
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For everyone has something of his own to contribute to the truth, 
and it is from these that we go on to give a sort of demonstration 
about these things. 

 
– Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1216b1–2 
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ABSTRACT 

What does it mean to be a good student? To answer this analysis draws on Aristotle’s 

articulation of intellectual virtues, which begins with the idea that “we praise not only 

the just, but also the intelligent and the wise,”1 and that “intellectual excellence in the 

main owes both its birth and its growth to teaching […] of all the things that come by us 

by nature we first acquire the potentiality and later exhibit the activity […] excellences 

we get first by exercising them.”2 Despite their intimate relationship with education, it is 

a small group of scholars led by Battaly, Kotzee, and Baehr who are breaking ground in 

applying intellectual virtues theory to education in the 21st century. Further, at a time 

when higher education is thrust toward the Internet and massive open online courses 

(MOOCs), the impacts of technology and economics in the field of intellectual virtues is 

largely overlooked. This dissertation provides a detailed history of virtue epistemology, 

defense of the research question, literature review, methodology justification, and 

problems identification to reveal (a) 11 student intellectual virtues are salient in the 21st 

century and why, (b) how these virtues can be fostered by seeing students embodying a 

practice, (c) how they fit in our learning environments, and (d) how they serve students 

and society. Using philosophical reconstruction, I conclude that intellectually virtuous 

students in higher education embody: impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, 

care, honesty, humility, autonomy, perseverance, patience, and industry. 

                                                
1 Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics, II.1.1220a5–13. 
2 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1103a14; 1103a26–31. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The birth of artificial intelligence, automation, information and communication 

technology, and the emergence of the knowledge economy put ever-increasing pressures 

on students. Some will fare well, others less so, but all will be challenged. It is in this 

climate that a constellation of phenomenon prompts me to rethink the nature of good 

students. Because goodness takes time as well as experience to develop and assess, I 

focus on students entering adulthood. Post-secondary students are of particular interest, 

as they tend to be left to their own devices when it comes to learning, in the spirit of 

fostering responsibility and respecting their autonomy. Yet they are of unique concern, 

since they are at the age of moral transition, having some habits, and varying 

experiences, building their character and intellectual skills as they take a greater place in 

society. In pursuing their education they are characterizing the type of person they want 

to become, and fundamental to this is determining what type of student they want to be. 

1. What Does It Mean to Be a Good Student? 

 Given that so much depends on education, that so many resources are spent on 

preparing the next generation, one could be forgiven for thinking that most know what it 

is to be a good student. High grades, excellent attendance record, making discoveries, 

merit diplomas, sociability, respecting one’s peers, all of this might come to mind. Yet it 

would be hasty to accept such a quick list of achievements, for so much depends on 

actual student life. Who is learning, who is teaching, what are the methods and materials 

used, what are the aims of education, what is happening outside of class? 
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 The focus on goodness invites two initial observations. First, the good student 

refers to a proficiency in understanding certain sanctioned fields of knowledge, like 

mathematics, music, and biology. Writ large this view highlights how students can 

contribute to their society from intellectual and skillful perspectives in a personally 

satisfying way. Second, the good student encompasses the cultural and ethical 

dimensions that learning institutions and societies seek to foster. Obedience, respect, 

social values, perseverance, critical thinking, and honesty are some attributes that 

students and societies have variously sought to develop throughout history.  

A worry, however, is that these two sides of the good student have tended to be 

at odds as of late.1 Knowledge on one side; ethics on the other. Good performance in 

education is couched instrumentally in terms of mastered knowledge and intellectual 

prowess. Yet historically, philosophical and pedagogical works—from Plato’s Republic 

to Peters’s ideally educated man2 (sic)—have also sought to guide and justify moral 

education, where “‘moral education’ points not only at teaching people to be moral but 

also at an education that is morally justified.”3 Because students are the agents learning 

mathematics, music, and biology, bridging knowledge and ethics may best capture real 

student potential. 

 One starting point that touches both sides of the query is the term good. 

Examples of its uses can be gleaned from a semantic analysis of the term, as given in 

Ziff’s chapter devoted to it. Of the 160 expressions that he analyzes, the most relevant 

                                                
1 Kristjánsson, Aristotelian Character Education, 9; 26–27; 145; Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 5. 
2 Peters, Education and the Education of Teachers, 7–9; 12. 
3 Noddings, “Caring and Moral Education,” 164. 
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that relate to the student are: “that painting is good”; “That is a real good table”; “That is 

a good heavy red table”; “George is good”; “The Good is sought after by all men”; “The 

goods are on the shelf”; “That is a good entity”; “That is a good feeling”; “That is a 

good idea”; “That is a good reaction”; “That was a good try”; “That one is good”; 

“Pleasure is good”; “Pleasure is good for one’s soul”; “George is a good father”; “I had 

a good time”; “A charitable deed is something that is intrinsically good”; “It is good to 

be charitable”; “Be sure to do a good job!”4 So, is the student good as such, as a good 

citizen, as a good person; good for the department, university, her family, community, 

society, knowledge; good as bringing about a state of affairs; good as a learner; good as 

functioning well; good as following her duty; good at doing mathematics, philosophy; 

good at finding the right answer; good compared to other students; good as virtuous? Is 

she good intrinsically, instrumentally, externally, or as a combination of these ways of 

being? Is the good admirable and desirable?5 Is the good ideal, concrete, particular, 

universal, constructed, intellectual, emotional, supervenient, unreachable or existent?  

Confronted with so many questions solace might be found by turning to the term 

student to shed light on the nature of good students. The Oxford English Dictionary 

offers this definition of the student: “A person who is engaged in or addicted to study.”6 

Retracing the birth of the term back to Roman times, the student is the one who does 

something with care and thought.7 Of course, mothers, farmers, hunters, blacksmiths, 

                                                
4 Ziff, Semantic Analysis, 200–247. 
5 Zagzebski, Exemplarist Moral Theory, 104–105; 116–117. 
6 Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (CD-ROM, version 4.0), n. “student.” 
7 Antidote, 9th ed. (CD-ROM, version 4.1), n. “student.” 
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and musicians did many things with care and thought prior to the birth of the estudiant, 

as borrowed from Old French. The term is underdetermined. For today, students may 

belong to institutions, learn for accreditation, have an identification card, be indebted, 

have an online presence, seek a job, do a practicum, and join extracurricular activities. 

Understanding good students entails philosophically knowing the meaning of 

both terms, and my intellectual virtues perspective (to which I attend shortly) enables me 

to bridge this gap between knowledge and ethics. These three strands of my research are 

interwoven with a fourth, a social category. Like someone researching the professions of 

a blacksmith or a physician, I view the student as embodying a practice in a society, and 

associated with an institution. Finally, the fifth strand of my analysis weaves in student 

life with the general ambitions of a person. Although far from easy to become, examples 

and exemplars show that intellectually virtuous students exist, depending on 

circumstances, contingencies, and aspirations. 

2. Why Is It Difficult to Know This? 

 The previous section intimated why understanding the nature of good students is 

complex and deserves more attention. By turning to the nature of education, we can see 

the fundamental challenges. Kant, himself an educator, recognized the enormity of the 

task when he wrote that, “education is the greatest and most difficult problem that can be 

given to the human being. For insight depends on education and education in turn 

depends on insight. For that reason education can only move forward slowly and step by 

step, and a correct concept of the manner of education can only arise if each generation 
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transmits its experience and knowledge to the next, each in turn adding something 

before handing it over to the next.”8 This historical and recursive process has been 

enriched through the creation of institutions, the development of professionals, the 

accumulation of scholarship, and the expansion of a culture of education. Yet the 

process of finding “a correct concept of the manner of education” can only find its best 

footing if we properly understand students, heeding to a reality that is now more 

dynamic and complex than in the 18th century. Kant’s conclusion that “education can 

only move forward slowly and step by step” is tested by the speed,9 pluralism, 

competition, conflict, uncertainty, and innovation that characterize our 21st century. 

 The history of education and educational practice is replete with efforts to best 

reach the aims of education,10 which testifies in favor of Kant’s patient outlook. Several 

millennia after the first pupil sat down to learn from his master, we are still testing, 

researching, experimenting with different, novel, and adapted ways of teaching. By 

attending to the normative aspects of education, set in the 21st century, I push for a 

richer understanding of good students. It is true that normativity invites judgments, 

subjectivity, variations, opaqueness, contingency, and paradoxes; yet, refusing to 

entertain these aspects of student life can lead to caricature, manipulation, superficiality, 

indoctrination, and violence. Embracing the uniqueness of each student entails being 

open to each good manifestation. The tensions that emerge are ones that stress the 

relationship between the general and the particular. There is no unique mold. To what 

                                                
8 Kant, “Lecture on Pedagogy,” 441. 
9 Rosa, Social Acceleration: A New Theory of Modernity. 
10 Kemmis and Edwards-Groves, Understanding Education, 31–62. 
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extent does a general concept of the good student capture the essence of particular 

students—without abstracting the latter away? To what extent do particular students 

allow for arriving at or exemplifying a proper understanding of the good student? 

In this effort to identify intellectually virtuous students I explore the fact that a 

student could invest himself in mastering French in the spirit of caring for the truth, 

developing skills, and still use this knowledge to manipulate friends, be condescending 

towards others, and exert power over novice speakers.11 Alternatively, another student 

could use her critical thinking skills—mastered through a Harvey Siegel inspired 

class12—to demolish other students or someone online. Failure to learn the finer 

distinctions between being critical and being a critical learner may prove determinate. Or 

again, another student may rely too heavily on Wikipedia13 entries, which are 

manipulated14 or biased.15 Any student can be the conduit of ill will; knowledge can be 

put to all sorts of uses. This leads to the broader question associated with understanding 

good students, that is, whether knowledge is always good. 

These problems associated with determining the nature of intellectually virtuous 

students are compounded and dealt with by attempts to teach for intellectual virtues. 

From pristine virtues-oriented schools to individual teachers that are motivated to 

educate students that are not, challenges in developing good students are significant. 

                                                
11 Boudreau, À l’ombre de la langue légitime, 148–149; 185–187. 
12 Siegel, “Epistemology, Critical Thinking, and Critical Thinking Pedagogy.” 
13 Since its creation in 2001, Wikipedia has managed to be one of the most visited Internet websites in the 
world. In August 2018, Alexa ranked Wikipedia at number 5. 
14 Garvey, The Persuaders, 23. 
15 Lam et al., “WP:Clubhouse?”; Stoeffel, “Closing Wikipedia’s Gender Gap”; Frost-Arnold, 
“Wikipedia,” section, “Wikipedia’s Gaps and Biases.”  
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Furthermore, the variations in student populations, taking into consideration 

multiculturalism, gender issues, technological proficiency and student wealth imply that 

the unique makeup of each student will not point to the virtuous student, but rather a 

family of virtues associated with good students. But then it shall be asked how teachers 

know that students are intellectually virtuous, highlighting the fact that these many 

moving parts make assessment tentative at best when students claim an education. When 

students don’t simply claim an education, but balance their lives, hopes, and desires that 

exist outside class walls, a clear picture of intellectually virtuous students may be out of 

reach, because of these individuals’ competing virtues and aspirations. 

At a deeper level of analysis, a core challenge of my research is that it is 

conducted by a student, me, assessed by scholars who are in many ways still students, 

and sanctioned by a post-secondary institution. This research may seem circular (a 

student looking for good students), relative in its perspective (espousing intellectual 

virtues that I defend), and depending on historical developments, an intellectual heritage, 

and present institutions. While these challenges are eventually met head on, voicing their 

presence early prepares for addressing forthcoming problems. Finally, this dissertation is 

a general defense of the particular research method it encompasses. 

 This quasi-circular methodological challenge, as highlighted by Kant, runs deep. 

To get out of this quandary Kant focused on universality, reason, and our duties, but at 

the cost of paradoxically reducing the place of the learner to an abstraction. Kant’s quest 

for the universally moral way of being shone for its clarity and logic; and yet, it 
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overshadowed its core subject, the learner.16 We may take more seriously Kant’s own 

invitation to be courageous, to “Have courage to make use of your own 

understanding!”17 and never treating someone merely as a means,18 because of our love 

for knowledge, not as a duty.19 The transition from Kant’s observations to my focus on 

students brings out new dimensions in the analysis. Where Kant forfeited people for 

concepts, I embrace the novelty, fragility, contingency, creativity, fallibility, and 

adaptive stability of persons, communities, and societies. Observing the uniqueness of 

each student with his or her history, context, and experiences sheds light on the nature of 

good students, even if it makes the task at times more complex, opaque, and vague. 

 Just as Kant identified the cumulative process associated with education, settling 

questions in the field of philosophy of education is an arduous task, most notably 

because of the many moving parts. Finding constancy in change, looking for the 

universal in the particular (and vice-versa), understanding reality in a critically self-

conscious way, and acknowledging the fragility of the process make it possible to arrive 

at a meaning of intellectually virtuous students. In the next section, I show that virtue 

epistemology is the best means to secure this inquiry. 

                                                
16 See also Noddings, Philosophy of Education, 178. 
17 Kant, “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” 54. Italics in original. 
18 Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, 47. 
19 With regard to individuals, Kant rightly observes in the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals that, 
“For love as inclination cannot be commanded,” (15) and the same should apply to learning and 
understanding, if it is to thrive virtuously. 
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3. Answers from Students and Virtue Epistemology 

 A student is obviously a student of something, and this is captured by 

epistemology.20 One way to characterize this starting point is to consider that, “Defined 

narrowly, epistemology is the study of knowledge and justified belief. […] Understood 

more broadly, epistemology is about issues having to do with the creation and 

dissemination of knowledge in particular areas of inquiry.”21 While the technical aspects 

of this definition are addressed later, let me draw attention to the activity of “creation 

and dissemination of knowledge in particular areas of inquiry.” 

 The creation and dissemination of knowledge belong to particular beings in 

particular ways. It is a fact about the inquirers: us in general, students in particular. But 

why inquire? Aristotle gets things going when he asserts that, “All men by nature desire 

to know.”22 And women also, I will add. So in asking why we create and disseminate 

knowledge, we can say that it is in our nature. We are potential knowers, and the 

motivation for knowing is some form of desire. Of course the types of desire—jealousy, 

curiosity, security, or fear—factor into how and why we come to know; and so does our 

context—searching for food, solving a quadratic equation, or using an Internet search 

engine. What we desire to know is qualified by epistemology by delimiting the scope of 

knowledge, while education pushes the boundaries of what is known and knowable. 

                                                
20 Also see Kotzee, “Applied Epistemology of Education,” section, “1. Epistemic Concepts in 
Education.”s 
21 Steup, “Epistemology.” 
22 Aristotle, Metaphysics, I. 980a25. 
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 From the earliest reflections on knowledge, up to the 21st century institutions 

that drive education, people have been at the center of this process. For all of the worth 

of this epic human achievement, we are reminded that, “We have limited memory and 

thinking power. We make mistakes in thinking, and we have limited awareness of when 

we have made a mistake. Because of these limitations we think less well than we might. 

Some of us (the overambitious, the complacent, the intellectually arrogant) compensate 

for human limitations and our own individual failings less well than others.”23 If this 

depicts an unflattering picture of our condition, it should resonate in the context of 

education. While the author goes on to develop the virtues associated with managing our 

limitations, let me dwell on the idea that “we think less well than we might.” 

 Becoming an educated society, as supported by good students is conditioned by 

our limitations and our potential. Accepting the judgment that “we think less well than 

we might” invites the recognition and integration of the normative side of thinking. Just 

as the term good needed determination, its cognate well must be qualified. These 

qualifications reflect the fact that we are situated, historical, and embodied beings. The 

epistemological point is to refuse the temptation to abstract away the learner. Observing 

our limitations also highlights a fact central to ethics and education. In accepting that 

“we think less well than we might” and that education is future-oriented, there is a need 

to recognize and integrate the uncertainties that beset us all. Confronting highly abstract 

and universal ideas of human beings, Nussbaum warns that “we must always be on the 

lookout for what is there before us in the world: we cannot rest secure in the thought that 
                                                
23 Morton, Bounded Thinking, 1. 
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what we are to see and respond to is something that we have already seen before.”24 

Failure to heed to such a condition jeopardizes basic educational aims, neglects the value 

of experience, and shortchanges learners’ potential. 

Virtue epistemology is an approach to knowledge that recognizes the proper 

place of students. This follows from the idea that: 

Virtue epistemology begins with the premise that epistemology is a normative 

discipline and that, accordingly, a central task of epistemology is to explain the 

sort of normativity that knowledge, justified belief, and the like involve. A 

second premise of virtue epistemology is that a focus on the intellectual virtues is 

essential to carrying out this central task. In these respects, virtue epistemology is 

conceived on an analogy with virtue ethics: in both fields, a focus on the virtues 

is taken to be central to the explanation of an important normative domain.25 

Seeking knowledge, learning, is a human activity with all of the ethical implications. 

To clearly understand virtue epistemology, let us look at a definition. In “Virtue 

Epistemology” Battaly compares virtue epistemology and traditional belief-based 

epistemology, highlighting how persons come in contact with knowledge. She offers 

that: “In belief-based epistemology, beliefs are the primary objects of epistemic 

evaluation, and knowledge and justification, which are evaluations of beliefs, are the 

fundamental concepts and properties in epistemology. In contrast, in virtue 

epistemology, agents rather than beliefs are the primary objects of epistemic evaluations, 

                                                
24 Nussbaum, Fragility of Goodness, 300. 
25 Greco and Turri, “Introduction,” vii.  



 

 12 

and intellectual virtues and vices, which are evaluations of agents, are the fundamental 

concepts and properties.”26 So in lieu of first assessing if a concept is correct, virtue 

epistemology requires that we think about how a person reached her conclusion. Did she 

exhibit honesty, integrity, caring about truth, rigor, open-mindedness or thoroughness? 

