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Engaging in philosophical epistemology, as in reflective morality, serves important purposes both in the lives of active agents and in and for the social practices in which their reflective activities are situated. The authors of Intellectual Virtues, Robert C. Roberts & W. Jay Wood, describe the great purpose of philosophical epistemology as its ability to sharpen the agent’s understanding of knowledge and other, related, epistemic goods. Unfortunately, epistemologists often lose track of the practical purposes which reflection serves, and even of the social functions of the concept of knowledge itself; this has especially occurred in epistemology conceived as the project of logical analysis, or of stating exceptionless general conditions (what the authors term “e-definitions”) of concepts of “justification,” “knowledge,” “warrant,” etc. The project of providing such definitions places analytic epistemology into a focus on atomistic propositions as the contents of knowledge states. While useful for some philosophical purposes, this also leads to neglect of the social nature of our epistemic and evaluative practices, as well as the practical need to develop regulative norms of inquiry. It leads also to neglecting the practical concerns about understanding those habits of intellectual character that support (or undermine) the achievement of intellectual goods that are the direct aims of the agent’s own intellectual life. By contrast, “The virtues epistemology of this book is a return to [a] tradition of the seventeenth century, to a regulative epistemology which, like Locke’s, describes the personal dispositions of the agent rather than providing direct rules of action. It focuses on forming the practitioner’s character and is strongly education-oriented” (22). As the authors elaborate,
 [F]or purposes of regulative epistemology, and indeed for an adequate understanding of the intellectual life, we need a broader and richer conception of the epistemic goods than has characterized recent epistemology….The virtues themselves come in integrated sets in which particular virtues, some pairs of which may initially seem to be opposites, balance one another and support, enrich, and qualify one another in a variety of ways…While recent epistemology has devoted almost exclusive attention to the role of the virtues [especially those construed as natural faculties] in acquiring the epistemic goods, we think that a more adequate guide will need to pay attention to their role in the transmission and application of those goods as well (31). 

This book is a major contribution to a growing literature in character-based or responsibilist epistemology. The “regulative” concerns that the authors make primary in their learned and engagingly-written study, while recognized as not the only concerns of epistemology, fit well with the agent-focused “virtues epistemology” they develop. Part I of their study offers “a sort of general or high-altitude map of the intellectual life, one that provides a perspicuous representation of the relations among the major parts of the territory in question.”  Part II of the study, to extend this analogy, “zooms in” on a series of areas within that territory, by providing thick descriptions and analyses (after a sort) of particular aims of the intellectual life, and of particular intellectual virtues, though always with attention to their placements in the whole. 

Regulative epistemology as the authors develop it in Part I is “both significantly continuous and deeply discontinuous” with the analytic epistemology of the post-Gettier era. The interest that some analytic epistemologists have recently shown in the intellectual virtues provides an opportunity to think of and practice epistemology in a new way, they hold. But the account of intellectual habits and dispositions that the authors develop is not intended to an analogue of “routine” virtue ethics, in which the concept of a virtue is exploited to answer the central question of moral theory—‘What is the foundation of morality?’ (19). Routine virtue theory tends to overlook the nature of the virtues themselves and the manner in which virtue theory can bring the study of the moral and intellectual traits of the agent into closer proximity. The authors are equally dissatisfied with the “pure virtue theory” of Linda Zagzebski and Michael Slote, and with the many reliabilist and anti-luck epistemologies that also attempt “to use the concept of a virtue to answer routine questions of late twentieth-century epistemology, especially in formulating definitions of justification, warrant, and knowledge” (19). So while the authors are concerned with the nature and scope of epistemological theory, and set their position off from other self-described virtue epistemologies, they are more concerned to generate understanding of the epistemic agent and thereby to guide practice (323). They hold that “the intellectual life is characterized through and through by practices, and that the intellectual virtues fit us well to pursue these” (307). The project they opt for is a strongly practical and social project of studying and ‘mapping’ the habits of mind of the excellent epistemic agent, and of providing, on this basis, normative guidance that helps us deal effectively with what we must concede to be our human deficiencies. 

The aspects of their study leading away from “routine” virtue theories and towards more regulative concerns also lead the authors to examine the relationship between ethical and intellectual traits of character. Indeed due to their well-considered way of dealing with these metaphilosophical concerns, the book may be as interesting and challenging for ethicists as for epistemologists. The book begins with a caption quote by C.S. Peirce to the effect that “[W]e can perceive that good reasoning and good morals are closely allied; and I suspect that with the further development of ethics this relation will be found to be ever more intimate than we can, as yet, prove it to be” (quoted on p. 1). The authors take a large step in establishing the intimacy of which Peirce speaks. They more specifically, “find it unhelpful to try to draw a strict line between the intellectual and the moral virtues. So we will here speak of intellectual humility, intellectual courage, intellectual generosity where more traditional usage might speak of a moral virtue applied to an intellectual context. If the classical division of theoretical from practical reason is artificial, given the enormous importance of practices in intellectual life, so is the division between intellectual and moral virtues” (60).
