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Religious disagreement poses a fundamental challenge in the philosophy
of religion and epistemology, raising profound questions regarding the
rationality of religious beliefs and believers’ commitments. This article
offers a thorough and detailed analysis of John Pittard’s theory in
Disagreement, Deference, and Religious Commitment. Pittard introduces
the concept of “internal rational defense,” proposing a model that enables
believers to maintain deep commitment to their religious convictions
while simultaneously acknowledging the widespread and serious
disagreements across various religious beliefs. This approach seeks to
balance religious loyalty with epistemic humility and to preserve sincere
dialogue amid religious diversity. Alongside an extensive exposition of
Pittard’s views, the article critically examines key epistemological and
philosophical challenges, including the risk of relativism inherent in the
distinction between individual and intersubjective rationality, the
ambiguity surrounding the boundaries between rational loyalty and
dogmatism, the proximity of Pittard’s framework to reformed
epistemology, and the insufficient articulation of epistemic responsibility
in the face of disagreement. The practical and cultural implications of this
approach are also explored, followed by proposals to develop and
strengthen the theory. Ultimately, this paper aims to contribute to a deeper
understanding of religious rationality in a pluralistic world and to promote
interfaith dialogue by highlighting the necessity of more precise
definitions of rational criteria and epistemic duties.
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Extended Abstract

Religious disagreement between epistemic peers—individuals who are equally intelligent,
well-informed, and sincere—poses a profound challenge to the rationality of religious belief.
If one recognizes that others with comparable cognitive and moral capacities arrive at
incompatible religious or irreligious conclusions, then continued belief appears intellectually
unstable, or at least epistemically arrogant. This concern becomes sharper in religious
contexts, where beliefs are often identity-forming, existentially significant, and not easily
revised without cost. According to a widely discussed skeptical response, epistemic
impartiality requires that one either suspend judgment or reduce confidence in the face of
peer disagreement, unless one has decisive, neutral evidence to favor one’s own view. In the
absence of such evidence, rational commitment to one’s religious beliefs seems untenable.
However, strict adherence to impartiality threatens to erode not only religious belief but many
other domains of rational conviction that depend on interpretive frameworks, lived
experience, and moral orientation. Moral realism, political liberalism, and even certain
scientific paradigms involve background assumptions and evaluative stances that are not
neutrally demonstrable. In response to this broader epistemic threat, some philosophers have
sought to reconceive the standards of rationality by allowing for a greater role for first-
personal reasons and contextual justification. One such account, defended by John Pittard,
challenges the demand that reasons for belief be shareable across all epistemic perspectives.
Instead, it affirms that rational agents can be justified in continuing to believe from within
their own standpoint, provided that they engage responsibly with disagreement and remain
open to epistemic humility.

Central to this alternative is the distinction between agent impartiality and reasons
impartiality. Agent impartiality demands openness to criticism and avoidance of
dogmatism—requirements widely accepted in epistemology. Reasons impartiality, by
contrast, requires that one’s justification rely only on considerations accessible and
acceptable to all reasonable agents, regardless of perspective. Pittard accepts the former but
rejects the latter. He argues that a principled rejection of reasons impartiality enables
believers to remain rational even amid unresolved disagreement, so long as their commitment
is grounded in sincere reflection, affective engagement, and a responsible interpretive
orientation.

On this basis, Pittard develops the concept of partisan justification, according to which a
religious believer can justifiably maintain her faith, despite the presence of peer
disagreement, if she finds her own perspective epistemically superior in light of her total
evidence—including personal experience, moral perception, emotional resonance, and
background commitments. This form of justification is not meant to be universally
compelling; it does not assume that others should accept the believer’s reasons. Instead, it
recognizes that belief is always situated, that agents do not reason from nowhere, and that
rationality may depend on the coherence and integrity of one’s epistemic standpoint.

This view also incorporates elements of affective rationalism, which treats emotions,
dispositions, and volitional commitments as potentially epistemically relevant. In religious
contexts, beliefs are often deeply entangled with a sense of meaning, hope, trust, and
dependence—features that are not merely psychological but integral to the agent’s grasp of
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her moral and existential situation. Such features can shape what one finds plausible,
intelligible, or compelling. To exclude them entirely from epistemic evaluation is to adopt an
overly intellectualized and disembodied model of rationality that fails to reflect the way belief
actually functions in human life.