What of the community within which those conclusions were defended? Truth seeking 

can’t be taken for granted, nor overwritten by a right answer. 

We shall see that scholars and higher education institutions have already started 

to leverage some findings in virtue epistemology to offer the best to students. With 

individual scholars such as Battaly, Baehr, and Porter, models for how to teach for 

intellectual virtues are emerging. Furthermore, pristine learning environments such as 

Baehr’s Intellectual Virtues Academy are emerging to foster virtues, leaving others 

behind to contend with new challenges like online environments, multiculturalism, and 

student life. 

 From the desire to refine our insights into education and to build education to 

refine our insights, students are at the heart of the process. Because Kant rightly 

observed that, “each generation transmits its experience and knowledge to the next,”27 

we need to address and incorporate the conditions of this transmission. For without 

professors, tutors, students, colleges, universities, books, communication technologies, 

there is no higher education to speak of. The provision of goods and services, through 

economic and technological means is the guarantor of education. The process of 

                                                
26 Battaly, “Virtue Epistemology,” 640. Italics in original. 
27 Kant, “Lecture on Pedagogy,” 441. 
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transmission recognizes the history and development of learning environments, which, 

as discussed in the next section, means paying special attention to higher education’s 

technological and economic reality. 

4. Filling Two Gaps by adding Technology and Economy in Education 

Foreshadowing my historical analysis of virtue theory, few scholars have 

analyzed the relationships between intellectual virtues, technology, and the economy. 

This explains the second order justification, after Kant, for choosing to problematize the 

economy and information technology as associated with higher education. No scholar 

has really achieved this. At best some have touched on the uses of a given technology, 

like the book; or others, the vices associated with seeking out too much wealth. I can 

only speculate why these subjects were not given more attention together. Perhaps 

because knowledge was understood as largely self-sufficient, and that technology and 

economic well-being were means rather than ends? Poor or technologically deprived, 

people can still think, and think well! Neglecting economics and technology possibly 

resulted from the idea that they couldn’t alter our understanding of reality, but only bring 

us closer to it? Maybe because the 18th century automatons that taught virtues were seen 

as a joke?28 Perhaps it wasn’t imagined that technology could alter reality tout court? 

Maybe economics was left as background considerations?29  

                                                
28 Schaffer and Stacey, Mechanical Marvels. 
29 Kristjánsson also states that economics has not, and must be integrated into research on education and 
the virtues. See Kristjánsson, Aristotelian Character Education, 155. 
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Whatever the reasons, associating virtue epistemology, technology, and 

economics hasn’t really been done. At a time when higher education is increasingly 

monetized and thrust toward the Internet and MOOCs30 in a bid to develop educated 

citizens that can actively participate in economies fuelled by digital technologies, this 

oversight is remarkable. Of course, there are other worldly problems associated with 

higher education, such as climate change, religious fundamentalism, violence, and 

pandemic. Yet economics and technology are two dimensions that may exacerbate, curb 

or even potentially resolve the associated problems and hence deserve our full attention 

through education. This again is affirmed by the 80,000 Hours research group, which 

collaborates with researchers at the University of Oxford’s Global Priorities Institute, the 

Oxford Uehiro Centre for Practical Ethics, and the Open Philanthropy Project.31 In short, 

higher education institutions are telling us that the economy and technology are pressing 

concerns if humanity is to survive. 

With regard to intellectual virtues specifically, as we shall see, they share 

internal and external components. In other words, even if what happens inside the minds 

of individuals partially determine the embodiment and manifestation of virtues, they 

need something to aim at and to take into consideration. For instance, intellectual 

courage is better understood when we reflect upon how content is shared. Between 

student and teacher, discussions may be more frank, without fear in the spirit of getting 

at the truth, where little courage is required; between student and the world, thanks to the 

                                                
30 Pappano, “The Year of the MOOC.” 
31 80,000 Hours, “List of the most urgent global problems.” 
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Internet, the same frankness may require courage, even be deemed rash depending on 

who picks up on the exchange. Furthermore, how the technology is used, with or without 

anonymity, and as a permanent feature of ephemeral discussion influences the 

courageous nature of the exchange, which also depends on the student’s awareness of 

those technological features. The nature of intellectually courageous acts has changed. 

The same goes for understanding the intellectual virtue of attention. Pressed by 

emails, teachers and professors are solicited from all quarters, with thousands of 

messages left unanswered for some, or a few for the most dedicated to communication 

(not necessarily academia). Attention has thus moved into the spotlight as an endangered 

species, so much so that Cal Newport is asking professors to consider stopping or 

seriously curbing email use in a bid to spark a discussion in The Chronicle of Higher 

Education. Following the work of Stanford University emeritus professor, Donald 

Knuth, he presents us the computer scientist’s message that appears to those seeking his 

email address:  

I have been a happy man ever since January 1, 1990, when I no longer had an 

email address. I’d used email since about 1975, and it seems to me that 15 years 

of email is plenty for one lifetime.32 

The rationale for this decision resides in Knuth’s desire to foster concentration, maintain 

attention and seek greater understanding. While Knuth experienced his transformation as 

email came into, and eventually left his life, newer generations of students who obtain 

emails as early as primary school, are unequipped to gauge its effect. If we multiply 
                                                
32 Knuth in Newport, “Is Email Making Professors Stupid?” Italics in original. 
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emails with Internet notifications, arrival of news feeds, and Google alerts, attention 

easily becomes a victim. The meaning of paying attention today is a more complex 

phenomenon, because of new technologies, even if daydreaming and inattention has 

always existed. Furthermore, because intellectual virtues also have an emotional 

component, the will to concentrate is not sufficient unto itself. Proper emotions must 

align with paying attention in order to be good. This is increasingly difficult when 

anxiety, fear of missing out, and withdrawal symptoms emerge when trying to 

concentrate. The best efforts can be thwarted in light of such conflicting desires to be 

always accessible and informed. 

 Parallel changes in the nature of intellectual virtues are observable as we turn to 

economic considerations. The emergence of the economy, even prior to the birth of 

civilisations, invites ethical considerations that relate to how we flourish and interact. 

Leshem’s analysis of oikonomia retraces the concept as of those earliest times to 

conclude that: 

Its absence from archaic texts is not caused by a lack of reflection on the activity 

of oikos management; it is dealt with in great detail in Hesiod’s Work and Days 

without the word oikonomia appearing in it even once. One may assume that for 

the economy to be demarcated, it took a rising awareness of the political sphere 

as distinct from the economic one and the emergence of a distinct philosophy of 

the human.33 

                                                
33 Leshem, The Origins of Neoliberalism, 13. Italics in original. 
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The identification of the economic realm eventually took place in the works of Plato and 

more so with Aristotle, who drew a parallel between economic and political 

communities. While we shall see that the political realm and the intellectual virtues 

easily overlap in their domains of application, the same can be said of the economy. 

 Retracing the origins of the economy up until today, Leshem’s analysis reveals to 

what extent it has entered our minds. From the early appropriation by rhetoric, to be 

economical with the truth in order to persuade (while still remaining truthful), to the 

religious uses of economy as the area of transition and application of the divine plan to 

earthly life in early Christian thought, the economy is much more than a system devoted 

to the mere exchange of goods and services. It closely tracks the ways in which we 

interact in the world, attending to the virtue of temperance, as well as the intellectual 

virtues of perseverance, courage, and honesty in getting at the truth. All of these virtues 

receive their full meaning when context is applied. 

Furthermore, the world itself, and how we have come to think about it depends 

on the economy. Whether it is all the structures that enabled and enable access to 

knowledge, from the great library of Alexandria or the World Wide Web, intellectual 

virtues would have very different meanings if such mediums did not exist. In fact, this 

research could not exist if it wasn’t for the Internet, or the economic system in place to 

secure its existence, as well as that of higher education. All the major contributors to 

contemporary virtue epistemology are reliant on, and the product of those economic 
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institutions, including the language that they use.34 Hence, the intellectual virtues that 

they develop, including myself, are uniquely shaped by the ways academia pushes for 

greater understanding that is always situated and affected by the economy. Were it not 

for technology and the economy we could not even ask the question if they are germane 

to intellectual virtues. 

Both Plato and Aristotle did think about technology, and the latter even extended 

his moral theory to consider economics. Plato explored the implications of technology 

by reflecting on the impact of the birth of the book. In the myth of Thamus and Theuth 

that Plato describes in the Phaedrus,35 we are warned of the dangers of books and 

writing as supplements to memory and wisdom. He revealed the problem of 

confounding access to knowledge with knowing and being wise. Aristotle touched on 

technology by analyzing the relationship between techne (technical knowledge) and 

episteme (scientific knowledge) and experience. He further argued that exercising some 

virtues required minimal wealth, when he said that, “it is impossible, or not easy, to do 

noble acts without the proper equipment.”36 We shall see how student relationships with 

external goods have deep ethical implications.37 For instance, wealthy students are better 

placed to learn, because they don’t need to juggle work and education. Yet most students 

can be swayed by the appeal of getting rich, and change their intellectual journey 

                                                
34 Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, section, “The Economy of Linguistic Exchanges,” 37–89. 
35 Plato, Pheadrus, 274c1–275b3.  
36 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1099a32–1099a33. 
37 Ibid., 1101a14–1101a16; Roche, “Happiness and the External Goods,” 44; Cullyer, “Social Virtues (NE 
iv),” 136–139; Hadras, “Aristotle on the Vices and Virtues of Wealth,” 362. 
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accordingly. Furthermore, 21st century education feeds the desire for wealth and 

efficiency by pushing students toward ill justified skills-minded outcomes. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, Confucius praised his student Yan Hui for 

being a devout learner in spite of his poverty. The Buddhist tradition upholds the same 

frugal dispositions with regard to external goods, so that these goods don’t interfere with 

the attenuation of suffering and desires. Christianity and Hinduism will allow for, and 

sometimes encourage the accumulation of wealth within moral and spiritual limits. 

As I consider more recent theories surveyed in my historical analysis, only 

Nietzsche touched on technology through his taming of the typewriter. Observing that, 

“Our writing instruments contribute to our thoughts,”38 Nietzsche has been crowned “the 

first mechanized philosopher.”39 His typewriter was purchased in 1882, and since then 

few virtue theorists, apart from Ess and Vallor, explored the relationship between 

technology and the virtues; and, only Battaly and Kotzee in virtue epistemology. This 

conclusion is further attested in the recent anthology Philosophy of Technology, as only 

two thinkers bridge the gap between technology and the virtues: Plato and Aristotle. 

One important stepping stone between Nietzsche’s musings and our infatuation 

with technology is McLuhan’s 1964 publication of Understanding Media. Yet, it would 

still take decades for telecommunications, new technologies, and virtue ethics to cross-

pollinate. Charles Ess built a foundation with numerous essays, setting the stage for 

Shannon Vallor’s 2016 book Technology and the Virtues. Vallor is the first to orient a 

                                                
38 Nietzsche in Kittler, “The Mechanized Philosopher,” 195.  
39 Kittler, “The Mechanized Philosopher,” 195.  
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fully developed virtue ethics theory, based on the Aristotelian, Buddhist, and Confucian 

traditions to tackle technology issues. 

What is missing, however, is a deeper discussion around technology and the 

epistemic virtues associated with education. While we saw how Plato was wary of the 

intrusion of the book as a determining factor of what and how we know, only two 

scholars to my knowledge have sought to detail what this means for the intellectual 

virtues. Kotzee40 and Battaly41 are the first to build upon Pritchard’s “Cognitive Ability 

and the Extended Cognition Thesis,”42 and Menary’s “Cognitive Practice and Cognitive 

Character.” Yet much more research needs to be done as it relates to education.  

Even Vallor’s analysis of virtues and technology falls short by only calling for a 

“technomoral education,”43 without any real dedicated content. In like manner, she 

misses an occasion to develop an epistemology that reflects the impact of information 

and communication technologies (ICTs). Vallor legitimately advances that, “The new 

communication habits enabled and fostered by ICTs are shaping how we define the 

truth, when and how often we tell it, when we expect to be told it, where and in whom 

we expect to find it, how we package it, how we verify it, and what we do with it and are 

willing to have done with it.”44 Everything is there to lead us to a full theory of 

technology and epistemic virtues; yet, Vallor focuses on overtly practical applications of 

                                                
40 Kotzee, “Cyborgs, Knowledge, and Credit for Learning.” 
41 Battaly, “Extending Epistemic Virtue.” 
42 See also Pritchard, “Intellectual Virtue, Extended Cognition, and the Epistemology of Education.” 
43 Vallor, Technology and the Virtues, 186. Italics in original. 
44 Ibid., 121. 
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virtue theory, leaving an important gap in the analysis that Battaly and Kotzee have 

started to fill, and to which I contribute. 

 In parallel, the absence of research on the impact of economics as it relates to the 

intellectual virtue is still felt today. Aristotle benefits from some scholarly research on 

the virtues side, as do the Stoics and Epicureans, but the list is quite short on the 

economic side. Again, this is not to assert that no one has thought of the impact of 

economics on learning, but that the impacts have not been thought through in terms of 

the economics of learning from a virtue epistemology position. 

 Because learning is both free and priceless, it seems that the paradigm reference 

has been, and is located in our capacity to reason. While there may be some external 

circumstances that help or hinder learning, from Locke’s encouragement that Mr. Clarke 

hire a tutor for his son, to Gournay’s slow descent into poverty, it seems that economic 

reality has been abstracted out of virtue theory. Like Aristotle, Locke devoted attention 

to economic issues, but did not connect his theory of property45 and the virtues. 

 Just as in Vallor’s recent research on the virtues and technology, Baker and 

White recently published a collection of essays, Economics and the Virtues. Despite its 

promising title the research aims to infuse economic theory with virtue theory in light of 

the 2008 world financial crisis. While this bodes well for virtue theory’s relevance, it 

doesn’t answer the question of how virtues respond to economic reality.46 Yet Aristotle, 

Zhou, and more recently Annas’s Intelligent Virtue all argue that skills and virtues, to 

                                                
45 Locke, Second Treatise on Government, 12–22. 
46 The same applies to Alzola’s “Character-Based Business Ethics.” 
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which I add practices, have commonalities, including requiring external goods. Such a 

connection has implications for virtue epistemology and education that have yet to be 

scrutinized, which leaves me asking where good students stand. 

5. Technology, Economy, and the Good Student 

While I have used Plato’s myth in the Phaedrus to illustrate the place of thinking 

about technology, Postman uses it to focus on technology’s ambiguous consequences. In 

Technopoly Postman highlights how “We may learn from this [Plato’s myth] that it is a 

mistake to suppose that any technological innovation has a one-sided effect. Every 

technology is both a burden and a blessing; not either-or, but this-and that.”47 Rather 

than with a myth, let me illustrate this point with Nietzsche’s whopping 1,200-Kroner—

$4,600 in today’s US currency—typewriter purchase.48 With his 1882 Malling-Hansen 

writing ball Nietzsche produced 60 manuscripts, hiring along the way a host of female 

students who would type for the increasingly myopic philosopher.49 It could be argued, 

as Pritchard does, that the typewriter is but an extension of Nietzsche’s knowledge; that 

neither economy nor technology influences intellectual virtues. That would be a case of 

the kind of either-or analysis criticized by Postman. Either Nietzsche could write; or he 

could not. Yet adopting the this-and that analysis gives a better understanding of new 

technologies. Retracing this evolution from Nietzsche’s case to typewriting in general 

                                                
47 Postman, Technopoly, 4–5. 
48 Avnskog, “Rasmus Malling-Hansen – the Danish Inventor-Priest,” section, “Inventor of the Writing 
Ball.” 
49 Kittler, “The Mechanized Philosopher,” 197–199. 
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bears this out and sets the stage for a full integration of technology into virtue 

epistemology and education. 

It was a teacher’s desire that his mute and deaf students learn more, which 

motivated the 19th-century invention of the Malling-Hansen writing ball. His creation 

also gave breath to a greater pedagogical inclusion that Maria Montessori would soon 

champion. In parallel, the typewriter also made it possible for unemployed women to 

join the workforce as typists, costing male scribes their jobs.50 The transformations 

brought on by this new profession meant for some that women were “degrading 

themselves into writing machines;”51 while for others, each keystroke struck a blow at 

the chains of economic dependence, thanks to typewriters made by Remington, 

Underwood, IBM, and others.52 The emergence of a new profession also had 

implications in the garment industry. Observant of typists as people, McLuhan registered 

the creation of uniforms legitimizing new armies of typists. And the media specialist 

also saw individualisation cropping up, since the “typewriter fuses composition and 

publication, causing an entirely new attitude to the written and printed word.”53 From 

practical concerns to existential ones, the typewriter’s evolution illustrates Postman’s 

this-and that analysis, which exposes technology’s blessings and burdens. For students, 

we shall see this entails that they too will emerge into their own social category, like the 

typists, and become practitioners that create frictions inside and outside their learning 

                                                
50 Ibid., 195. 
51 Schwabe in Kittler, “The Mechanized Philosopher,” 196. 
52 Kittler, “The Mechanized Philosopher,” 196. 
53 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 259–260. 
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environment. And, just as for legions of typists, student life will provide another option 

for determining what sort of person he or she wants to be. 

While the typewriter is gone for the most part, the keyboard is not. Nor is the 

greater inclusion of women in the workforce, and their greater freedoms. Nietzsche’s 

observation that, “Our writing instruments contribute to our thoughts,”54 and McLuhan’s 

conclusion that the “medium is the message,”55 are understatements. To the extent we 

understand the world through theories as well as objects, technology influences 

intellectual virtues, and vice versa. Seeing technology as an either-or phenomenon 

disregards much of what actually happens and leaves unanswered the real implications 

for student life, as well as the type of person one hopes to become. 

