to claims of revelation, divine command, and salvation. These claims require



133 Analytical Critique of Objections to the Argument from Trust in ... | Morteza Hoseinzadeh

stronger epistemic guarantees, as shown by the role of miracles and proofs in prophetic
missions.

3. Second Objection: Infallibility and Compulsion

The second objection argues that if infallibility excludes every possibility of sin, it must
imply compulsion. If God prevents the prophet from sinning by force, the prophet’s moral
perfection loses its value, and he no longer acts as a free agent. Some Qur’anic warnings
addressed to prophets are also taken to imply that sin is genuinely possible for them. In
response, the article distinguishes between essential impossibility and extrinsic
impossibility. Sinning is not essentially impossible for a prophet, as a logical contradiction
is impossible. Rather, it becomes extrinsically impossible because of the prophet’s
intuitive knowledge, deep love of God, and firmly rooted spiritual disposition. The
prophet retains the power to sin, but no effective motive for sin arises within him.
Infallibility is therefore not the denial of freedom but the perfection of free will. It is an
inward perfection of will, not an external coercion. Moreover, Qur’anic warnings to
prophets can be understood as rhetorical, instructional, or addressed through the prophet
to the community. They express the seriousness of sin and shirk without implying actual
liability to commit them.

4. Third Objection: The Limited Scope of the Argument

The third objection states that even if the Argument from Trust is valid, it proves only
limited infallibility, such as infallibility in public conduct, after the beginning of the
prophetic mission, or in transmitting revelation. It allegedly cannot prove infallibility in
private life, before prophethood, or in ordinary affairs. The paper replies that infallibility
is not merely an external pattern of behavior but a stable moral and cognitive disposition.
Such a disposition cannot be divided into public and private spheres. If a person could sin
in private, this would indicate the absence of the inner perfection required for prophetic
authority. Private wrongdoing also affects character and may eventually appear in public
conduct. Similarly, sins before the prophetic mission would damage later trust, because
trust is shaped by a person’s history and reputation. Even repentance does not necessarily
erase all psychological and social effects of past wrongdoing. Prophetic leadership
requires a person whose purity and reliability are present from the beginning. Regarding
ordinary mistakes, the article emphasizes that any error affecting religious guidance,
public confidence, or the prophet’s exemplary role cannot be considered insignificant.
Since the prophet is not only a transmitter of revelation but also the practical model of
divine guidance, his conduct must sustain complete confidence.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the objections raised against the Argument from Trust fail to
undermine its logical and theological force. The analogy between prophets and ordinary
experts is invalid; infallibility does not entail compulsion; and the argument, properly
understood, supports comprehensive prophetic infallibility. Trust in a prophet is holistic,
epistemically foundational, and socially decisive. Therefore, the Argument from Trust can
establish the necessity of prophetic infallibility in religious, epistemic, moral, and social
dimensions. It remains a strong rational basis for defending the Imamite doctrine that
prophets must be protected from sin, error, forgetfulness in religious matters, and any
conduct incompatible with divine guidance.
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