The Rationality of Religious Belief from toe Perspectivts of John Grec.
and Linda Zagzebski

An Inadequate Defense Grounded in the Epistemology of Testimony

"""" i) Attrrza rrr ir rrererr rri®

1&Corresponding Author,r PhD,i Department of IslamicxPhilosophyeandnTheology, Faculty of
Theologyiand Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, Tehran, [ran. Email: motavalimorteza@ut.ac.ir
2. PhD, Department of Philosophy of Religion, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies,
Tehran, Iran. Email: a.dorri@yahoo.com

teeeeeet

The rationality of religious4beliefs has been. a central topic in philosophical2inquiry
throughout history. Recently, two prominent epistemologists, John7Greco and Linda:
Zagzebski, have defended this rationality within the framework of the epistemology of
testimony. Greco, through his general anti-reductionist approach, asserts that religious
knowledge is transmitted to recipients via reliable channels of transmission. Zagzebski, on
the other hand, argues for the rationality of religious belief by justifying religious authority
through a conscientious, self-reflective trust in others—a trust that stems from trust in
oneself, which she presents as a deliberative reason. In this paper, we critically analyze the
views of Greco and . agzebski, alongside Jennifer Lackey, to demonstrate the inadequacies
in their arguments. Specifically, we aim to critique these two thinkers by examining the
logical implications of their positions, ultimately showing that their arguments for the
rationality oftreligious belief are.notgvalid Weiidentifytthree. keybissues wighnGreco’st
perspective:w(1)eitt failsbtoweliminate the influence of epistemiceluck;t (2)eitwdoesi not
adequatelylapplyltoundamentaltreligiousrbeliefs,ovhich are es ential forfparticipation inn
religiouss communities;i and (3)situencountersnthei "garbagel problem,"r whicht remainsi
unresolvednfiimili rly,fwethighlight threerproblemo ineZagzebski’seview:§(1)thertapproachp
couldiclassifyt hedeliefse ficommunitiestsuchtassterroriststandTaciststastrational;u(2)tit[]
necessitatesaacceptingsthehtesttmony of authorityi figuresreven when theynarei clearlyP
erroneoui; andg(3) deliberative reasonsiareainsufficient in addressinglsignificantrissuesd
Therefore, attempting tocdroveitherrationalityiofheligiousdeliefithroughtthe epistemologyr
of testimonys, iat least astproposedhly Greco and Zagzebski,deadsco a dead,endt

t :iRationality,of ReligiousIBelief,iJohniGrect, l_inda Zagzebski,dennifer Lackey,a
Epistemology of Testimonyi
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Iftwesetfaside those who consider(religious beliefhirrational and worthless, those whoiviewo
religious belief as rational and valuable can be categorized into several groups. Historically,
until the 19th century, evidentialism dominated the intellectual landscape, with religious
belief considered rational because it was grounded in evidence based on foundational
beliefs. However, starting in the 19th century, figures like Kierkegaardfand Wittgensteina
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argued that religious faith and belief were valuable buttnot necessarilyotied tolrational

reasoningvin the latter half of the 20th century, with the rise of externalism in epistemology,

new perspectives emerged thatwffirmed the rationality of religious belief withoutrequiringr
arguments in itsifavor or beliefeinlitbMore recently,iwith the'adventlandwevelopmentiof

socialiepistemology,fJohnfGrecoiand LindanZagzebski have established, inttwoudifferento
ways,pthe rauonalitynofrreligious beliefi withinnthevframeworkcofithe epistemolo  of

tes imonywli thismesearch, adopting an analytical-critical approach, weOwillufirst present

theviews:of these two thinkerse Then, byZriticallygxamining thellogical implications oft
their arguments, we will-demonstrate that their-approach is insufficient in achieving its

intended goal. However, while testimony is not entirely without value, it should be seen:as