A this-and that approach to technology in education accounts for the latter’s 

complexity; online education can be seen for all its implications, just as with the 

typewriter.56 The problem for students and this research is that, otherwise, childlike 

admiration leads us to the world of Andy Kessler who sees online tools as conduits to 

equivalent—or better—learning than the traditional approach. For instance, he celebrates 

in the Wall Street Journal the fact that: “For the same $7,000 a year that New York City 

spends per student on school buses, you can now get a master’s from one of the most 

well-respected programs in the country [i.e. Georgia Tech’s MA in computer science]. 

Moore’s Law says these fees should drop to $1,000 by 2020—a boon for students and 

                                                
54 Nietzsche in Kittler, “The Mechanized Philosopher,” 195. 
55 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 7–19. 
56 Kruse, “Implications of the Nature of Technology for Teaching and Teacher Education,” 347.  
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for the economy.”57 And the controversy, according to Kessler, emerges when online 

classes are more successful than off-line ones. For example, “Consider what happened at 

San Jose State after the university last fall [2012] ran a test course in electrical 

engineering paid for by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. Students who worked 

with online content passed at a higher rate than classroom-only students, 91% to 60%.”58 

More data is still needed to generalize the idea that online education is systematically 

better for many courses.  

Incremental developments in online content are showing the same didactic 

concerns, which educators have historically exemplified in the production of course 

manuals. Online education is getting better. And just as the printing press changed the 

reality for learners across the globe, the Internet is doing the same at a much faster pace, 

and at a fraction of the cost of many lecturers. Typically, the appeal for the inclusion of 

new technologies in education is flexibility in scheduling, new capabilities, widened 

learning community, tailored student teaching,59 stimulated interest, developed 

conceptual skills, attention development, and enhanced learning.60 All of this will be 

factored into how intellectual virtues are developed through the educational practices of 

critical thinking and citizenship education, as well as skills development. 

One should fear, however, the power of marketing, even if supported by some 

research. The economic motivation looms large for the greater use of technology in 
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classes. For instance, a few years ago I attended, as a preservice teacher, a presentation 

given by a representative of an interactive whiteboards company. While appearing 

generic, the presentation was anything but. My after-session chat with the representative 

revealed how well this was planned. Perhaps it was because we were already acquainted 

or that he knew that I was also an economist by trade, but either way, he opened up. This 

is the broader picture, he said: show preservice teachers how to use those interactive 

whiteboards and give some to the faculty, and wait for the orders to come in. The math 

was simple. Give 1 whiteboard to a class of 30 preservice teachers and each becomes a 

potential seller of multiple whiteboards to all of his or her school. This anecdote aligns 

with Noble’s analysis of potential pitfalls,61 and economic motivations that drive the 

digitization of higher education. Translating education into financial terms and favouring 

part-time faculty align with reproducible, cheap, and easily transferable content. How 

this could lead to higher quality education and better students is unclear. 

The economic and technological attraction for education is made plainer by 

Carey’s The End of College. Walking in the headquarters of the online teaching platform 

Coursera, the author pieces together the grim future of higher education: “I passed a 

world map on the wall with strings connecting places all across the globe to the names 

of colleges and universities that are offering courses through Coursera. It was also, 

implicitly, a map of Coursera’s target market: everyone on earth.”62 It’s safe to say that 
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institutions like these are motivated by money. Offering quality classes matters, but 

getting a bigger piece of the US$4.6 trillion education market might matter more.63 

Embracing new technologies and approaching education differently, MIT and 

Harvard have started offering their own services. In contrast to Coursera these world-

renowned institutions have united to create edX, a vehicle of free online content of, 

arguably, the highest quality. From the Sorbonne to McGill University, including 

Cornell University, KU Leuven, Kyoto University, edX’s roster is nothing short of awe-

inspiring for any prospective student.64 The organization’s goal is to: “Expand access to 

education for everyone; Enhance teaching and learning on campus and online; Advance 

teaching and learning through research. And, its principles are: Nonprofit; Open source 

platform; Collaborative; and, Financially sustainable.”65 Harvard biology professor 

Robert Lue claims that those goals have been reached; edX is an incarnation of the 

immediate and near future. This future entails the possibility of digitally monitoring 

student progress, enhancing their self-awareness, raising the bar for professors, and the 

quality of online content for everyone.66 

Coursera’s target number of 5,000 classes is far-reaching. How far? One third of 

US undergrad course credit comes from only 30 classes.67 And if such diploma mills are 

too generic, classes sanctioned by Harvard and MIT may offer that distinction. Neither, 

however, guarantee, nor even assess if students become good, that is, intellectually 
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66 Carey, The End of College, 177. 
67 Ibid., 154. 
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virtuous. Such a problem is dealt with during this research. Further questioning promises 

of 21st-century education, Coté and Allahar see crass attempts to highjack higher 

education institutions and their students. In Ivory Tower Blues they paint the following 

picture:  

problems of legitimacy can be traced to the transformation of the university from 

an institution of higher learning in one of big business. As business managers, 

university administrators see the development of such things as distance 

education and online courses principally as ways of raising revenue, while being 

justified by high-sounding claims of making the university education more 

accessible to more people.68 

They point out that, despite the growing turn to online education, it “is widely 

acknowledged that this is a most mechanical and inferior form of education […] The 

business aspect of the university is in turn linked to student alienation and the practice of 

disengagement.”69 At a deeper level they echo Turkle’s concerns in Alone Together.  

Harvard educated and MIT employed, Turkle’s 40-year analysis of new 

technologies concludes that “we expect more from technology and less from each 

other,”70 and therefore from students. As 21st-century students migrate towards online 

content that is programmable, reproducible, and technologically assessable, how do our 

expectations of them change? Does their education become better—or just more 

accessible, cheaper, and more generic? 
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Expectations are rooted in policy, history, culture, and technology, as well as 

what is feasible. Shaping expectations and giving them direction in education is 

correspondingly complex. Edwards, Harper, and Klein reveal this with their analysis of 

teaching mathematics. They associate the universal subject of mathematics to the 

particulars of economics, technology, learning, and policy to qualify expectations and 

standards of knowledge:  

Graphing calculators and DGS [dynamic geometry software], for instance, have 

a social history and a set of biases that enter the classroom even if we don’t 

explicitly acknowledge their existence. The tools ‘encode’ their history by 

influencing what content is said to ‘exist’ in school classrooms (ontology) as 

well as the manner in which that content is represented and learned 

(epistemology). In a global economy, decisions regarding the appropriate role of 

various teaching tools in school classrooms are not limited to teachers; 

governments and businesses also influence the implementation of technology.71 

Graphing calculators and DGS as instruments of bias and oppression? Without 

becoming infected by a worry of global manipulation à la Herman and Chomsky,72 we 

should see knowledge as technologically mediated. The same applies to my research. It 

is mediated by the Internet, my US$ 75 monthly fibre optic connexion, and my US$ 

2,500, 2013 iMac Apple Computer. Technology and the economy influence knowledge 

in ways that a 21st-century virtue epistemology theory hasn’t really recognized. 
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To be sure, graphing calculators don’t track student progress. But computers do. 

For instance, a version of the Word document for my dissertation that was created on 

Wednesday, September 14, 2016, at 10:11 AM was, as of Tuesday, April 17, 2018, at 

2:00 PM, revised 16,453 times. At the turn of the 21st century, Keenan’s Technocreep 

and Gaylor’s documentary Do Not Track stress the temptation of tracking everyone. 

Even epistemologist Zagzebski fantasizes about wiring Confucius or living exemplars 

with Electronically Activated Recorders to study virtues.73 Closer to my concerns, 

Zhang et al. see the opportunity and press for leveraging data on students’ access to 

course material and online class discussions. For instance, their online computer 

program allows for the tracking of information that includes: “how many times a student 

has viewed each course material; how many sessions each student has; how much time a 

student spends on CMS [Course Management Systems]; how many resources the student 

has and has not accessed; and forum activity, including how many discussion threads 

initialized by the student and how many follow-up messages the student has posted.”74 

Dressed as educational support, this always-on feedback can transform microchips into 

micro-tyranny. 

Whatever reservations one may have about this business practice, Zhang et al. 

defer to Cotton to stress that “Monitoring student learning activity is an essential 

component of high quality education, and is one of the major predictors of effective 

                                                
73 Zagzebski, Exemplarist Moral Theory, 122. 
74 Zhang et al., “Moodog: Tracking Students’ Online Learning Activities,” 4417. 
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teaching.”75 This might be conventional wisdom, but Cotton and Zhang et al. don’t ask 

key questions. Can there be too much monitoring? And what about too much feedback?  

Perhaps this isn’t a pressing issue for Cotton’s 1980s labour-intensive 

monitoring, when the effort would curb some surveillance. But today, monitoring is 

effortless, and it should be a pressing concern. In China, Hangzhou No. 11 High School 

is the site of a unique experiment, where facial recognition and artificial intelligence are 

united with the hope of making better students. As of March 2018, the system:  

automatically take attendance and track what students are doing at any moment, 

including reading, writing or listening. 

But they also promise to provide real-time data on students’ outward 

expressions, tracking whether they look scared, happy, disgusted, sad, surprised, 

angry or neutral. The system has been touted as a way to ensure students are 

attentive and happy, learning quickly and, ultimately, scoring well on tests.76  

With this information, it is stated that the teacher can effectively intervene to help 

students. Others, however, see a governmental attempt to control the student population, 

possibly even leading to the emergence of Orwell’s concept of “facecrime.”77 A further 

illustration of the expansion of tracking is given by John Coates, Fellow in Finance and 

Neurobiology at Cambridge. His studies of high-performing financial traders observe 

how these traders are early adopters of technologies, which monitor risk-taking 

                                                
75 Ibid., 4422. 
76 VanderKlippe, “In China, Classroom Cameras Scan Student Faces for Emotion, Stoking Fears of New 
Form of State Monitoring.” 
77 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, 65. Italics in original.  
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indices.78 Also, because Olympics athletes aim at the highest levels of performance, he 

argues that financial traders ought to be trained like them.79 So, on the educational side, 

should researchers, professors, and students be ushered towards such state of the art fine-

tuning? Some say that the demand is already there: “25 Apps College Students 

Shouldn’t Live Without.”80 And Google is pushing the envelope, betting on the 

obsolescence of search engines, replaced by tailored AI in the “Age of Assistance.”81  

So equipped, the quest for excellence may improve the quality of many learners. 

But just as in high stakes trading and Olympic performance, integrity allows their 

existence. For students, the virtue of intellectual integrity serves the same purpose. And 

while online education facilitates access to content, it amplifies problems like 

plagiarism. For instance, McCabe reports in a North American study, with 80,000 

students responding from 2002 to 2005, that over 33% of undergraduate students and 

25% of graduate students reported paraphrasing or copying few sentences from written 

or Internet sources without citing them.82 This was before the jump in Internet access, 

MOOCs, and the birth of  “contract cheating,” which involves “offering the process of 

completing an assignment for a student out to tender. This could be thought of as being 

the reverse of the Ebay auction phenomenon.”83 So, the estimated cost for contracting 

                                                
78 Coates, “Would You Trust Your Employer to Monitor Your Body at Work?” 
79 Coates, “Banks Should Train Their Traders like Olympic Athletes.” 
80 Strike, “25 Apps College Students Shouldn’t Live Without.” 
81 Think with Google, “Search in the Age of Assistance.” 
82 McCabe, “Cheating among College and University Students,” 6. 
83 Clarke and Lancaster, “Eliminating the Successor to Plagiarism?” 2. 
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out my PhD dissertation? Around $US 42,00084 (40% of my funding). And what if I 

supplied this service to others? Ghostwriting supplier Thomas Nemet says, “Money 

makes things easier, and this also holds true for education. […] Yes of course, in one 

sense it is unfair. But that’s capitalism.”85 

Or a version of it. 

It isn’t just buying the ideas, which creates problems. Buying into hardware and 

ICTs also bring dangers says Nicholas Carr. His reflection in The Shallows: What the 

Internet Is Doing to Our Brains and The Glass Cage: Automation and Us, to which I add 

Jackson’s Distracted: The Erosion of Attention and the Coming Dark Age, and Turkle’s 

Reclaiming Conversation, reminds us of new technologies’ pedagogic and economic 

costs. These concern integrity, fairness, interdependence, and even empathy.86 Taking 

shortcuts, skimming content, and exploiting colleagues are some costs associated with a 

globally competitive educational environment. 

With technological developments resulting from education, some of these 

technologies will affect education in return. These developments are sometimes wished 

for, as with the Malling-Hansen writing ball; they are sometimes apprehended, as with 

the cellphone. And despite technological efficiencies, costs are associated with new 

technologies and, therefore, education. Writing balls and cellphones were once for the 

privileged few, creating gaps and technological deficits in learning opportunities, as 

                                                
84 This is based on the fee of £80 per page given in Gurney-Read, “£1,700 for a Dissertation, but What’s 
the Real Cost of Plagiarism?” 
85 Gurney-Read, “£1,700 for a Dissertation, but What’s the Real Cost of Plagiarism?” 
86 Turkle, Reclaiming Conversation, 170–171. 
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ever-newer models reached the market. Yet as we shall see, skills development 

education largely overlooks and simplifies this race for performance and pushes for 

competitive, antagonistic, self-defeating, anti-citizenship education. 

But numbers aren’t everything and economic theory has been dragging its feet in 

including some much-neglected humanity. Baker and White’s 2016 Economics and the 

Virtues collection attempts to correct this by introducing virtues into the conversation. 

Just as we saw with traditional epistemology, virtue theory brings nuance, complexity, 

and sensitivity to economics. Virtue theory contrasts with economics’ basic idea of the 

rationally maximizing agent, homo economicus, just as it does with Kant and Mill’s 

abstracting ethics (which I address later). While the greater presence of virtues in 

economics is encouraging, there are no thoughts on how economics influences virtues.  

Now, I have briefly spoken of Aristotle’s interest in economics and how it 

influences virtues; so to reinforce the point differently, I hint at the emergence of 

environmental virtues. This field has been developing since the 1970s and applied to 

many issues from deforestation to climate change. But environmental virtue ethics has 

also brought new ideas to virtue theory, including what it means to be a good person in a 

consumer society. So why can’t the same process apply to technology and economics? 

It is telling that, in her defense of “technomoral virtue,”87 Vallor uses the term 

afford to extend the reach of the moral domain into the technological, and vice versa. 

She claims that technologies:  

                                                
87 Vallor, Technology and the Virtues, 2. Italics in original. 
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afford specific patterns of thought, behavior, and valuing; they open up new 

possibilities for human action and foreclose or obscure others. For example, the 

invention of the bow and arrow afforded us the possibility of killing an animal 

from a safe distance—or doing the same to a human rival, a new affordance that 

changed the social and moral landscape. Today’s technologies open their own 

new social and moral possibilities for action.88  

I wish to add an economic interpretation to Vallor’s use of afford. Together, technology 

and economics have a place in virtue theory, and especially in virtue epistemology. 

The meeting of technology and economics resonates for students insofar as 

“Knowledge today is expensive.”89 Knowledge is costly in a material sense, for example 

in terms of tuition, books, and lodging. But knowledge is also costly in an immaterial 

sense. This meaning surfaces in information-rich, Internet-fuelled societies. Knowledge 

is costly in terms of attention. For Simon, the economics of attention begins with the 

idea that, “What information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its 

consumers. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention and a need to 

allocate that attention efficiently among the overabundance of information sources that 

might consume it.”90 Higher education builds teaching in ways that supposedly help 

efficient allocation of attention. Semesters, schedules, and subjects are prime examples. 

There are, however, often frictions. For instance, bad pedagogy, disruptive classes, 

confused expectations, technological glitches, too much information, the ideology of 

                                                
88 Ibid. 
89 Westacott, Wisdom of Frugality, 62. 
90 Simon in Festré and Garrouste, “The ‘Economics of Attention,’” 6. 
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efficiency, and the ways students fit into this practice. Negotiating these immaterial 

costs must be taken into consideration for intellectually virtuous students. 

Accounting for the costs of learning brings us to economic theory’s door. 

Historian of economics Lionel Robbins opens it to show a “science which studies human 

behavior as a relationship between given ends and scarce means which have alternative 

uses.”91 Note that he focuses on “human behavior,” not the maximum allocation of 

scarce resources that prefigure most economics textbooks. The key interest in Robbins’s 

view of economics, as well as mine of virtue epistemology, is that people are put first.  

6. Conclusion 

This introductory chapter has cast a wide net. Beginning with the fundamental 

problem that the good student is underdetermined, I presented the need to argue for a 

morally justified education in which student aspirations are met on their terms. This 

problem is compounded, as we saw, by Kant’s insight concerning the cumulative and 

recursive nature of education, which is made possible through the existence of economic 

and technological realities. In face of these moving parts, I have turned to virtue 

epistemology as the unifying concept, for just like in education, it puts students first.  

Through this research I will argue for a greater specification, to determine not 

only the nature of the student, but also the nature of the intellectually virtuous student in 

21st century higher education. Inspired by cases such as McLuhan’s typists, I will use 

the idea of a practice to reify the notion that students are practitioners in their own right. 

                                                
91 Robbins, An Essay on the Nature and Significance of Economic Science, 15. 
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As in the case of typists, students will be understood in economic and technological 

contexts that make the latter’s existence possible. But revealing the mere existence of 

such higher education students is only the beginning. For throughout this research I will 

survey different models that aim to foster intellectually virtuous students, while situating 

them in an education ecosystem that must contend with institutional changes, online 

education, multiculturalism, gender issues, and economic pressures. 

Since what deserves to be included in an education is examined under the 

practice of assessment—for how can we educate for something that cannot be assessed, I 

will point to recent analysis that may weaken initial hopes for teaching for intellectual 

virtues. Yet the perennial nature of intellectual virtues, the applications in higher 

education in areas such as critical thinking, citizenship education, and skills education 

will guarantee their presence, despite pressures to ignore them, because they are difficult 

to assess. Indeed by arguing that there are 11 core intellectual virtues for students in 21st 

century higher education, I will facilitate assessment. Furthermore, these 11 virtues will 

create a greater sense of self-awareness for students that has been lacking ever since the 

emergence of higher education students in the 12th century. Such an analysis will 

determine the nature of students from their intellectual attributes, which will help them 

flourish as practitioners, and perhaps more importantly as persons, as they define what 

type of persons they aim to become. 