Clearly the virtue theory as developed in Part I runs counterpoint to the ‘reductive’ or ‘monistic’ presumption of authors like Simon Blackburn and Thomas Hurka, for whom all philosophy consists in proposals about the relations among concepts, in proposed orderings of concepts, and the arguments for those orderings. The authors provide arguments for rejecting the hierarchicalizing view of philosophy (24-25), and thereby add to the motivation for their own preferred project of extended thick descriptions of particular virtues and vices. If Blackburn supposes virtue epistemology to be modeled on modern ethical theories, and therefore to be focused around analysis of deontological concepts (“the right”; “ought,” etc.) and “thin’ axiological concepts (“the Good,” etc), then for the authors, “the concrete description of particular virtues is central and essential” to their alternative project, and even, they claim, distinguishes their project from everything else in the field (28). At least, for the purposes of drawing a useful “map” of the intellectual life, the authors show us that we need to be more sensitive to the rich diversity of structure among the intellectual virtues than virtue epistemology has been heretofore (30). 
But if one aims to provide guidance, the focus shifts to a fairly detailed exploration of the particular dimensions or territories of the life of knowledge….the descriptions we offer of the virtue we call love of knowledge and the virtues of epistemic humility, caution, courage, tenacity, openness, charity, and generosity . They do make many conceptual proposals during these explorations, but they are not in the service of conceptual reduction and are rather “proposals about how epistemic and epistemic-moral concepts relate to one another, how virtues interact with and depend on one another, the varieties of intellectual goods and how they are connected with one another and with the various virtues, the relations that virtues bear to human faculties and various epistemic practices (26). 
A common-place in much modernist epistemology, and in analytic philosophy especially in its internalist and Chisholmian paradigm, has been a rationalistic conception of mind wherein beliefs are taken atomistically and reasonableness in assent to a proposition is strictly a matter of one’s strength of assent matching the strength of evidence that agent “has” for a particular target proposition at a particular time-slice. But in an alternative and more holistic evaluation focusing on agents, emotions, the will, and life-context all matter; the agent’s “hold” on a belief is a matter of the various ways that strength-of-confidence and depth-of-ingression of that belief are inter-related for the agent, and this is a much more complicated issue that is recognized in that inveterate evidentialist tradition that presents epistemic responsibility merely as synchronic epistemic rationality and without regard for the ‘merely practical’ question of the quality of effort and motivation that produced just that perceived evidence for a belief. Hence, “The dispositions of desire, emotional response, and choice that constitute the excellent formation of the will have been, from ancient times to the present, much noticed in discussions of ethics, but remarkably less so in epistemology” (153). Not only do the authors argue for rejection of a rationalistic conception of mind, they also develop reasons for thinking that a virtue epistemology that does full justice to the functioning of the epistemic faculties in producing the most interesting and important kinds of knowledge “will have to make the will the central intellectual faculty” (111-112). 
Part II of the study provides rich descriptions of particular intellectual virtues and vices and their effects upon practice, yet without any pretention that they are the wellspring of everything intellectual. While many virtues are discussed, “love of knowledge” and “practical wisdom” play special roles in the authors’ account. As the only truly motivating among intellectual virtues, “the love of knowledge provides the intellectual motive for exemplification of such virtues as humility and courage which don’t have a motive of their own….” (305). Practical wisdom, too, “is involved in every virtue, as constituting the good judgment without which no human virtue could be exemplified in action, emotion, or judgment” (305). Chapters of Part II focus also on intellectual “firmness,” “autonomy,” “generosity,” and on the balanced virtues of intellectual “courage” and “caution.”