Nevertheless, this model faces serious objections. One challenge concerns the risk of
epistemic relativism. If partisan justification is available to any agent who sincerely endorses
her perspective after reflecting on alternatives, then any belief—even those with
incompatible truth-claims—could count as justified. The theory would then struggle to
distinguish between responsible belief and motivated reasoning, or between justified
commitment and epistemic isolation. Pittard attempts to avoid this by requiring not just
sincerity but also critical engagement with disagreement and the cultivation of epistemic
virtues such as humility and fairness. Still, critics argue that these conditions may not suffice
to protect the model from relativistic consequences.

Another challenge relates to the epistemic role of affect. While it is plausible that
emotions and volitions are relevant to rational belief, not all affective elements are
epistemically salutary. Some may distort perception, reinforce cognitive bias, or insulate the
believer from challenge. The absence of clear criteria for distinguishing constructive from
distorting affect threatens the integrity of the model. If personal resonance or existential
comfort becomes a sufficient basis for justification, rational belief risks degenerating into
self-affirmation rather than truth-tracking inquiry.

A third difficulty arises from the persistence of deep religious pluralism. If members of
different religious traditions—Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, or non-religious
humanist—can each claim partisan justification from within their own epistemic
frameworks, the question emerges whether the theory can offer any resources for cross-
perspectival evaluation. Without such evaluative resources, belief becomes insulated from
external challenge, and disagreement loses its critical significance. While Pittard maintains
that acknowledgment of disagreement should foster humility and continued reflection, the
theory may still leave the believer without tools for assessing the relative plausibility of rival
outlooks.

A further consideration concerns the phenomenon of deliberative vertigo, the state of
epistemic paralysis that may result from an overemphasis on the threat of disagreement. If
rational agents are required to suspend belief in the absence of consensus or decisive
argument, they may become incapable of making practical or existential commitments. In
religious life, however, such commitment is often urgent and unavoidable. The necessity of
acting under conditions of ambiguity suggests that epistemic justification cannot require full
resolution of disagreement. Instead, what is needed is a model of rational commitment that
permits belief formation under uncertainty, without abandoning epistemic responsibility.

Partisan justification thus seeks to provide this model: a mode of rational belief that
honors the complexity of disagreement while preserving the intelligibility of continued
commitment. Its emphasis on intellectual integrity, critical engagement, and perspectival
justification offers a credible alternative to both skeptical conciliationism and rigid
steadfastness. It acknowledges that religious belief is not founded solely on abstract
arguments but is shaped by lived experience, community, and moral orientation. In doing so,
it reframes the nature of rationality itself—not as a matter of neutrality or objectivity in the
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strongest sense, but as an expression of the agent’s conscientious engagement with her
epistemic world.

This view finds support in the work of other contemporary philosophers. William
Alston’s account of religious experience as a basic source of justification reinforces the role
of first-personal evidence. Paul Moser’s emphasis on divine moral calling supports the view
that religious knowledge depends on volitional openness rather than empirical proof. Linda
Zagzebski’s work on epistemic authority and trust complements the view that rational belief
may be grounded in tradition and testimony, provided it is endorsed through responsible
agency. Charles Taylor’s depiction of modern belief as inherently contestable supports the
idea that rational commitment need not require universal agreement. These converging lines
of thought help to render partisan justification not merely plausible but philosophically
compelling.

While challenges remain, especially concerning the boundaries of justification and the
dangers of epistemic insularity, the model offers a serious and nuanced account of how
religious belief may remain rational despite disagreement. It affirms that rationality is not
exhausted by intersubjective consensus, and that personal integrity, epistemic virtue, and
reflective responsiveness to one’s context are legitimate sources of justification. In an age of
pluralism and contestation, this vision of rational belief provides space for both commitment
and humility, allowing agents to believe responsibly without denying the deep and intractable
reality of disagreement.
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