To achieve those ends, I adopt the following framework. Chapter 2 is devoted to 

the literature review in order to show that this research has never been accomplished 

before, there are tools available to bring it to fruition, and there are practical, theoretical, 

and moral reasons that justify it. Chapter 3 presents the methodology of philosophical 

reconstruction, which establishes the structure of the ensuing chapters. Chapter 4 picks 
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up on the theme of methodology and embarks on a historical analysis. This in turn is put 

into context in Chapter 5, where I deal with contemporary theories and issues in virtue 

epistemology, higher education, technology, and economics. Chapter 6 marshals the 

content of the preceding chapters to argue in favor of a conception of intellectually 

virtuous students, with a shortlist of 11 virtues. Chapter 7 presents applications of this 

theory in key areas of education, as well as to my methodology and dissertation. This 

solves the problem of what it means to be an intellectually virtuous student in 21st 

century higher education. Finally, I conclude with an open discussion on my experience 

in this framework, as a student practitioner, to illustrate the meaning of my solution.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This literature review concentrates on five things. First, I offer a brief literary 

review of contemporary virtue ethics. Second, I present the recent rise of virtue 

epistemology. Third, the key players in virtue epistemology theory that are focusing on 

education are presented. Fourth, I attend to the students’ skills development literature, 

and the relevance of ICTs and economics. Fifth, I address issues of multiculturalism and 

relativism that affect 21st-century students. This review justifies the relevance of 

intellectual virtues theory, reaffirms the gaps I have identified in this field, and picks out 

tools I require for my analysis of good students, which includes introducing possible 

core intellectual virtues. 

1. The Lasting Questions that Keep Virtue Ethics Alive 

Virtue ethics benefits and suffers from belonging to an ancient tradition. It was 

launched more than two millennia ago by Confucius in the Analects, Plato in the Meno, 

and secured by Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics. These thinkers and the many who 

chimed into the discussion thereafter tackled the same type of questions: “what sort of 

person I should be and how we should live.”1 The main benefits of belonging to an 

ancient tradition are that virtue ethics is rich, nuanced, resilient, sensitive to time and 

cultures, as well as motivated by our ever-renewing answers to the question of how best 

                                                
1 Hursthouse, “Virtue Ethics.” 
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to live. Being a student is one way to live; being a good student may be part of the best 

way to live. 

Despite concerns and attacks levelled against virtue ethics, it has remained a 

viable moral outlook over the centuries, and is gathering more attention recently. From a 

scholarly perspective, this is attested by MacIntyre’s widely admired—and criticized, as 

we shall see2—1981 book on the philosophical history of virtue ethics, After Virtue. 

Beginning with the birth of virtue ethics in Antiquity, MacIntyre tells the story of its 

dominance concerning questions of morality up until the Enlightenment.3 Key to the 

longevity of virtue ethics is that it provided content to the transition of “man-as-he-

happens-to-be and man-as-he-could-be-if-he-realized-his-essential-nature.”4 In other 

words, what am I? And, given my humanity, what do I want to become?  

Even if these questions have enduring worth, MacIntyre recognizes that virtue 

ethics has suffered serious blows, which threatened its survival. Indeed, “the joint effect 

of the secular rejection of both Protestant and Catholic theology and the scientific and 

philosophical rejection of Aristotelianism was to eliminate any notion of man-as-he-

could-be-if-he-realized-his-telos.”5 That is, secularism and science deprived people of 

goals. Instead, deontological ethics (duties point to the good6) and consequentialist 

                                                
2 Gowans, “Virtue Ethics and Moral Relativism.” 
3 MacIntyre, After Virtue. 
4 Ibid., 52. 
5 Ibid., 54. Italics in original. 
6 See Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, 12; Russell, “Virtue Ethics, Happiness, and the 
Good Life,” 25–26. 
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ethics (the ends justify the means7) took center stage in the Enlightenment era, only to be 

nudged aside by virtue ethics in the 20th century. 

Now that virtue ethics has regained some of its vigour, as we shall see, Frede 

reassesses MacIntyre’s analysis and concludes that, “His reconstruction of the moral 

history of humankind from Homer to the end of the Middle Ages presents a coherent and 

overall harmonious picture.”8 In addition, the value of MacIntyre’s work is attested by 

the significant scholarship it has generated in recent decades.9 Although virtue ethics has 

struggled at times, Frede adds that the field couldn’t disappear entirely,10 because it 

centers on the compelling question of the flourishing life. Moreover, as it is developed in 

the chapter on methodology, MacIntyre’s concept of a practice adds value, and offers 

me a tool to understand intellectually virtuous students. 

In parallel to MacIntyre’s work two additional texts in analytic philosophy 

revived interest in virtue ethics. They are Elizabeth Anscombe’s 1958 “Modern Moral 

Philosophy” and Philippa Foot’s 1978 “Moral Argument.” Both Anscombe’s and Foot’s 

research showed the shortcomings of ethical theories that competed with virtue ethics. 

Both authors called out the rigidity of deontological approaches—that focus too much 

on moral rules—and the otherworldliness of consequentialism—that focus too much on 

moral ends. In short, despite being rooted in ethics, these competing views don’t pay 

                                                
7 See Mill, Utilitarianism; Smart and Williams, Utilitarianism: For and against. 
8 Frede, “The Historic Decline of Virtue Ethics,” 124. 
9 See Murphy, Alasdair MacIntyre; Horton, and Mendus, After MacIntyre; Dunne and Hogan, Education 
and Practice; Hagger, “Refurbishing MacIntyre’s Account of Practice.” 
10 Frede, “The Historic Decline of Virtue Ethics,” 144. 



 

 42 

enough attention to human goodness, that is to say to persons. They ask, “what sort of 

action should I do?” instead of “what sort of person I should be?”11 

To renew the Aristotelian tradition, Anscombe, Foot, MacIntyre, and Hursthouse 

stress the centrality of people’s lives in ethics. This may seem oddly obvious, but 

competing theories downplay the role of persons to solve other important issues, which 

explains their appeal. Nevertheless, virtue ethics holds fast to its core by continuing to 

ask and reflect upon questions such as “what sort of person would do that?” The 

transition to my research simply picks out one of the many ways of being to ask, “what 

sort of student should I be?” and “what sort of student would do that?” in order to solve 

the problem of what it means to be an intellectually virtuous student. True to the 

tradition in education, from Plato to Nel Noddings, including Psellos, Gournay, 

Rousseau, Dewey, Montessori, and Jane Roland Martin, virtue ethics goes beyond 

grades, diplomas, as well as jobs, and attends to students holistically, which will enable 

me to arrive at 11 core intellectual virtues. 

The recent activity around virtue ethics is generated, as we have seen, by 

frustrations associated with competing ethical theories. Rosalind Hursthouse is a key 

figure in this latest revival. In 1999, she responded by writing Virtue Ethics, since 

“Although there are lots of articles, there is, as I write, only one book which explores 

virtue ethics systematically and at length, namely Michael Slote’s From Morality to 

Virtue (1992),”12 and it is in a few respects unsatisfying. The 2013 collection of articles 

                                                
11 Hursthouse, “Virtue Ethics.” 
12 Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics, 7.  
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in The Cambridge Companion to Virtue Ethics and the 2018 Oxford Handbook of Virtue 

capture the dynamism of virtue ethics, showing that environmental ethics, business 

ethics, communication ethics and bioethics are all new fields to which virtue ethics is 

being applied. Elsewhere, some room is also made for the treatment of ICTs through the 

lens of virtue ethics.13 Yet, I have noted that application of virtues to technologies leaves 

the relationship of ICTs and intellectual virtues largely unexplored.  

A most promising place where such a treatment can be achieved—but has yet to 

be—is through the infosphere. Introduced in the 1970s, Floridi explains that the concept:  

is based on ‘biosphere’, a term referring to that limited region on our planet that 

supports life. […] Minimally, infosphere denotes the whole informational 

environment constituted by all informational entities, their properties, 

interactions, processes, and mutual relations. It is an environment comparable to, 

but different from, cyberspace, which is only one of its sub-regions, as it were, 

since the infosphere also includes offline and analogue spaces of information. 

Maximally, infosphere is a concept that can also be used as synonymous with 

reality, once we interpret the latter informationally.14  

My electronic medical record, the mobile texts I send to my partner, the automatic bank 

withdrawals to pay my New Philosopher magazine subscription, the high-frequency 

stocks trading that affect the state of the economy: these, and much more, are part of the 
                                                
13 See Ess, “Ethical Dimension in New Technologies/Media”; Ess, “Trust and New Communication 
Technologies”; Vallor, “Moral Deskilling and Upskilling in a New Machine Age”; Vallor, “Social 
Networking Technology and the Virtues”; Vallor, Technology and the Virtues; Gunn and Lynch, 
“Googling; Smart and Shdbolt, “The World Wide Web”. 
14 Floridi, The 4th Revolution, chap. 2, “Space: Infosphere,” section, “ICTs as Interpreting and Creating 
Technologies.” Italics in original. 
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infosphere. While Floridi calls for the complete rethinking of individuals and society,15 

my aim is more modest. My attention is on 21st-century students and 11 associated 

virtues. 

This brief survey leads me to identify the first real gaps in the literature. In 

contemporary virtue ethics, as it applies to students, some of the main researchers in this 

field include the scholars who contributed to Carr and Steutel’s 1999 collection, Virtue 

Ethics and Moral Education and Daniel Vokey, who has sketched in 2003 what could be 

a “virtue centered school.”16 This collection offers a unique contribution in this area, 

which is attested by their review of the scholarship in the final chapter of the collection:  

it is not, in our experience, common for ‘pure’ philosophers to have much 

contact with theorists attempting to apply philosophical ideas and analyses to the 

practical problems and concerns of field professionals in such areas as education 

and teaching. Indeed, the present project, which features mainstream 

philosophers and educational philosophers in more or less equal doses, is a 

relatively pioneering one in this respect. All the same, it seems strange that 

education and moral education should fail to receive any mention in virtue-

theoretical dispatches.17  

While this is a slight exaggeration, as my historical analysis will show, it does ring true. 

What holds is the fact that for the most part this collection deals with moral, not 

intellectual virtues. Curren’s “Cultivating the Intellectual and Moral Virtues” and 

                                                
15 Ibid., section, “The Paradox of Identity.” 
16 Vokey, “Pursuing the Idea/l of an Educated Public,” 268–273. 
17 Carr and Steutel, “The Virtue Approach to Moral Education,” 247. 
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Strike’s “Trust, Traditions and Pluralism: Human Flourishing and Liberal Polity” are the 

only two essays of that collection that venture into my world. 

Curren contributes by surveying or sketching the possible links between 

intellectual virtues and education. He summarizes Aristotle’s view to show the appeal of 

teaching for intellectual virtues to bring out the good, educate responsible citizens, and 

continue to contribute to morality. His main challenge is to argue that virtue theory does 

not fall prey to problems like relativism, scepticism, indoctrination, and reducing options 

of what counts as a good life. Because I want to motivate my research I leave aside his 

answers to draw attention to Curren’s final conclusion, which is that, “a great deal 

remains to be examined. Having provided some indication of the agenda for educational 

theory and practice which the Aristotelian view of the relation between the moral and 

intellectual virtues seems to entail, I must close now and commend the difficulties that 

remain for further investigation.”18 Two decades later, there is still much to do. 

Following Curren, Strike draws on MacIntyre’s notion of a practice to develop 

the idea of a virtuous student. While Strike and I share in the use of the concept of a 

practice, his project is more limited and political than my own as is made clear in my 

appropriation of MacIntyre’s concept in Chapter 5. The virtue that Strike develops for 

the practice of student education is trust. But this is only one—albeit important—virtue. 

Furthermore, he pays scant attention to other intellectual virtues. Kotzee, whose work 

will be significant for this research, offers a parallel argument in reference to Craig’s 

disproportionate emphasis on trust, as the problem of knowledge. The former concludes, 
                                                
18 Curren, “Cultivating the Intellectual and Moral Virtues,” 81. 
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“Craig’s account is a character-based or agent-based account of knowledge of a minimal 

sort.”19 The same logic applies to Strike. Despite its long history, virtue ethics still 

struggles to find its place in education scholarship. 

Squeezing into a space between moral and intellectual virtues, Julia Annas’s 

2011 Intelligent Virtue gives the fullest articulation of the relationship between the 

virtues and skills. Yet the title is slightly misleading in that it does not explore 

intellectual virtues, but builds a case around skills and the virtues. Annas takes most 

seriously Aristotle’s argument that skills inform the nature and the teachable side of 

virtues. Her claim is that “The learner in virtue, like the learner in a practical skill, needs 

to understand what she is doing, to achieve the ability to do it for herself, and to do it in 

a way that improves as she meets challenges, rather than coming out with predictable 

repetition.”20 Annas’s theory is vital for this research, because it clarifies the confused 

tendency to blend virtues and skills (as is presented in the next section). With her 

articulation of the relationship between skills and virtues, I will be in position to apply 

her conclusions to intellectual virtues in Chapter 5’s immanent analysis, Chapter 6’s key 

concepts, as well as Chapter 7’s application in terms of skills development. For all this 

potential, and just like Vallor, Annas arrives at the door of intellectual virtues. 

Let us open it. 

                                                
19 Kotzee, “Introduction” 6–7. 
20 Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 20. 
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Building on this broad tradition in virtue ethics, I choose like Aristotle, Strike,21 

Goldberg,22 and Hursthouse23 to analyze older students to capture an important period of 

transition. There is, of course, a need to consider primary and secondary school students, 

as Vokey, Curren, Baehr, Kotzee, and others do, but these students lack the consistency 

of behaviour and experience that full virtue requires. I focus on the arrival at that 

particular age, for as Aristotle says, “the fact that we think our powers correspond to our 

time of life, and that a particular age brings with it comprehension and judgment.”24 It is 

because maturing persons have these capacities—understanding, comprehension, and 

judgment that it makes sense to develop them with an eye toward knowledge framed by 

virtues, specifically 11 essential intellectual virtues in my case. 

Children and youth can become intellectually virtuous, through proper education, 

and the cultivation of excellent habits of mind. But just as “one swallow does not a 

summer make,”25 receiving comments from a few friends and the teacher on a draft 

doesn’t make a student open-minded. It’s a start, but only that. It takes time, different 

situations, repetition, reason, and experience for virtues to develop fully. To borrow 

Goldberg’s idea, it is when a highly qualified form of “intellectual autonomy”26 emerges 

in young adulthood that students can aspire to become intellectually virtuous. Without 

                                                
21 Strike, “Trust, Traditions and Pluralism,” 232. 
22 Goldberg, “Epistemic Dependence in Testimonial Belief, in the Classroom and Beyond.” 
23 Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics, 82. 
24 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1143b8–1143b10. 
25 Ibid., 1098a18. 
26 Goldberg, “Epistemic Dependence in Testimonial Belief, in the Classroom and Beyond,” 31. See also 
Kotzee, “Intellectual Perfectionism about Schooling.” 
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considering more mature students, the views presented are “sketches”,27 as Vokey 

admits. But there must be something more to aim at. As we shall see when I venture into 

the world of virtue epistemology, Jason Baehr partially takes up this challenge. 

Finally, none of the theories consulted really speak of cultural differences, 

economic reality, and the impact of ICTs on students. This part of the review confirms 

the first gaps that can be filled by a richer, tuned-into-the-digital-world conception of 

students. Scholarship in intellectual virtues will fill these gaps. 

2. The Rebirth of Virtue Epistemology 

What would education be without the possibility of knowing something? 

Historically, we saw that this question has fallen under the purview of epistemology, the 

educational challenge outlined by Kant. Traditionally, knowledge was presented as a 

justified true belief.28 This is the domain of propositional knowledge, in other words, of 

knowing that P, where “P” is a proposition. For example, I know that my cat is in front 

of me, because I can see him. I can justify this by the fact that my eyes work correctly, 

that I had the same cat yesterday, and that I did not take any hallucinogens. Or, I also 

know that Susan Sontag wrote a book called On Photography. I have a copy of the book, 

I have read several essays concerning the book, and I have seen Sontag’s book discussed 

in Nancy Kates’s 2014 film documentary Regarding Susan Sontag.  

Further application of the knowledge as a justified true belief theory was thought 

to extend nicely to scientific and analytical content on account of its emphasis on reason 
                                                
27 Vokey, “Pursuing the Idea/l of an Educated Public,” 268–273. 
28 Plato, Theaetetus, 201; Chisholm, Perceiving, 16; Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” 121. 
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and demonstrability. Personal experiment, or successfully understanding a relevant class 

in chemistry, justifies knowing that water boils at 100 degrees Celsius at sea level. The 

creation of instruments that correct our sense perception justifies Galileo’s calculations, 

whereby we know that the Sun doesn’t revolve around the Earth. Revision of theories 

and ideas benefitted from requiring proper justification, which could most of the time, if 

not always, be questioned. In leading up to the contemporary research, it is worth noting 

that historical canons of thought like Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Descartes, Hume, 

Nietzsche, Russell, and Wittgenstein, to name a few, all contributed to the advancement 

of epistemology and have explored contentious issues at the border of propositional 

knowledge such as knowing-how (e.g. how to ride a bicycle), knowing-where (e.g. 

Moncton, New Brunswick, Canada), and knowing someone (e.g. my parents). 