Intellectual Virtues is engagingly-written, and displays a richness of historical and contemporary sources, including Great Books of world literature as well as philosophy. From what has been said thus far, Part I of the book recommends itself to anyone interested in the contemporary virtue theory or in the intersections between ethics and epistemology. It certainly also recommends itself for course adoption, though something else might need to be said about this. I would recommend it without qualification for courses in philosophy offered in the religiously-affiliated colleges, though to determine if it fits their course, teachers at non-affiliated colleges should keep in mind that an unabashed Christian philosophy flows through the work. This colors Part II far more than Part I, since the treatment of the intellectual virtues of generosity, autonomy, and humility are expounded in ways acknowledged to be most at home in a Christian worldview. That the book at times functions as a kind of Christian apologetic should not be surprising, given that it is largely the product of the authors’ dialectical response primarily to other Christian philosophers doing work in epistemology, William Alston, Alvin Plantinga, and Linda Zagzebski, with Nicholas Wolterstorff and Alisdair MacIntyre also among those in relation to whom they situate their project. Although the book does not deal directly with a virtue-theoretic account of religious belief and its rivals, as did Wood’s previous (and considerably shorter) book Epistemology: Becoming Intellectually Virtuous, published (1998) in a Contours of Christian Philosophy series, it is worth pointing out that Intellectual Virtues nevertheless contributes to, and is indeed a vanguard of, virtue-theoretic approaches in philosophy of religion, along with work by Thomas Hill, James Montmarquet, Roger Pouivet, Linda Zagzebski, and others. Bringing these efforts together, Intellectual Virtues serves as a timely reminder of the strength of virtue theory in Christian thought (and for that matter, in many religions worldwide) both historically and in the present day.
As a secularist philosopher who has (also) advocated a virtue-theoretic account of the ethics of belief, I view Roberts and Woods’ project in a highly positive light. Their approach focusing on education to and inculcation of the intellectual virtues promotes shared standards of intellectual responsibility among religious and secular thinkers, and naturally-enough tempers conceptions of religious faith incompatible with revisability and objective uncertainty. One especial concern I had in approaching it was with the authors’ response to Alvin Plantinga, to whom the book is dedicated. Plantinga’s radical theistic externalism is explicitly used to defend attitudes of a contented Christian religious exclusivism, and is often criticized (including Axtell 2006) as holding that a merely negative apologetic—a story about how and why adherents of religions other than the home religion, are in errors—is apologetic enough. But Roberts and Wood, while obviously agreeing with the Reformed tradition in no small measure, also qualify this  and provide to its readership a very effective ‘hook’ that draws Plantingian ‘basic believers’ back into a wider continuing dialogue over faith, reason, and philosophical standards of responsible belief. Accordingly, their virtue-theoretical approach well-fulfills the pedagogical functions they design it for, and on my view has the further potential to usefully mediate certain ‘culture-warish’ disputes that are often instead conducted most polemically and rhetorically: those not just between religious fundamentalists and aggressive atheists, but also between adherents of different faith traditions. 

The reminders of the costs of confusing “firmness’ with dogmatic “rigidity,” and of the importance of balancing the kind of intellectual courage they associate with firmness with the kind of intellectual caution that makes one take peer disagreement with the seriousness it deserves, are ways in which the authors’ approach works to gently draw Christian thinkers into a broader dialogue with science and philosophy, and with religious worldviews other than that of the “home” religion. Thus, if the conceptions of intellectual firmness, humility, and autonomy in this book are given primarily a Christian elaboration, and the idea of intellectual virtues as “indexed to world views” (318) sometimes seems like a line-drawing maneuver intended to remove beliefs deemed basic in a given tradition from rational criticism, the overall effect of the authors’ regulative epistemology is nevertheless to put religious believers and secularists, and again Christian and non-Christian faith traditions, on a far better path towards mutual understanding and respect. To promote the acquisition of traits of intellectual and moral character that tend to undermine inbred tendencies towards ethnocentric and dogmatic thinking, is also to promote the values associated with the “deliberative turn” in social and political thought, which argues that public discourse is the real lifeblood of a democratic polity. Some of the best-known proponents of deliberative democracy such as Cheryl Misak, Rob Talisse and Scott Aiken appeal to moral and/or epistemic “evidentialism” in circumscribing the limits of responsibility in respect to a communal “ethics of belief.” On my view the virtues-based or virtue responsibilist alternative addresses problems of religious fundamentalism and intolerance more effectively than does the combined efforts of those whose advocacy of stern versions of moral or epistemic evidentialism is so obviously a thinly-disguised reflection of a committed stance of aggressive secularization.
 This alternative as the authors develop it, and the  regulative functions of epistemology it makes central also provides defense of the right-to-believe that compares admirably with the self-isolating tendencies of fundamentalist religiosity. It provides for the book’s Christian readership a viable middle path between extremes that have grown in popularity in recent years, the near purely ‘negative’ (externalist) apologetic strategy that abjures the Enlightenment demand for reason-giving, on the one hand, and the positive (internalist) but highly antagonistic ‘Christian evidentialist’ strategy, both of which I think it safe to say ultimately ill-serve Christian believers. These are still further reasons why I think Intellectual Virtues is a quite valuable book for philosophers of all stripes, even if it is a much clearer choice for adoption in the philosophy classes of our Christian-affiliated colleges. 
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