contributing to a degree of probability when considered alongside other evidence.
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Greco suggests that religiousiknowledge and reasonableareligiousibelief can be achievedt
throughsmeansethervhan testimony Hettheniexamines whethertthreet eptical g gument h
againstt religiousl belief—namely,t thes argument froml luck,i the argument from peert
disal reement,i and Hume’snargumento fromc testimony aboutwmiracles—achieveotheirt
intended effectagsrecomrguesahatahe answeraswegative,iasclldhreetargumentsaestton ar
controversialeassumptioniaboutptheonaturesofwestimony-o sed evidencefand knowledgeio
Thesassumptionris that testimonytservesasta sourcemf knowledgetgeneration rather thani
merelyiknowledge transmission. If we accept the possibility of knowledge transmissioni
and assume that religious knowledge is formed in the speaker through means other than
testimony, then, provided the transmission is reliable and occursewithin a framework of
social relations and institutions designed for this purpose, the believer's true belief wel notg
beethe result of ere chance. Zagzebskiecontends that the authority of one’s religious
community is justified through conscientious judgment. She argues that our pre-reflective
self has three components related to truth: a natural desire for truth, a natural belief that this
desire is satisfiable, and a natural trust in the adequacy of our faculties to attain truth.
Considering the epistemic, affective, and behavioral components of trust, it follows that
our belief in the satisfiability of our natural desire for truth is embedded within our trust in
our epistemic faculties. Since these faculties operate within an environment, trust in them
inherently includes trust in the suitabilitydfithatenvironmentdWhetheralirectly ortthrough
therfacultiestof others,ghisdrustrextendsltoithe facultiessofdtherssas welliiThus,iitusinaturals
for us to.believe the words ofnothers in ournpry-reflective state. Furthermore,nthrough
reflection, we recognize that trust in oneself is rational. Consequently, when we act[’
conscientiously in an/épistemic sense—when our desire for truth is self-reflective and we
utilize our faculties to the fullest to reach the truth—we realize that many others share this
same desire and faculties. In such cases, our trust should logically extend to them as well.
This constitutes a deliberative reason, a first-person justification connecting one to the truth
of a proposition (P). However, there are at least sixlsignificant issuer withdhese.views,g
three3concerning0GrecoSand6three2concerning Zagzebski. First, Lackey argues that the
reliability of a process does not preclude the influence of luck. There can be two types of
luck: in some cases, the output is true by chance (as seen in standard Gettier cases), while
in others, the acquisition and use of a reliable process is itself due to luck. Second, even if
Greco’s anti-reductionist3approachdisécorrect,it. doesjnotSapply2oOfundamentalpreligious



beliefsnifheserbeliefs arerbothldeeply significant, influencing allraspects of a person's life,
and serve as prerequisites for entering r7 igiousScommunities. Third, Greco faces the
"garbage problem,"ahallengerhewhas yetiozesolve [Fourth,H ackeyfcritiques Zagzebski's
view2for(potentiallysjustifying thelbeliefs of irrational communities,(such as terrorists,a
racists, and. cultsKRifth,Riccordingfto Lackey,aZagzebski’s approachmmakes. itldifficultltoo
rejecttan authority’s testimony even when it is clearly falseor(outrageous, as.hertviewfireats
such testimony as a preemptive reason. Sixth, deliberative reasoniisyinsufficien hen
addressing significant religious questions, such as the existence of God or the afterlife,
which are among the most criticallquestions in humanHife. The answers toltheselquestions,
whetherApositive or negative,i profoundly impactAallkaspects of anlindividual’stlife or
society.rNonetheless,sit isdossibleTo differentiate between fundamental beliefs based on
their degreel of importancer andnimpactrr InKsuch: cases, Zagzebski’st viewi mayt be
appropriately applieditotcertain.beliefsl
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Bothi Greco’s and Zagzebski'se approachesu havei fundamentalr flaws, makingr themR
unsuccessful in provingl thewationality of religiousrbelief throughrtheoepistemology4of
testimony. However,sif theiscope of religiouskbeliefsris)limitedaandrtheirrimplications are
reduced,rtestimony—when combined withiotheracvidence—can)contribute to-a degree oth
probabilityii Furthermore,eifl it) can bendemonstrated thati theseGestimonies come fromr
individuals with epistemic virtuesland that thererisB significantemountMfmsuchaestimony,e
this probability can be strengthened Therefore,restablishing theerationality(@f religious’
beliefBbased-on the epistemology of testimonyrhingesioneprovinghthelantecedenttof this
conditional proposition,dvhichauturelresearchamuld exploremfrther
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