But, in 1963 the edifice of traditional epistemology came crumbling down thanks 

to a three-page article by Edmund Gettier.29 Focussing on knowledge as justified true 

belief, Gettier offered two cases, which jeopardized the validity of the traditional 

account (see Case I in Appendix A). A burgeoning intellectual activity quickly grew to 

try to solve ‘Gettier problems’ and to understand knowledge anew. The challenge is so 

intractable that according to epistemologists Ichikawa and Steup, “The attempt to 

analyze knowledge has received a considerable amount of attention from 

epistemologists, particularly in the late 20th century, but no analysis has been widely 
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accepted. Some contemporary epistemologists reject the assumption that knowledge is 

susceptible to analysis.”30 

Enter virtue epistemology. 

It would take almost another two decades before Ernest Sosa published “The 

Raft and the Pyramid: Coherence versus Foundations in the Theory of Knowledge,” in 

1980, which would lead him to conclude that epistemic virtues could solve ‘Gettier 

problems,’ and renew epistemology. This was the kernel that secured the idea for many 

scholars, including myself, that epistemic virtues also applied to education. 

If it took the bulk of Sosa’s article to show the limits of traditional epistemology, 

it set the stage for his concluding remarks, which opened up new avenues for research: 

“In epistemology, there is reason to think that the most useful and illuminating notion of 

intellectual virtue will prove broader than our tradition would suggest and must give due 

weight not only to the subject and his intrinsic nature but also to his environment and to 

his epistemic community.”31 Sosa claims that knowledge as such is no longer the 

primary focus; rather it is the knower and his or her community who strive to obtain 

knowledge that deserve the primary attention.32 While obvious to many educators, this 

conclusion invited many philosophers to rethink epistemology. Some went back to the 

sources and responded to a neglected part of Aristotle’s theory virtue ethics, virtue 

epistemology. This has started to affect contemporary education scholarship. 

                                                
30 Ichikawa and Steup, “The Analysis of Knowledge.” 
31 Sosa, “The Raft and the Pyramid,” 23. 
32 Battaly, “Virtue Epistemology,” 640. 
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Virtue ethics establishes virtue epistemology in persons, characters, and 

dispositions. In the same way that acting virtuously means that a person has acted well, 

thinking virtuously means that a person has thought well; and, in both cases the person 

was rightly motivated. Building on the idea that virtue ethics attends to the good life, 

virtue epistemology contributes to this project by seeking truth in a good way. The 

virtuous person is thus of a character and a disposition to live in such a way. Of course 

some moral and intellectual virtues do overlap, as in the case of courage. But there are 

some distinctions. Intellectual virtues like attentiveness and open-mindedness stand out, 

key virtues that will belong to the good student, and deserve to be studied in their own 

right in the field of virtue epistemology. Depending on the theory of virtue epistemology 

adopted, it will be integral, as in my case, or distanced from its ethical foundations. 

The first serious contemporary theory of virtue epistemology comes from Sosa. 

He answered his own call for research by advocating induction, deduction, perception, 

introspection, and memory as the faculties which can perform in an excellent or virtuous 

manner when seeking truth.33 This is because, according to Sosa, they are truth-

conducive if they are operating excellently or virtuously. However, in choosing these 

faculties he jettisoned the ethical dimension of arete, excellence or virtue, a limitation 

that Zagzebski sought to remedy with her theory of the virtuous mind in 1996.34 In 

Zagzebski’s view when people seek truth, knowledge, and understanding, their quest is 

informed by people-centered virtues such as open-mindedness, humility, and fairness. 

                                                
33 Sosa, “Knowledge and Intellectual Virtue.” 
34 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind. 
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As a result of her analysis much of the recent writings in virtue epistemology have 

amended or reacted against Sosa’s proposal. This is not to state that Sosa’s contributions 

are irrelevant. On the contrary, in the 2012 collection Virtue Epistemology: 

Contemporary Readings35 Sosa has two of the 17 articles. In the “Nature of Knowledge” 

section, Sosa looks at virtue epistemology through the broader context of skills and 

performances, getting closer to ethical and educational concerns. 

Because persons, characters, and dispositions have emerged as the mainstay of 

virtue epistemology, a strong link between responsibility and epistemology has been 

forged. There is a relationship between the knower and the ethical realm: she is 

responsible for what and how she knows. This deepens the question of “what type of 

person should she be?” and is applicable to my question, “what type of student should 

she be?” and applied most prominently in Chapter 6’s argumentative structure, as well 

as Chapter 7’s final analysis of student life.  

The keenest proponents of the character-based virtue epistemology are Roberts 

and Wood. In their book Intellectual Virtues: Essays in Regulative Epistemology they 

assess the aims, goals, and challenges of epistemology to demonstrate virtue 

epistemology’s potential and significance. Their view can be summarized as one 

whereby key intellectual traits best serve the purpose of reaching truth. According to the 

authors the basic intellectual virtues are love of knowledge, firmness, courage, caution, 

humility, autonomy, generosity, and practical wisdom. It should be clear how these 

intellectual traits could serve any student in her search for truth, differently from Sosa’s 
                                                
35 Greco and Turri, Virtue Epistemology. 



 

 53 

skills. The challenge is to determine how, in the context of 21st-century education, as I 

will keep love of knowledge, courage, autonomy, and humility, while incorporating 

firmness into courage, and caution as well as generosity into care and attention. This will 

leave practical wisdom intact as a virtue that students may aim at, but nevertheless not 

necessarily attain during their studies. 

As research in virtue epistemology was picking up steam, Baehr’s 2008 survey 

article “Four Varieties of Character-Based Virtue Epistemology” assessed the main 

theories in this area along two categories: conservative and autonomous. The 

conservative theories are those aligned with the traditional goal of epistemology: 

knowing a proposition. The proximity of theories to this goal explains Baehr’s 

qualification of strong and weak character-based virtue epistemology. Either epistemic 

virtues strongly support the traditional aspirations of epistemology or they play a 

complementary role. As for autonomous theories, it is claimed that virtuous intellectual 

character traits serve to tackle new domains in epistemology. The radical theory, of 

which there is but one real proponent, Jonathan Kvanvig,36 states that character-based 

virtue epistemology should dislodge traditional epistemology. The moderate theories 

complement traditional themes, but also try to explore other avenues in epistemology, 

without supplanting the tradition. Baehr makes a case for a conciliatory approach, siding 

with the moderate aims of autonomous character-based virtue epistemology. 

                                                
36 Kvanvig, The Knowability Paradox. 
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3. From Virtue Epistemology to Education 

It seems that the combination of the large virtue ethics literature, the complexity 

of epistemology, and the novelty of virtue epistemology explains why few scholars turn 

to virtue epistemology to inform educational practice. Of the five scholars that I present 

here, the first four are breaking new ground from a holistic position, while the last one is 

at the margin, hinting at how virtue epistemology may serve specific areas in education. 

This section is rounded off by the review of the most recent and comprehensive 

collection of writings on virtue epistemology and education. I reveal in this part of the 

literature review just as much about what has been accomplished in contrast to what 

there is to do, which allows me in turn to indicate the origins of the 11 core intellectual 

virtues that determine the nature of the intellectually virtuous students in higher 

education. 

 First, Heather Battaly gets initial credit for focussing on the uses of virtue 

epistemology in education. In her 2006 article, “Teaching Intellectual Virtues: Applying 

Virtue Epistemology in the Classroom,” Battaly translates into practice what has been 

previously theorized. With upfront pedagogical concerns, Battaly identifies the value of 

having teachable intellectual virtues to cultivate excellent habits of mind. Drawing from 

Sosa and Zagzebski, Battaly conceives two lesson plans to nurture and illustrate the 

student intellectual virtues of open-mindedness and courage. The teaching involves 

helping students explicitly understand these notions, and having them reflectively 

explore such behaviours in their student journal. In this way Battaly respects Aristotle’s 

view of moral progress and perfection. We all begin from somewhere, and what is 

intellectually courageous for one (e.g. owning up to a mistake) may not be so for 
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another. Battaly’s illustration is part of her greater project catered to giving a well-

rounded account of intellectual achievements. Just like Aristotle advises, she stresses 

that striking the right balance is a valuable intellectual student trait. Not striking this 

balance, by being close-minded, an intellectual coward, too open-minded, or 

intellectually cavalier are some examples of intellectual vices. Battaly introduces virtue 

epistemology to contemporary education scholarship in the appropriate setting of 

philosophy classes and suggests it for higher education in general.37 This application of 

virtue epistemology is fully analyzed in Chapter 7. Until then, we may still ask why not 

really generalize the use of courage and open-mindedness, as I will for all students in 

higher education?   

 A fuller treatment of cultivating for intellectual virtues is given in Battaly’s 2016 

article, “Responsibilist Virtues in Reliabilist Classrooms.” Again, the same qualification 

applies. The intellectual virtues defended take place in a philosophy class. She mentions 

that this is only a beginning—in 2016—for, “we should not expect students to develop 

responsibilist virtues in a single course. Developing the requisite patterns of motivation, 

emotion, and action may well require opportunities for practice across the curriculum 

and throughout our lives. The main point is that the development of responsibilist virtues 

can begin in a single course.”38 But how popular are philosophy classes? Recall how 

Coursera identified that a handful of courses represented the bulk of higher education 

                                                
37 Battaly, “Acquiring Epistemic Virtue,” 194–196. 
38 Battaly, “Responsibilist Virtues in Reliabilist Classrooms,” 181–182. Italics in original. 
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credits. Philosophy wasn’t on that list. Or, is Battaly being too humble? Even the 

suggestion that we look into critical thinking classes is timid. Again, why not all classes? 

 We can glean from Battaly’s research that in her philosophy class, she identifies 

promising strategies to cultivate intellectual virtues. The three strategies that she uses to 

teach for intellectual virtues are well established in the virtues tradition; they are 

comprehensive, because they use formal instruction, exemplars, and practice. Finally, 

this enables me to build on her uses of virtue epistemology in the following chapters, 

especially in making students—not the Internet, nor artificial intelligence—responsible 

for their learning and which strategies can be used to assist in them during their 

development of 11 essential virtues. 

 The second significant contributor in virtue epistemology applied to education is 

Ben Kotzee who focuses on virtue ethics’ long tradition to argue for an even more 

central place for virtue epistemology. In his 2011 article “Education and ‘Thick’ 

Epistemology,” Kotzee draws on the factual, “thin,” and the normative, “thick,” 

distinction introduced by Bernard Williams39 to secure a better place for epistemic 

virtues. This contrast emerges when Williams argues for discarding the is/ought or 

fact/value distinction, the idea that a description of a situation does not entail what to do. 

This philosophical distinction is inherited from David Hume, who concluded that ethical 

judgements were all too subjective. But how does this distinction work exactly? 

At one end of the spectrum, “thin” statements are descriptions of facts that are 

either void of evaluations or pure evaluations. For example, Kotzee offers “green,” 
                                                
39 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. 
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“flightless,” and “lunar” as valueless descriptions of things; while, “good” and “ought” 

are pure evaluations.40 At the other end of the spectrum, “thick” statements bring 

together descriptions of the world, and the normative prescriptions that they entail.  

Williams illustrates this with, “treachery and promise and brutality and 

courage,”41 which conjure many scenarios. For instance, Judas’s kissing of Jesus on the 

cheek to identify him to the Roman soldiers manifests treachery and entails ethical 

judgement. The factual kissing in that context leads to the moral evaluation that it is 

blameworthy: that is what it means to be a traitor. As for Kotzee, he shows the breadth 

and flexibility of Williams’s “thick” concept by presenting his example:  

Take the concept ‘sleazy,’ for instance, as it features in a thought like 

‘Amsterdam is sleazy.’ By describing Amsterdam as ‘sleazy,’ one describes the 

city as being a certain way: as somewhat run-down, somewhat disreputable, as a 

place where some immorality takes place, and so on. However, more than stating 

a fact about how Amsterdam is, in calling it sleazy one also conveys a value 

judgment: one conveys that Amsterdam is a little contemptible, and one 

advances the idea that Amsterdam should not (quite) be like that.42  

Finally, Philippa Foot uses the concept of rudeness to illustrate the meaning of such 

“thick” conceptions that join the description world and what this prescribes. She 

advances that “Sometimes it is merely conventional that such [rude] behaviour does 

indicate lack of respect (e.g. when a man keeps his hat on in someone else’s house); 

                                                
40 Kotzee, “Education and ‘Thick’ Epistemology,” 550.  
41 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 143. Italics in original. 
42 Kotzee, “Education and ‘Thick’ Epistemology,” 550. 
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sometimes the behaviour is naturally disrespectful, as when one man pushes.”43 Because 

descriptions and context are fundamental in this approach to ethics, in chapter 5 and 6’s 

theoretical analysis, I attend to classroom settings, those who work in them, and pay 

special attention to the presence of ICTs, and economic reality, all of which are put to 

use and applied in Chapter 7. 

There are two other main benefits to the “thin” and “thick” distinction. First, 

Kotzee links knowledge obtained from our faculties like eyesight (associated with Sosa), 

and normative claims emerging from our character traits (associated with Zagzebski). 

Second, he offers a better direction to epistemic virtues that aim for the greater good. 

Kotzee’s approach fits within education’s greater goals of helping to foster good 

societies.44 In these societies students would embody Kotzee’s intellectual virtues, which 

include “truthfulness, trustworthiness, accuracy, sincerity, good evidence,”45 mirroring 

the virtues of honesty, attention, care, and impartiality that I will defend. In relation to 

Battaly, Kotzee broadens the horizon of research that applies to virtue epistemology by 

concluding that we should see “education and epistemology in thick terms.”46 It is 

because the world is a certain way, which includes economic and technological realities, 

that we should educate people correspondingly. 

Finally, Kotzee extends analysis in virtue epistemology and education with his 

unique focus on assessment and credit for learning. In his 2016 article “Problems of 

                                                
43 Foot, “Moral Arguments,” 102. 
44 Kotzee, “Applied Epistemology of Education,” section, “Social Applied Epistemology of Education.” 
45 Kotzee, “Education and ‘Thick’ Epistemology,” 564. 
46 Ibid., 563. 
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Assessment in Educating for Intellectual Virtues,” he examines the potential and 

challenge of tracking the progress of students learning intellectual virtues. True to the 

tradition of virtue ethics, Kotzee aims to strike the middle ground: “we need to maintain 

a sense of proportion, both in how far we absolutely need to go in measuring intellectual 

virtue on the level of the individual student and in the extent to which we need to 

summarize virtue in a grade of numeric score.”47 Getting 86% in Open-mindedness 

makes little sense. Appealing to psychometric studies, Kotzee extends his analysis to 

include qualitative and reflective components associated with the assessment of key 

virtues such as open-mindedness, curiosity, and metacognition. In leading to his 

conclusion, Kotzee offers two prudential guiding principles in assessing for intellectual 

virtues: clarity of the aim of the assessment, and proper design of the assignments. 

Finally, he concludes by identifying five indicators of intellectual virtues development 

that go from the general (e.g. self-reporting), to the particular (e.g. debates). His research 

will figure more fully in my immanent analysis, and the place of assessment is given a 

full treatment in the final application of the core intellectual virtues that I argue account 

for intellectually virtuous students.  

 The third groundbreaking scholar in the application of epistemic virtues to 

education is Jason Baehr. With a significant number of articles and the 2011 book The 

Inquiring Mind: On Intellectual Virtues and Virtue Epistemology under his name, Baehr 

has brought all of this theory together to launch, in 2013, Intellectual Virtues Academy 
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(IVA) in a junior high school setting.48 While drawing from Ritchhart’s education-

minded book Intellectual Character: What It Is, Why It Matters, and How to Get It,49 

Baehr presents his application of intellectual virtues to education in his 2014 article 

“Educating for Intellectual Virtues: From Theory to Practice.” 

 Baehr begins with two basic questions to reveal the place of intellectual virtues: 

“What are the proper aims or goals of education? What are the most fitting ways of 

achieving these goals?”50 To answer, he situates his outlook in the grander scheme of 

things, which is “by thinking of lifelong learning in the relevant character-related terms, 

we set ourselves a clearer target and thus a target that we stand a better chance of 

hitting,”51 as stark contrast, as we shall see, with Siegel’s (too) strong emphasis on 

critical thinking as the aim for education. Yet, there is an untold story when it comes to 

more mature students and the idea of lifelong learning, for Baehr’s focus is on younger 

students. Again, it seems that post-secondary students are largely left on their own, an 

impression that is confirmed when I deconstruct the student to reconstruct the learner. 

To be fair, Baehr does not aim to offer a comprehensive view for teaching all 

relevant intellectual virtues in all contexts. Rather, he tells us that: “I sketch three 

arguments for thinking that fostering growth in intellectual virtues should be a central 

educational aim. […] As this brief overview suggests, the chapter is broad in scope and 

largely programmatic. The unfortunate but necessary result is that several details will 

                                                
48 Intellectual Virtues Academy, “About IVA.” 
49 Ibid. 
50 Baehr, “Educating for Intellectual Virtues,” 107. 
51 Ibid., 109. 
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have to be left unspecified and a number of questions raised but then set aside for future 

consideration.”52 Speaking to tradition, Baehr sees that developing intellectual virtues 

aligns with Dewey’s view of education.53 This allows him to establish relationships 

between history, education, intellectual virtues, and successful life outside of class that 

includes intellectual qualities that help “prepare their students for successful careers.”54 

And while this bodes well for including economic analysis, even citizenship education, 

into what it means to be an intellectually virtuous student, it reflects an acceptance of 

certain facets of skills development education that is too complacent as I argue in 

chapters 5, 6, and 7. 

Baehr’s sketch also directs attention to the need to better understand students. He 

sees that there is enough room and appeal to develop intellectual virtues like “curiosity, 

wonder, attentiveness, intellectual perseverance”55 in the context of academic learning, 

all of which, save wonder, are virtues that I will confer to intellectually virtuous 

students. To achieve this he presents seven strategies to nurture intellectual virtues. They 

are institutional support, direct instruction, self-reflection and self-assessment, explicit 

connections between course content and intellectual virtues and vices, occasions to 

practice intellectual virtues, integration of intellectual virtues in assignments, and 

modeling of intellectual virtues by teachers. All of this is, as Baehr said, programmatic.  

