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Abstract
The argument from frustration of purpose is a major rational proof used by
Imami theologians to establish the absolute infallibility of prophets.
Grounded in divine wisdom and the purposiveness of God’s acts, it maintains
that the aim of Prophethood, comprehensive human guidance and true
felicity, cannot be fully realized unless the prophet is protected from error,
forgetfulness, and sin. Any possibility of such defects would weaken
communal trust and render prophetic guidance uncertain. Imami thinkers
explain this protection as extrinsic impossibility: the prophet retains free will
and power, yet lacks any effective motive for sin because of immediate
knowledge, profound love of God, and a firmly rooted moral disposition.
Using an analytical-critical method and relying on classical Imami sources
and contemporary discussions, this study examines objections to the
argument, including the sufficiency of relative infallibility, the principle of
greater good and lesser evil, analogies with religious authorities, and the
Humean is—ought objection. It argues that these critiques confuse partial with
complete realization of divine purpose, overlook the unique status of
Prophethood, and misunderstand divine knowledge, will, and power.
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Consequently, divine wisdom requires comprehensive prophetic infallibility
throughout life and in all domains of religious guidance and practice.
Keywords: Infallibility; Purpose-Contradiction Argument; Contingent
Impossibility; Divine Wisdom; Deep-rooted Moral Disposition of the Soul.
Introduction

The doctrine of prophetic infallibility is a central issue in Imami theology,
since it is directly connected with the credibility of revelation, the authority
of prophetic guidance, and the possibility of attaining reliable religious
knowledge. Among the rational arguments used by Imami theologians to
prove prophetic infallibility, the argument from frustration or contradiction
of purpose has a special place. This argument rests on two theological
principles: divine wisdom and the purposiveness of divine acts. According
to it, God’s act of sending prophets is not arbitrary; rather, it aims at the
complete guidance of human beings and their attainment of true felicity in
this world and the hereafter. The argument may be summarized as follows:
the purpose of Prophethood is comprehensive human guidance. Such
guidance requires complete trust in the prophet in receiving, conveying,
explaining, and practically embodying the divine message. If the prophet
were subject to error, forgetfulness, negligence, or sin, this trust would be
undermined. People would then face a dilemma: either they would have to
follow the prophet even when he might be mistaken or sinful, which would
imply following error or evil by divine command; or they would not have to
follow him in such cases, in which case the function of Prophethood would
become uncertain and ineffective. Both alternatives would frustrate the
divine purpose. Since frustration of purpose is incompatible with divine
wisdom, God must send prophets protected from all forms of error and sin.
This study analytically examines the main objections raised against the
argument from frustration of purpose. The first objection claims that the
divine purpose would not be frustrated by sending a pious but non-infallible
prophet, since relative guidance through a righteous prophet would still be
better than no guidance at all. Some critics appeal here to the principle that
“a greater good should not be abandoned because of a lesser evil.” However,
this objection confuses partial realization of the divine purpose with its
complete realization. In ordinary human affairs, one may accept an imperfect
option when no perfect option is available. But such reasoning cannot be
applied to God, who is omniscient and omnipotent. If God can send a prophet
who realizes the purpose of guidance fully and without the harmful
consequences of error or sin, divine wisdom requires the complete option
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rather than the defective one. Moreover, prophetic error cannot be considered
a “lesser evil,” because error in the prophetic source of religion may have
universal, long-lasting, and irreparable consequences for human salvation.
Another version of this objection compares prophets with religious scholars
or jurists. It is argued that just as non-infallible jurists can guide people, a
non-infallible prophet could also fulfill the function of guidance. This
analogy is flawed. A prophet is the direct recipient of revelation and the
primary source of religion, whereas a jurist is only an interpreter of already
transmitted religious sources. A prophet’s claim concerning revelation
cannot be independently verified in the same way that a jurist’s reasoning
from scripture and tradition can be examined and criticized. Therefore,
prophetic authority requires absolute trust, while juristic authority requires
only relative and revisable confidence. The second objection maintains that
the argument proves less than the doctrine of absolute infallibility. According
to this objection, it may at most establish the prophet’s infallibility after the
beginning of his mission and only in major matters related to revelation, not
before the mission, in minor sins, or in rare unintentional mistakes. This
objection overlooks the unity and continuity of personal identity. Trust in a
prophet is not formed only after the public declaration of Prophethood; it is
shaped by the person’s moral integrity and entire life history. A previous
history of sin, even if followed by repentance, can weaken the complete
confidence required for universal prophetic authority. Moreover, infallibility
is not a set of isolated acts, but a stable moral and spiritual disposition rooted
in knowledge, will, and character. If minor sins or rare errors were possible,
this would indicate a defect in the very disposition that is supposed to protect
the prophet from deviation.

The third objection appeals to the Humean problem of deriving an “is” from
an “ought.” Critics argue that even if prophets ought to be infallible for
guidance to be effective, it does not follow that they actually are infallible.
This objection misunderstands the structure of the argument. The argument
from frustration of purpose does not merely infer a factual claim from a
normative requirement. Rather, it begins with a metaphysical claim about
God: God is wise, omniscient, omnipotent, and acts according to perfect
wisdom. In human beings, knowledge, will, and power may be separated,;
one may know what should be done but fail to will it, or will it but lack the
power to do it. Such separation cannot be attributed to God. Therefore, once
it is established that divine wisdom requires an infallible prophet for
complete guidance, and that God has the power to send such a prophet, the
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conclusion follows from the unity of divine knowledge, will, power, and
wisdom. The fourth objection concerns the nature of infallibility itself.
Critics argue that factors such as piety, knowledge of the ugliness of sin,
revelation, fear of God, and love of God may strongly motivate obedience,
but they do not make sin impossible in the strict philosophical sense. The
response is that Imami theologians generally do not regard prophetic sin as
intrinsically impossible. Rather, they explain infallibility as imtina“ bi’l-
ghayr, that is, impossibility due to an extrinsic ground. The prophet retains
the power to sin, but because of immediate knowledge of the reality of sin,
profound love for God, deep awareness of divine majesty, constant
connection with revelation, and a firmly established moral disposition, no
effective motive for sin arises in him. Thus, infallibility does not negate
freedom; it represents the perfection of freedom under the guidance of
complete knowledge and a purified will.
Conclusion
The argument from frustration of purpose remains a strong rational
foundation for the Imami doctrine of comprehensive prophetic infallibility.
Divine wisdom requires that the purpose of prophethood—complete
guidance toward human felicity—be realized without internal defect. Since
prophetic error, sin, or forgetfulness would undermine trust, distort guidance,
and compromise the authority of revelation, absolute infallibility is not
merely an optional perfection but a rational necessity. The objections
examined in this study fail to refute the argument. They either confuse partial
guidance with complete guidance, apply principles valid only for limited
human agents to God, compare prophets with fallible religious authorities,
or misunderstand infallibility as intrinsic compulsion rather than extrinsic
impossibility.
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