                                                
52 Ibid., 106. 
53 Dewey, “My Pedagogical Creed.” 
54 Baehr, “Educating for Intellectual Virtues,” 112. 
55 Ibid., 115. 
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In the same way as Sosa invited scholars to devote more attention to virtue 

epistemology in the 1980s, Baehr is following this program, and pushing its boundaries 

through education scholarship. The latter is making his own 21st-century invitation for 

more research when he writes in closing that “I take it that, when considered as a whole, 

the strategies just sketched warrant some optimism on this score. While far from 

exhaustive, they represent a multi-faceted but well-integrated approach to educating for 

intellectual virtues.”56 This endeavour has been articulated in his voluminous Cultivating 

Good Minds: A Philosophical & Practical Guide to Educating for Intellectual Virtues. 

 This last publication presents in non-technical terms the program and theory that 

supports Baehr’s Intellectual Virtues Academy (IVA). The 2015 book is geared, but not 

limited to middle school and high school students. After explaining the concept of 

intellectual virtues, Baehr devotes nine chapters to presenting the key virtues of the IVA: 

curiosity, intellectual autonomy, intellectual humility, attentiveness, intellectual 

carefulness, intellectual thoroughness, open-mindedness, intellectual courage, and 

intellectual tenacity. Seven more chapters follow, touching on the associated practices, 

including those concerning outside of class activities. Modeling, integrating intellectual 

virtues in instructions, and risk taking are some examples of this rich educational 

program. The final fifteen chapters deal with in-class applications, the salient features of 

which I leverage through MacIntyre’s notion of a practice, and how this is made 

actionable in my section devoted to three models of intellectual virtues formation.  
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 This practical book builds in part from the theory provided in Baehr’s “The Four 

Dimensions of an Intellectual Virtue.” The dimensions are motivation, affective, 

competence, and judgment. While seeking truth, knowledge, and understanding are 

foundational to this project, the overall aim is to cultivate “personal worth or 

excellence.”57 This personal worth, as associated with the student will prove relevant to 

my examination, as developed in my immanent analysis section leading to my resolution 

of the problem in the final chapters of what it means to be an intellectually virtuous 

students who harness 11 core virtues. 

 Baehr’s conclusion in the 2016 collection Intellectual Virtues and Education 

provides a final outlook on the research accomplished and where opportunities reside. 

As editor, Baehr uses his four-dimensional view of intellectual virtues to summarize the 

contributions of the thirteen authors. This allows him to achieve theoretical and practical 

clarity, in order to cater to scholars and educators. Leading up to the last segment of his 

conclusion, Baehr highlights the social and civic nature of intellectual virtues fostered in 

classrooms, a theme I pick up as I explain how students must negotiate academic and 

civic life, which situates them beyond the cultivation of personal virtues.58 Finally, he 

outlines eight areas of research that recommend themselves in light of this collection. 

From the relationship between intellectual virtues and emotion, to best practices in the 

classroom, as well as the value of intellectual virtue, all show promise. More generally, 

Baehr concludes that, “The forgoing enumeration of issues and questions is far from 

                                                
57 Baehr, “The Four Dimensions of an Intellectual Virtue,” section, “Preliminaries.” 
58 Baehr, “Conclusion,” 242. 
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complete. Indeed, it merely scratches the surface.”59 My research responds to this 

invitation in a substantial way, most notably by paying more attention to the impact of 

new technologies and economics, in the context of an educational practice. 

 The fourth significant application of virtue epistemology to education emerged 

from Mark Ortwein’s 2011 PhD dissertation “Toward a Regulative Virtue Epistemology 

for the Theory and Practice of Education.” In making the case for a character-based 

virtue epistemology, Ortwein builds on Zagzebski, as well as Roberts and Wood’s ideas 

to develop a virtue epistemology theory regulated by the good life in multicultural 

societies, a rare inclusion, which I insist upon in my analysis of multiculturalism and the 

threat of relativism, as it reflects student life in the 21st century. In comparison to the 

previous works reviewed, he applies virtue epistemology to education at large, with 

attention to curriculum theory. By including intellectual virtues in the curriculum he 

shows how they nuance the application of existentialism, constructivism, 

postmodernism, positivism, and phenomenology to education.  

For curriculum analysis, Ortwein broadens his examination by considering 

virtues emerging from different cultures and religions. By looking to other regions of the 

world, as well as other modes of thought, he makes a case for basic talk of virtues for a 

substantial part of humanity, minimizing the threat of relativism. While stating that he 

does not offer an exhaustive view of epistemic virtues, he defends, as I largely will, the 

importance of intellectual honesty, courage, conscientiousness, and love of knowledge. 

Despite eschewing the more technical elements, Ortwein ends his research by 
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illustrating, across times and cultures, how teachers and students have manifested these 

intellectual virtues. This will help to make the case to expand, in contrast with Battaly’s 

reserved tone, teaching for (11) intellectual virtues in all classes in higher education. 

Now, if virtue epistemology offers the possibility of rethinking education, some 

have seen it playing a supporting role. For instance, Hyslop-Margison believes that 

virtue epistemology, as conceptualized by Montmarquet, is a source of support to critical 

thinking. While a strong advocate of critical thinking, Hyslop-Margison highlights the 

error of relying too heavily and too narrowly on critical thinking in his 2003 article, 

“The Failure of Critical Thinking: Considering Virtue Epistemology as a Pedagogical 

Alternative.” The essential problem is that today’s teaching of critical thinking abandons 

the need to have good dispositions to strive toward deeper knowledge and understanding 

of the topic studied. Epistemic virtues are brought in as a way that “initially compels 

students to expand their subject knowledge relevant to a particular problem.”60 This 

gives intellectual direction to the student, in the form of impartiality, courage and 

sobriety. So even if one is not convinced of the systematic worth of epistemic virtues, 

there are enough themes and aspects in education to find a place for this dynamic field, 

and support already compelling educational practices. Given present interest in critical 

thinking, this theme is fully developed when I deconstruct in Chapter 5 the student to 

reconstruct the learner and illustrate in Chapter 7 how critical thinking can be taught 

through a proper development of intellectual virtues. 
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As a last inclusion of a collective, and recent interest in education and virtue 

epistemology, I refer once again to Intellectual Virtues and Education, edited by Baehr. 

In addition to the previous scholars surveyed, Baehr brings together researchers new or 

in proximity of the field of intellectual virtues. The book is divided in three parts: 

intellectual virtues fundamental to education, intellectual virtues and educational aims, 

and teaching for intellectual virtues. Each article contributes in its own way to my 

research, but Siegel’s “Critical Thinking and the Intellectual Virtues,” and Pritchard’s 

“Intellectual Virtue, Extend Cognition, and the Epistemology of Education” figure more 

prominently, because of the proximity with my concerns with critical thinking (as noted 

above) and new technologies (as illustrated by the impact of ICTs in education). The 

timeliness of this book, printed in 2016, offers invaluable research material, and further 

proof that this is a field in which there is still much to do. 

The absence of thinkers in education who are concerned with virtue 

epistemology was made obvious, in 2008, by Baehr’s statement that “Several 

international conferences drawing top scholars in epistemology and ethics have been 

held on this topic, a number of books and scores of articles have been published, and 

several new lines of inquiry have opened up.”61 It took Baehr and his own findings to 

launch the Intellectual Virtues Academy in 2013, for a class of junior high school in 

California to confirm the research potential of virtue epistemology and education. Such 

enthusiasm is also supported by Kotzee’s justification for publishing the 2014 collection 

Education and the Growth of Knowledge: Perspectives from Social and Virtue 
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 67 

Epistemology, in which he writes that “It is to be hoped that the volume sparks new 

interest amongst philosophers of education in advances in epistemology and amongst 

epistemologists in enduring questions in education. Theory and practice emerge from 

this unique combination of educational and philosophical scholarship.”62 

What this section of the literature review has shown is that there is a place for a 

substantive theory of the mature virtuous learner, which no one has offered, in a field 

that is growing. Were I to stop here, that would arguably be in and of itself enough to 

justify the present research. However, after compiling a list of student intellectual virtues 

in the next section, I show the possibility of digging deeper by drawing more attention to 

the groundbreaking and tumultuous world of ICTs. The perspectives on intellectual 

virtues described in this are summarized in Table 1.  

                                                
62 Kotzee, “Introduction,” 12. 

Table 1: Summary of Contemporary Intellectual Virtues for Students 

Thinker Intellectual virtues 

Battaly Intellectual autonomy | Intellectual courage | Open-mindedness | Patience 

Baehr 
Attentiveness | Curiosity | Intellectual autonomy | Intellectual carefulness | Intellectual 
courage | Intellectual humility | Intellectual tenacity | Intellectual thoroughness | Open-
mindedness | Patience 

Hyslop-Margison Impartiality | Intellectual courage | Intellectual sobriety | Intellectual humility | Intellectual 
perseverance | Open-mindedness | Willingness to exchange 

Kotzee Accuracy | Good evidence | Intellectual autonomy | Sincerity | Trustworthiness | 
Truthfulness 

Ortwein Conscientiousness | Intellectual courage | Intellectual honesty | Love of knowledge 

Roberts and Wood Caution | Generosity | Intellectual autonomy | Intellectual courage | Intellectual humility | 
Love of knowledge | Practical wisdom 
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These intellectual virtues defended by mostly philosophy of education scholars 

capture the basic pool of virtues from which I shall determine the nature of intellectually 

virtuous students in 21st century higher education. Foreshadowing my conclusion, I will 

argue in favour of 11 core student intellectual virtues. They are: impartiality, courage, 

open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, autonomy, perseverance, patience, 

and industry. All of these, save industry, are found in the listed virtues above. Further 

validation will be given through my historical and immanent analysis, as well as my 

argumentative chapter as I investigate these 11 virtues alongside competing ones. 

4. New Technologies, Skills, and the 21st-Century Virtuous Learner 

We’ve seen how ICTs have scarcely been considered in virtue epistemology 

despite the openness of the research program. Even considering contemporary 

collections in virtue epistemology, like Greco and Turri’s 2012 Virtue Epistemology: 

Contemporary Readings, as well as Henning and Schweikard’s 2013 Virtues, Action, 

and Knowledge and Mi, Slote, and Sosa’s 2016 Moral and Intellectual Virtues in 

Western and Chinese Philosophy, which push exploration in virtue epistemology, there 

is scant attention to technology. Of course this is understandable given the recent re-

emergence of interest in intellectual virtues, as well as the relatively young life of 

MOOCs, iPads, YouTube, Skype, Big Data, cellphones, inverted classrooms, and online 

education. The 2019 publication of The Routledge Handbook to Applied Epistemology 

fills in some of these lacunas by devoting four chapters on the Web, Google, Wikipedia, 
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and conflict in the Internet.63 In each case, virtue epistemology is cited as a field that 

helps and should be promoted to elucidate challenges associated with knowledge and 

understanding in ICTs. 

As far as works on the impacts of ICTs and learning, there is much to glean 

from. McCluskey and Winter’s 2012 The Idea of the Digital University: Ancient 

Traditions, Disruptive Technologies and the Battle for the Soul of Higher Education, 

Bowen’s 2013 Higher Education in the Digital Age, and Niedzvieki’s pessimistic 2015 

Trees On Mars: Our Obsession with the Future are just a few examples of a vast 

literature. The problem is that these works, just as any other in the field, are not 

informed by virtue epistemology. It is only Vallor’s 2016 Technology and the Virtues 

that points to a possible treatment of virtue epistemology and ICTs, but does not do so. It 

is only really from Battaly and Kotzee’s 2018 forays into ICTs and intellectual virtues as 

it relates to extended cognition that I develop the appropriate arguments.64 In chapter, 5 I 

analyse ICTs and education, as well as how students embody a practice in chapter 6’s 

study of neoliberalism, the infosphere, which culminates in chapter 7’s examination of 

higher education’s 21st century ecology. 

Yet all of the researchers above—who are being joined by many others—are 

critically assessing the implications of using new technologies. For instance, the case of 

Tony Portfeild, a software engineer and father of two, illustrates the unreliability of 

educational software. Looking at his children’s Internet-based assignments, he noticed 

                                                
63 Smart and Shadbolt, “The World Wide Web”; Frost-Arnold, “Wikipedia”; Gunn and Lynch, 
“Googling”; Fallis, “Adversarial epistemology on the Internet.” 
64 Battaly, “Extending Epistemic Virtue”; Kotzee, “Cyborgs, Knowledge and Credit for Learning.” 
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the fragility of the software’s databases, as well as low privacy concerns. This prompted 

New York Times’s Natasha Singer to warn that: “In the fall, as Mr. Mayer, the digital 

security expert, was preparing to teach a class at Stanford Law School for Coursera, a 

start-up that provides hundreds of free open online courses, he discovered a security 

weakness that could have allowed instructors to gain access to the names and email 

addresses of millions of Coursera students. Another flaw would have potentially allowed 

other websites, digital advertising networks or online analytics firms to compile lists of 

the students’ courses.”65 Remember Coursera: it wants to be a world leader in online 

education, and it’s doing well with its 25-million learners in 2018.66  

In proximity to my concerns, technology critique Nicholas Carr diagnoses the 

following trend:  

Like meddlesome parents who never let their kids do anything on their own, 

Google, Facebook, and other makers of personal software end up demeaning and 

diminishing qualities of character that, at least in the past, have been seen as 

essential to a full and vigorous life: ingenuity, curiosity, independence, 

perseverance, daring. It may be that in the future we’ll only experience such 

virtues vicariously, through the exploits of [video game] action figures like John 

Marston in the fantasy worlds we enter through screens.67  

Where Carr speaks of living vicariously, the scholar Richard Floridi warns that as, “we 

trust online recommendations, the indicators of quality—we share and promote a culture 

                                                
65 Singer, “Uncovering Security Flaws in Digital Education Products for Schoolchildren.” 
66 Coursera, “About.” 
67 Carr, The Glass Cage, 182. 



 

 71 

of proxies.”68 What is at stake is made plain by Lanier when he asks, “If you can have a 

conversation with a simulated person presented by an AI program, can you tell how far 

you’ve let your sense of personhood degrade in order to make the illusion work for 

you?”69 Being content with online learning and ICT intrusion in the class may signify a 

student diminished. Credulous proponents of online learning fail to see that students—

and life—have greater depth than a computer program. 

In the middle of this discussion on ICTs and education, the literature concerning 

students’ skills development appears to be the most talked about. Kay’s 2010 foreword 

in 21st Century Skills: Rethinking How Students Learn illustrates the giddiness around 

this discussion when he states, “I believe that we are on the threshold of a tipping point 

in public education. The moment is at hand for a 21st century model for education that 

will better prepare students for the demands of citizenship, college, and careers in this 

millennium.”70 Eight years later, and while education has changed, as it always does, we 

are not anywhere near the dramatic shift foreseen by Kay.  

A review of the literature concerning “21st century skills” also reveals the need 

to properly understand skills. The haphazard ways in which skills are used to depict 

abilities, qualities, ethical dispositions, character traits, emotions, and motivations show 

a troubling methodological trend. Otherwise, the significant changes that proponents of 

“21st century skills” want to make with regard to education, based on confused 

concepts, should give reason for pause. This is not to deny the absence of change in 

                                                
68 Floridi, The 4th Revolution, chap. 2, “Space: Infosphere,” section, “Conclusion.” Italics in original. 
69 Lanier, You Are Not a Gadget, 24. 
70 Kay, “Foreword,” xiii. 
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education. But patience, rigor, and methodological depth are required to assess changes 

that go beyond excitement. Internet proficiency surely has a significant impact on 

education. This is why, for instance, I see the possibility of the emergence of e-virtues 

(electronic virtues; more on this later). Arriving at such a conception requires a detailed 

contextual, historical, technological, and philosophical analysis. 

Scholarship offers a number of wildly varying accounts of what is coined “21st 

century skills.” In my background research71 I have compared lists, like those that are in 

Table 2 (next page), from reputable books that researchers use to argue for massive 

changes in education. The confusing array of skills, dispositions, traits, and 

competencies underscores the ad hoc nature of this trend.  

Many of these “skills” depend on something more profound: virtues. This is 

illustrated in the cases of having students “relate well to others,” “resolve conflicts,” 

“defend and assert rights,” and demonstrate “leadership.” Also, many of these “skills,” 

like “reading,” “effective use of real-world tools,” and “problem solving” are very, very 

old. Finally, many of these “skills,” such as “autonomy,” and “civic responsibility” rest 

on deep philosophical views, which need to be argued for and made explicit. Annas’s 

Intelligent Virtue, presented previously, will be instrumental in this analysis in chapters 

5, 6, and 7. I seize upon this unique occasion, in these chapters, to use virtue 

epistemology to better define student skills development and the role of ICTs. 

                                                
71 See North Central Regional Educational Laboratory & the Metiri Group in Dede, “Comparing 
Frameworks for 21st Century Skills,” 58; Binkley et al., “Defining Twenty-First Century Skills,” 18–19; 
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development in Dede, “Comparing Frameworks for 21st 
Century Skills,” 59. 
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Table 2: 21st Century Skills Comparison 

OECD72 
(By rank of competency) 

 

North Central Regional 
Education Laboratory and 

the Metiri Group73 
(By domains) 

Trilling and Fadel74 
(By domains)  

Using tools interactively Basic, scientific, economic, 
and technological literacies 

Critical thinking and problem 
solving 

Use language, symbols, and 
texts interactively 

Visual and information 
literacies 

Creativity and innovation 
 

Use knowledge and 
information interactively 

Multicultural literacy and 
global awareness 

Collaboration, teamwork, and 
leadership 

Use technology interactively Adaptability, managing 
complexity, and self-direction Cross-cultural understanding 

Interacting in heterogeneous 
groups 

Curiosity, creativity, and risk 
taking 

Communications, 
information, and media 
literacy 

Relate well to others Higher-order thinking and 
sound reasoning 

Computing and ICT literacy 
 

Cooperate and work in teams Teaming, collaboration, and 
interpersonal skills 

Career and learning self-
reliance 

Manage and resolve conflicts Personal, social, and civic 
responsibility Reading 

Acting autonomously Interactive communication Writing 

Act within the big picture Prioritizing, planning, and 
managing for results 

Arithmetic 
 

Form and conduct life plans 
and personal projects 

Effective use of real-world 
tools  

Defend and assert rights, 
interests, limits, and needs 

Ability to produce relevant, 
high-quality products  

 

                                                
72 Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development in Dede, “Comparing Frameworks for 21st 
Century Skills,” 59. 
73 North Central Regional Educational Laboratory & the Metiri Group in Dede, “Comparing Frameworks 
for 21st Century Skills,” 58. 
74 Trilling and Fadel, 21st Century Skills, 176. 
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5. Relativism, Multiculturalism, and the Virtuous Learner 

Before conceiving of the virtuous learner, I wish foreshadow a conclusion made 

with regard to Nietzsche’s perspectivism. My research is about virtuous learners.  

There is no unique set of intellectual virtues to cultivate for every student to be a 

good student, hence my eventual argument in favour of 11 core virtues. Virtues vary 

somewhat according to the student and her milieu. Since individuals, the contexts within 

which they act, and the ends they seek vary through time, space, and culture, there are 

pressures to see virtues as relative. Put technically, certain ethicists speak of situationism 

to highlight how we are in reality too sensitive to context to aspire to stable ethical 

outlooks. Because virtue ethics doesn’t fixate on moral rules, like deontological theories, 

nor best consequences, like utilitarianism, it is seen as vulnerable to relativism and a 

poor guide to the good life. 

Against this, my historical analysis will show that there are perennial intellectual 

virtues. Courage, honesty, and wisdom are the three most common. From these emerge 

an array of intellectual virtues. Today, as discussions continue, various intellectual 

virtues are championed with robust arguments. Watson discounts curiosity in favour of 

inquisitiveness,75 Hazlett defends the virtue of scepticism,76 Slote wants us to include the 

intellectual virtue of receptivity,77 and all of this makes most choices contentious. Even 

Chappel sees arguments as central to justifying the presence of some virtues over others. 

In her 2015 article “Lists of the Virtues,” she includes virtues given by Plato, Aristotle, 
                                                
75 Watson, “Why Should We Educate for Inquisitiveness?” 
76 Hazlett, “The Civic Virtues of Skepticism, Intellectual Humility, and Intellectual Criticism.” 
77 Slote, From Enlightenment to Receptivity. 
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Foot, Hursthouse, MacIntyre, and Zagzebski to conclude that: “Such evaluation of lists 

of the virtues is therefore more like a matter of good judgment than of the application of 

a simple algorithm.”78 Appealing to intellectual virtues might be the best solution to 

exemplify good judgment and evaluate those lists. However, adding to the challenge, 

Frede concludes that virtue ethics “face an uphill fight concerning the definition and 

justification of virtues and the determination of the good life. […] ‘pluralism’ is not only 

a characteristic of the present age, but also its pride and joy, at least in the Western 

world.”79 So pluralism, relativism, and multiculturalism might be causes for despair.80 

Gowans81 pushes this last line of criticism by attacking the core positions 

defended by the four main proponents of contemporary virtue ethics. Foot,82 

MacIntyre,83 Naussbaum,84 and Hursthouse85 have addressed the issue of relativism in 

recent times with the mitigated success Gowans rightfully diagnoses. Inasmuch as it is 

important to be aware of their shortcomings, it also serves to justify the inclusion of 

virtue epistemology as it offers something better as I defend the set of virtues germane to 

good students: impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, 

humility, autonomy, perseverance, patience, and industry. 

                                                
78 Chappel, “List of the Virtues,” 93. 
79 Frede, “The Historic Decline of Virtue Ethics,” 144. For additional critiques, see Alfano, Current 
Controversies in Virtue Theory, and Johansson and Svensson, “Objections to Virtue Ethics.” 
80 For a general discussion and a defense of virtue ethics in this context, see Stangl’s “Cultural Relativity 
and Justification.” 
81 Gowans, “Virtue Ethics and Moral Relativism.” 
82 Foot, “Morality and Art”; Foot, “Moral Relativism.” 
83 MacIntyre, After Virtue.  
84 Nussbaum, “Non-Relative Virtues.” 
85 Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics. 
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The appeal of virtue epistemology lies in first situating us in the world as self-

reflective agents. With the recognition that we can—and often do—strive to become 

better, originates the possibility that we express evaluative judgment about those ends 

and how to achieve them. From this emerges the possibility to discover, develop, and 

critique the best means to achieve those ends. Siding with Gowans means accepting that 

change in virtue ethics is a weakness, which in fact belittles much of our human 

heritage; by denying change we deprive ourselves of the possibility of doing better. 

Even in the case of moral virtues, Kristjánsson roundly rejects the arguments that 

condemn Aristotelian virtue ethics to relativism. Under the heading of “Myth 9” he 

shows how virtue ethics is other-regarding and action-informing, sensitive to 

individuals’ situation without being vacuous.86 On one hand, he states that even if there 

are different rules for driving on the left or the right side of the road, we still speak of a 

good driver. On the other hand, he paraphrases David Carr who defends Aristotle’s 

cosmopolitanism by stating that, “we do not actually have to know what another person 

(whether Muslim, communist or atheist) actually values or believes in order to judge 

whether she is honest, just, courageous, temperate or compassionate; we only need to 

know that she is inclined to tell the truth, deal with others fairly, stand up for her 

principles under threat, control her appetites or care for other.”87 The same surely applies 

to intellectual virtues. 

                                                
86 Kristjánsson, Aristotelian Character Education, 56. 
87 Ibid., 56. 
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The openness of virtue ethics and epistemology should be welcomed as an 

opportunity to tackle long-standing biases in Western culture. From Jane Roland 

Martin’s critique88 that R.S. Peters’s ideally educated person89 is really a man, and her 

diagnosis of the historical failure to claim a real and philosophical place for women in 

education,90 to Marie Battiste’s view that we need to decolonize education,91 and 

including Medina’s argument that the intellectual virtue of resistance is essential for a 

healthy democracy,92 virtue ethics and epistemology are in tune with their social, 

cultural, historical, philosophical, and technological contexts. They also give the 

possibility to embark on the search for new virtues that may emerge from living in an 

increasingly online society. Surely removing biases and possibly discovering the 

existence of e-virtues are worthwhile endeavours.  

Finally, a survey of intellectual virtues shows is that there are many ways of 

being a good student. This leaves considerable discretion to each student to nourish 

these virtues in accordance with her unique makeup, as she responds to institutional 

demands in a certain city, with its socioeconomic climate, when she claims an education. 

It is understood that not all students will want to really develop some, many, or most 

intellectual virtues. This research is a journey into a post-secondary education milieu 

that is rich in opportunities, and fraught with perils. My task is to argue for a set of 11 

intellectual virtues that are most relevant for a 21st-century education. 

                                                
88 Martin, “The Ideal of the Educated Person.” 
89 Peters, Education and the Education of Teachers, 7–9; 12. 
90 Martin, Reclaiming a Conversation. 
91 Battiste, Decolonizing Education.  
92 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance. 
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6. Conclusion 

The literature review tracked the 1950s rebirth of scholarship in virtue ethics in 

Western culture, as kindled by two women, Anscombe and Foot, to arrive at 

MacIntyre’s understanding of virtues. In parallel, traditional epistemology met a 

formidable obstacle in 1963 as Gettier published a three-page article. Those worlds 

fused in 1980 thanks to Sosa who opened the way to contemporary virtue epistemology. 

Centering on the knower, virtue epistemology theories have emerged with 

modest to radical goals. Baehr tracked these developments to package them in four 

categories that mirror their aspirations to redefine, expand, complement, or replace 

traditional epistemology. Of these scholars, we saw how few were interested in 

education, and many reacted to the 1996 work of Zagzebski. Those that ventured with 

education in mind included Baehr, Battaly, Kotzee, Ortwein, and Hyslop-Margisson.  

The catalogue of intellectual virtues that we have encountered led some to use it 

against the theory. Where Frede and Gowans saw weaknesses, I see strengths in the 

form of choices, changes, and continuity. These facets of intellectual virtues anchor 

virtues in history and arguments, two themes with which I engage in chapters 4 and 6. 

My literature review also sets the agenda for the immanent analysis in chapter 5. There, 

the subjects voiced in the review, by virtue epistemologists and education scholars, are 

given their full attention in order to argue in chapters 6, 7, and 8, for virtues, set within a 

practice, and nurtured. Finally, as I turn to the methodology chapter, it becomes clearer 

why intellectually virtuous students in higher education need to develop the 11 virtues of 

impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, autonomy, 

perseverance, patience, and industry, in order to be good.
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Chapter 3: The Method 

A philosophical approach to social sciences is best suited for the analysis of the 

development of qualities, skills, and virtues associated with students. In this section, I 

argue that philosophical reconstruction, framed by critical realism, provides a novel 

approach to understand good post-secondary students. In what follows I first outline the 

metatheory of critical realism, which frames the research. Second, I describe critical 

realism’s four research tools that can be used to understand the nature of good students. 

Third, I present and justify my choice of philosophical reconstruction. 

1. The Metatheory 

Critical realism is a metatheory developed by British philosopher Roy Bhaskar in 

the 1970s. I appeal to it because it allows me to make use of virtues, skills, and learning 

in ways that are responsive to the evolution of time, space, culture, and technology. 

Critical realism as a metatheory allows for universal and contextual phenomena to 

coexist, and emerge because: “physical phenomena exist in one stratum, chemical ones 

in a second, biological ones in a third, psychological ones in a fourth, and social ones in 

a fifth stratum. Moving upwards through these strata, we find each new stratum built 

with powers and properties from the underlying strata – while at the same time obtaining 

completely new mechanisms.”1 The idea that reality is stratified means that each stratum 

is knowable by different processes. This explains for instance how the scientific method 

                                                
1 Danemark et al., Explaining Society, 185. 



 

 80 

mainly applies to the strata associated with the natural sciences, and the social scientific 

methods mainly apply to the societal strata. This metatheoretic position also entails that 

a plurality of research methods are available to get a better grasp of given subjects, in 

keeping with a general understanding of reality. Critical realism thus distinguishes what 

exist, from what is known; ontology outstrips epistemology. Finally, critical realism 

makes sense of discovering new phenomena, since accruing stratums (be they for 

example social or technological) allow for the emergence of new realities (like voter 

indifference or Internet trolling). It is suited to frame the constant and dynamic realities 

associated with education; to wit, core and emerging intellectual virtues. 

The basic premise of critical realism is that there is a world, which is already 

there. There is something outside of us to which we refer that isn’t outright constructed. 

And yet, in terms of critical realism, the knowledge that we build is theory-laden2 and 

revisable. The open conceptual space of this framework aligns with my choosing the 

method of philosophical reconstruction,3 to which I come shortly. Prior to this, it is 

necessary to introduce four research tools encompassed by critical realism. 

                                                
2 Danemark et al. advance that “The observations are always theory-laden. This does not determine, 
however, what reality is like – it exists independently of our knowledge about it. It is decisive that we do 
not merely think with the concepts without reflection, but that we also think about them. This is because 
within the social sciences, what other people hold to be true, and their concepts of reality, are an integrated 
part of the object of science itself,” ibid., 41. 
3 Holma notes that, “Before reaching the point of exact philosophical analysis on a particular theme, there 
are many significant choices the researcher must make first. The choices related to the topic, perspective, 
demarcation and limitation are decisive for successful philosophical research and should thus be made by 
a process of conscious reflection,” in Holma, “The Strict Analysis and the Open Discussion,” 12. 
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2. Four Research Tools 

The description of these research tools is best understood when applied to my 

research concerning the links between qualities, skills, and intellectual virtues. Critical 

realism’s first research approach would call for deductive tools of reasoning. While it is 

used in natural and social sciences, it is of limited applicability now. For there is a 

conceptual challenge associated with investigating the themes stated. I can’t begin by 

empirically investigating if skills and virtues show covariance, correlation, or 

independence, because this would require that I already have robust ideas concerning 

whether and how virtues and skills are related. Such a task is what lies ahead: to 

philosophically conceive of these virtues and determine their relationships with skills. 

Once accomplished, I could apply quantitative research methods to answer questions 

concerning the existence, unity, emergence, and variations of intellectual virtues.4 

In contrast to a quantitative approach, espousing a case-studies method through a 

phenomenological or qualitative approach could get me close to the goal. However, it 

would again already presuppose that a theory of virtuous students exists, and that I could 

study the exemplars in question and determine their skills. The idea would then be to 

draw conclusions with the hope of generalizing the qualities and skills of students with 

regard to the virtues. This second research tool, the inductive approach, however useful, 

does not sufficiently take note of the underlying structures that make the analysis of 

epistemic virtues possible. I need to consider retroduction and abduction. 

                                                
4 Baehr, “Educating for Intellectual Virtues,” 119–120. 
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 In presenting the third research tool, retroduction, it is essential to see that the 

changing aspects of knowledge do not entail the relativity of reality. Failure to recognize 

this fact leads to the epistemic fallacy,5 that is, the error of reducing what exists to what 

is knowable. Strong empiricist and positivist traditions have followed this approach. To 

avoid committing the same error, I appeal to retroduction to get a proper understanding 

of skills, virtues, and the societies within which they emerge. By using this tool I can 

attend to the constant features of virtues, skills, and qualities. Moreover, retroduction is 

responsive to the evolution of time, population, culture, and technology.  

Reaching knowledge by retroduction means that it takes the form of 

“transcendental argumentation, as it is called in philosophy. By this argumentation one 

seeks to clarify the basic prerequisites or conditions for social relationships, people’s 

actions, reasoning and knowledge. The term ‘conditions’ here means the circumstances 

without which something can’t exist.”6 The retroductive analysis focuses on the contexts 

that enable virtues to surface. Such provisions entail that the emergence of the Internet 

can lead to the identification of new or newly understood virtues. Moreover, economic, 

cultural, and historical factors fall into the scope of the research insofar as they speak to 

the contexts within which certain virtues can appear.  

Finally, a fourth research tool that the critical realist can appeal to is abduction. 

As an intellectual practice it requires that researchers “interpret and recontextualize 

individual phenomena within a conceptual framework or a set of ideas. To be able to 

                                                
5 Bhaskar, Dialectic, 26. 
6 Danemark et al., Explaining Society, 96. 
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understand something in a new way by observing and interpreting this something in a 

new conceptual framework.”7 For example, this is what Marx used in the development 

of the theory of historical materialism, when he understood the conception of our 

identity in relationship with our material conditions.8 For me abduction takes 

educational skills, as well as virtues, and recasts them in the “set of ideas” associated 

with virtue epistemology in the context of the Internet-influenced society to understand 

good students. This last tool aligns with Holma’s methodology, to which I now turn. 

3. Choosing the Right Research Method 

In education it is common practice to appeal to the fundamental modes of inquiry 

known as quantitative,9 qualitative,10 and mixed methods analysis,11 which include their 

subsets, from grounded research to historical inquiry. Irrespective of the proven 

successes of these methods, it is always relevant to ask if it is possible to capture and 

reduce complex educational phenomena in such ways. In this section I first display the 

state of affairs concerning the recent and now necessarily explicit expression of research 

methods in philosophy of education. Second, I present and justify my choice of a 

philosophical research method applicable to education, which is taken from a survey of 

other’s methods (presented and analyzed in Appendix B). 

                                                
7 Ibid., 80. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, 18–19. 
10 Scott and Morrison, Key Ideas in Educational Research, 195. 
11 Ibid., 155–159. 
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3.1 The Emergence of Philosophical Research Methods in Education 

At one end of the spectrum, for those trained in educational research there is 

often a presumption amongst the defenders of quantitative or qualitative analysis—or a 

mixture of both—that a chosen research approach is the culmination of a philosophical 

analysis. At the other end of the spectrum, for those trained in philosophy, research in 

education can apparently be recast by simply adding the tag “philosophy of.” The first 

position may appear naïve to the second, and the second pompous in regard to the first. 

New research in the methodology of philosophical research in education reveals how 

each tradition can benefit from the other. 

In her introduction to the 2010 book What do Philosophers of Education do?: 

And How do They do it? Claudia Ruitenberg affirms that philosophical research methods 

are: “the various ways and modes in which philosophers of education think, read, write, 

speak and listen, that make their work systematic, purposeful and responsive to past and 

present philosophical and educational concerns and conversations.”12 This leads into an 

article-based analysis of research methods in philosophy of education. By including the 

earlier and smaller collection of articles by Heyting, Lenzen, and White’s13 with 

Ruitenberg’s, there is a host of philosophical methods that apply to research in 

philosophy of education to survey. 

With the option of calling upon any of these research methods, choosing one first 

requires an assessment in terms of my topic. Second, there is a need to compare the 

                                                
12 Ruitenberg, “Introduction.” 
13 Heyting, Lenzen and White, Methods in Philosophy of Education. 
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research methods to determine to determine which is the most appropriate, and if a few 

or many are appropriate. These requirements are achievable because of Ruitenberg, 

Heyting, Lenzen, and White, as well as other authors’ illustration of well-identified 

philosophical research methods in education. In the spirit of transparency all the cards 

are on the table. Hammersley offers a useful diagnosis to approximate the suitable 

philosophical approach to apply in research. His position is that “we can use the 

resources provided to recognise where we are being led astray by arguments that have 

been shown to be misleading, or by the language we rely upon.”14 This enables readers 

to question the use of the method, perhaps apply it in different or novel ways, or develop 

new methods altogether. Finally, such a view explains the need to be aware of the 

philosophical import that comes with the use of any research methodology.  

The situation in contemporary philosophy of education scholarship is such that: 

“Although philosophy of education was considered sufficient unto itself, once 

methodological statements are added and readers grow used to such statements […] their 

absence may be perceived as a lack in ‘the work itself.”15 This is analogous to artists’ 

statements, recalls Ruitenberg, or exegesis in classical analysis, when attention to 

original texts is given to see how conclusions are derived. To that end, I present in the 

next section Holma’s method, which I justify as my choice for this research. 

                                                
14 Hammersely, “Philosophy’s Contribution to Social Science Research on Education,” 278–279. 
15 Ruitenberg, “Introduction,” 5. 
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3.2 Choosing Philosophical Reconstruction 

At the conceptual level, Holma uses the analytical tradition in philosophy to 

develop a research method for education: philosophical reconstruction. It relies on the 

central place of arguments to track “the significance of a deep understanding of the 

concepts, arguments, and ideas of the explored topic before entering into the dialogical, 

critical or supplementary part of the research.”16 This method thus encompasses various 

types of arguments, and many of the core elements of the other research methods 

surveyed, which gives it unique strength. Furthermore, in leading to the explanation of 

her use of philosophical reconstruction, Holma observes that:  

Philosophy is an academic discipline specialised in analysing and understanding 

the wider processes of the constructing of theories, questioning their hidden 

background premises, and revealing and examining the values affecting 

academic—as well as other—human practices. Furthermore, the perennial 

philosophical questions have straightforward connections to the world of 

education: for example the ethical questions of responsibility and humanity, as 

well as the epistemological questions of knowledge and its justification cannot be 

escaped in educational thinking.17  

Before detailing the content of Holma’s approach, it must be stressed that the illustration 

above aligns with my aim to take epistemological and educational concerns and analyze 

them in terms of intellectually virtuous students. 

                                                
16 Holma, “The Strict Analysis and the Open Discussion,” 11.  
17 Ibid., 10. 
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Holma’s methodology can be divided into five parts. They are: i) the main 

arguments; ii) points of agreement; iii) key passages; iv) concepts that warrant closer 

analysis on a subject in education; and v) systematic analysis, which comes into play18 

as positions are reconstructed, which ultimately leads to a philosophical discussion. In 

this last step, Holma uses dialectical analysis, while appealing to educational practice19 

to assess theories, reveal flaws, indicate affinities, and shed light on new research 

possibilities. She illustrates the application of this method in her study of the 

constructivism vs. realism debate represented by Goodman and Scheffler. 

While analysing constructivism and realism, Holma touches on, and recasts 

educational concerns at large, because: “Although many educators are not conscious of 

the influence of such underlying assumptions on their educational choices, to become 

conscious of them and to reflect upon their grounds is one of the benefits that philosophy 

of education can offer to educational theory and practice.”20 With respect to her research 

in education, neither qualitative nor quantitative research methods are able to conclude 

on the veracity of constructivism or realism, without metaphysical support. It is the 

different understandings of these perspectives on knowledge, which can only be sought 

through philosophical inquiry, that will have an impact on educational practice. My 

choice of philosophical reconstruction coincides with these metaphysical and 

epistemological concerns. Finally, my research aims at deepening educational theory 

and practice by trying to understand the nature of good students. 

                                                
18 Ibid., 16.  
19 Ibid., 19.  
20 Ibid., 21.  
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In opposition to many modes of research methods in education, philosophical 

methods look deeper into nuances that have been glossed over, uncritically accepted, 

and ideologically driven. Having initially justified my choice of Holma’s research 

method, I complete this task along two lines. The first concerns the justification resulting 

from relationship between the research method and my inquiry. The second touches on 

the justification based on the explanatory power of Holma’s method with regard to my 

subject compared with the other methods surveyed. 

The fundamental appeal of philosophical reconstruction is its essential reliance 

on arguments. This goes to the core of philosophy, epistemology, and education. In 

Holma’s presentation, she used it to compare arguments associated with epistemologies 

dealing with constructivism to arrive at a better understanding of her subject. I use this 

method to do the same and more by comparing not two, but multiple theories of virtue 

epistemology to better understand students. The emphasis on arguments and the 

flexibility of her method justify my choice at the level of gathering information, 

comparing arguments, and setting the stage for further analysis. 

The transition from assessing arguments to the new contributions to educational 

scholarship emerges from Holma’s reconstruction of Scheffler and Goldman’s 

arguments. This approach aligns with my project to compare and build upon Sosa and 

Zagzebski’s works, and those who came after such as Battaly, Kotzee, Baehr, and 

Ortwein as they pertain to students. As Holma understood the implications of various 

forms of constructivism for education in her final methodological step, I achieve the 

same with regard to virtuous students. 

The appropriateness of fit of philosophical reconstruction is also shown in the 

transition from theory to practice. Holma argues that: 
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To assess the possible implications of philosophical conceptions to educational 

practice is naturally a complicated task. Although it is clear—in light of the 

educational practices of different cultures, as well as in different eras of 

history—that ultimate conceptions of the world, knowledge and humanity do 

have their effect on educational practice, these connections are far from 

straightforward and depend on the whole complexity of the overall 

circumstances.21  

This transition is reflected in my appeal to virtue epistemology, as it relates to education 

on account of my focus on learners. Also, in the same manner as Holma, my historical 

and culturally sensitive analysis of intellectual virtues touches on multiculturalism as 

well as relativism, all of which affect educational practice.  

Furthermore, the arguments associated with philosophical reconstruction should 

not be discounted, even if they follow from “connections [that] are far from 

straightforward and depend on the whole complexity of the overall circumstances.”22 

Complexity does not bar access to truth. Holma’s acceptance of this is a convincing 

response to the intrusiveness of scepticism, brought about by relativism and anything-

goes-multiculturalism. Approaching philosophical research in education through 

philosophical reconstruction aligns with the intellectual virtues of prudence, nuance, 

transparency, rigour, and open-mindedness. 

                                                
21 Holma, “The Strict Analysis and the Open Discussion,” 20. 
22 Ibid. 
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The second part of my justification for choosing Holma’s research method is 

based on the fact that it fares better than the other methods surveyed, with respect to my 

subject. The main success factor is that it uses the fundamental tool of argumentation. 

The first series of competing methods surveyed implied a use of argumentation that led 

to specific, less profound methods, which have value, but presuppose much of what I 

have to elucidate. I have shown in the survey (Appendix B) that philosophical 

reconstruction allows for the inclusion of other methods such as Davis’s use of 

examples, Vokey’s comparative analysis, and Papastephanou’s bi-conditional view. 

Prior to having exemplars of intellectually virtuous students, I need to have a 

concept to which it applies. The same type of argument appears when asking a student to 

give an example of a triangle; she needs to have an idea of what it is to draw it. Behind a 

theory of examples are questions of epistemology. Davis appeals to Wittgenstein’s 

philosophy, and thereby commits himself to the same epistemic fallacy that reduces 

reality to language. But Holma’s use of analytic philosophy and critical realism’s 

retroductive analysis, with which I concur, avoids such a trap. Ontology and 

epistemology overlap, but they aren’t equivalent. As for Vokey’s comparative analysis, 

a similar type of argument applies, insofar as I need to have at least two theories of the 

intellectually virtuous student in higher education to compare to apply the method. Yet, 

those theories don’t exist. Therefore, Davis and Vokey’s methods complement Holma’s. 

As for the (anti)method methods, like Biesta’s phenomenological analysis and 

Smith’s exploratory dialogue, the first is too tentative and prodding to be theoretically 

argumentative and practically useful for my purposes. As for the second, it is infused 

into my creation of a fictitious character (as we see in the next chapter) and plays a 
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secondary role. It is already difficult enough to arrive at a meaning of intellectually 

virtuous students without intentionally undermining every aspect of the concept. 

 In opposition to the intentional destabilization of (anti)method methods, virtue 

epistemology includes the learner’s embodiment of the quest for knowledge. In a sense, 

even the proponents of (anti)method methods manifest the intellectual virtues of 

curiosity and open-mindedness, because it is through their research and reflection that 

such “methods” emerge. Rejecting this conclusion is to reject our place in learning. It 

makes getting at the truth haphazard, a-logical, unintentional, and anti-educational.  

An open-minded, cautious or curious learner should also be aware that words 

could have different meanings, as Ruitenberg suggests, or that research methods vary in 

accordance with contexts as Bingham notes. The (anti)method methods that these 

researchers manifest do better to fight against dogma than contribute to the 

understanding of intellectual virtues. 

The last research method surveyed that could push aside my choice of Holma’s 

method is Papastephanou’s bi-conditional view. The latter’s value resides in its 

reappraisal of educational research with regard to philosophy; it has been thought for too 

long that philosophy contributes to education, while education has little or nothing to 

teach to philosophy. On this issue, Papastephanou offers a clear reading of the situation. 

The same applies, as I have shown in the literature review, for virtue epistemology, and 

its quasi absence in educational scholarship. However, I have also revealed how the 

situation is changing through the works of philosophers of education—or philosophical 

educators—Heather Battaly, Jason Baehr, Ben Kotzee, and Mark Ortwein. 

Since epistemology is the common denominator in philosophy and education, my 

choice of virtue epistemology already answers to Papastephanou’s concern and fear of 
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philosophy’s hegemony. Prior to being a philosopher, one needs to be a student of 

philosophy. Holma’s method allows me to argue how the concept of intellectually 

virtuous students emerges, and what are the implications for education and philosophy. 

The justification of my choice of philosophical reconstruction complete, I next detail 

what this research method implies for my topic. 

In general, Holma’s research method asks the researcher: “(1) to understand the 

concepts as they are used in this particular context, (2) to clarify the interconnections of 

these concepts, and finally, (3) to reconstruct the text for understanding and interpreting 

it from a new perspective.”23 For me this translates into a five-part process: i) historical 

and immanent analysis: explicating multiple conceptions of epistemic virtues, from 

Aristotle to Battaly, including MacIntyre’s notion of a practice; ii) identification and 

analysis of key concepts: drawing out the corpus of concepts in virtue epistemology 

relevant to idea of the mature 21st-century student, whereby learners and the digitally 

influenced reality are brought closer together, analyzing the disruptive effects of the 

latter on the former, and understanding how learners negotiate the digital economy; iii) 

argumentative framework: identifying 11 core intellectual virtues of students in the age 

of the Internet; iv) synthesis: identifying the pedagogical strategies needed to foster 

intellectual virtues in on- and offline learning environments, while attending to current 

educational practices such as critical thinking; and v) philosophical discussion: situating 

the inquiry to reveal emergent research opportunities in education, epistemology, ethics, 

economics, and technology.
                                                
23 Ibid., 10. 
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Chapter 4: Historical Analysis 

1. Setting the Stage, Placing the Actors 

The central place of virtue epistemology in this research demands a historical 

analysis. First, this part of the analysis legitimizes the theory in that it has been with us 

for more than two millennia, spread across different cultures, and always present in one 

form or another. Second, the historical analysis sheds light on virtue epistemology 

theory, unlike other fields such as logic or mathematics. In the case of the latter, being 

well acquainted with the history of the concept of zero does not necessarily help to solve 

a proof or equation, unlike knowing the most recent discoveries in those fields. In the 

case of the former, the ebb and flow of virtues, such as humility and open-mindedness, 

two key student virtues, fundamentally speaks to the nature of virtues. Third, the 

historical analysis multiplies the perspectives afforded by different theories of virtue 

epistemology. This enables me to get a keener sense of the core concepts and virtues that 

transcend the ages and cultures, while recognizing the relevance of certain transient 

ideas with regard to context. Finally, the historical analysis points us toward five 

dimensions of intellectual virtues: i) change in virtues; ii) core and perennial virtues; iii) 

desire to know and the love of truth, iv) embodiment and exemplarism, and v) the 

critical stance of intellectual virtues. Taken together, these dimensions enable us to focus 

on 11 intellectual virtues that are salient for the 21st century higher education student.  

The historical journey begins by searching for a comprehensive history of virtue 

epistemology. Supplementing the literature review, I can safely say that there is still no 

comprehensive history of virtue epistemology. The state of the research invites one 
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either to accept this reality or launch a comprehensive investigation. Because my 

research does not aim to conceive of the exhaustive History of virtue epistemology (an 

otherwise warranted, and interesting project), I fill in some gaps as I retrace hitherto 

neglected manifestations of theories of virtue epistemology.  

Some previously untouched areas of virtue epistemology theory are being 

analyzed today, such as in the case of the 2016 collection Moral and Intellectual Virtues 

in Western and Chinese Philosophy. Yet much still needs to be done. Leveraging the 

results of my literature review, I have identified two glaring omissions in the history of 

virtue epistemology. The contributions of Byzantine thinkers, and almost all those by 

women philosophers up until the 20th century have been left out of the discussions in 

virtue epistemology. I will not cover all theories associated with this history, but gesture 

at what can be done, and make the two aforementioned correctives along the way. 

Furthermore, while each theory deserves a deep analysis, especially with regard to the 

unique and sometimes contested meanings of a virtue, this historical outlook is limited 

in presenting the basic elements of each in order to draw out the five dimensions of 

intellectual virtues noted above and solve the problem of the good student. 

In order to get closer to a better history of virtue epistemology, I have taken my 

bearings from its more popular cousin, virtue ethics. My hypothesis is that since virtue 

epistemology as I have accepted it1 is either a subset of virtue ethics, or closely 

associated with it, taking a deeper look at what has been written in virtue ethics might 

shed light to see if virtue epistemology was on the radar. The timeliness of my approach 
                                                
1 See the Glossary, quoted from Greco and Turri, “Introduction,” vii.  
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is apt, because a history of virtue ethics that claims to go beyond the traditional content 

has just appeared. In sync with the problems that were highlighted above, the 2015 

Routledge Companion to Virtue Ethics “explores the seeds of virtue ethics, as well as its 

extensions and influences, in ways that have not yet been brought together in one 

collection.”2 One of the ways in which the editors explore virtue ethics is by including a 

greater range of thinkers and traditions. So, like these authors, in addition to a deeper 

pool of thinkers from which we can learn, I may also strive to minimize the impact of a 

Western bias. Also, I do not want to deprive myself of knowledge, like Noddings who 

writes that, “If we were studying the history of education, it would be strange to skip 

over the Christian era and all of the Middle Ages. But we are looking for questions and 

ideas that arose in philosophical thought and still intrigue us or beset us today.”3 Yet 

referring to published and ongoing research, there are “questions and ideas that arose in 

philosophical thought […] [that] still intrigue us or beset us today.” I aim to balance 

depth and timeliness to understand diverse historical approaches to virtue epistemology. 

From a philosophical perspective my analysis is more than acknowledging 

thinkers across different times who wrestled with or sought solace in intellectual virtues. 

The historian of philosophy Calvin Normore calls this step the “Anthropology of 

philosophy,” which is the “effort to see the past as the past saw itself when it was 

present.”4 At best this approach, when philosophically done, invites readers to “ask what 

one of the writer’s philosopher contemporaries would (as far as you can tell) have 

                                                
2 Besser-Jones and Slote, The Routledge Companion to Virtue Ethics, xxi. 
3 Noddings, Philosophy of Education, 13.  
4 Normore, “The Methodology of the History of Philosophy,” 35. 
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asked.”5 At worst this approach, when mechanically executed, “is a paraphrase of texts 

in their own vocabulary,”6 and “If one does not already understand the language, just 

having it repeated louder and more slowly is not likely to help much!”7 In elucidating 

the nature of intellectually virtuous students my philosophical anthropology retraces 

philosophical, technological, economical, pedagogical, and cross-cultural analyses of 

these virtues. Such an account puts them in dialogue, shows biases, and reveals changing 

virtues. It is thus more than a laundry list, because each set of virtues is the result of 

deliberation, analysis, confrontation with context, and critical thinking as makes 

manifest the desire to know.  

 The fact that my philosophical anthropology takes place in the 21st century 

implies that there are risks of being overtaken by certain prejudices, as well neglecting 

contemporary concerns. To minimize these problems, the best that can be hoped for is a 

proper use of critical self-awareness, and accepting the ever-present possibility of 

ignoring some concerns. To embrace contemporary issues I follow Normore’s second-

level advice. For example, whereas I can imagine a conversation with Aristotle about the 

intellectual virtue of phronesis (practical wisdom) as it applies to the poor student, it 

takes a contemporary context to see how his theory would illuminate online learning.8 

This is where the doxologist (Normore’s coinage) aspect of the historical analysis 

appears. Normore explains this approach by highlighting the fact the History of 

                                                
5 Ibid., 32. 
6 Ibid., 33. 
7 Ibid., 34. 
8 Kristjánsson does the same to assess moral character in Aristotelian Character Education, 105–108. 
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Philosophy is localized.9 By looking elsewhere I can obtain new ideas, save time and 

resources, as well as incorporate those philosophies in a contemporary mindset.10 

A simple illustration of a doxologist appropriation in my context is given by 

Sosa’s 1980 return to studying the (apparently) long-neglected intellectual virtues to 

renew the foundations of epistemology. A more radical illustration of this approach is 

Goldstein’s Plato at the Googleplex. She imagines Plato toying with the wonders 

generated at Google’s headquarters and discussing them with their employees. Because 

my focus is on many thinkers, rather than Plato, it is Nussbaum’s complex doxologist 

approach that recommends itself. She opts for contemporary dialogue and the creation of 

a semi-fictitious student, Nikidion. Part of her methodology hopes to “enable us [the 

readers] to imagine vividly how each school deals with the concrete problems of an 

individual case, and how the concrete and humanly universal are intertwined.”11 In 

Therapy of Desire Nussbaum aims to understand ethics, with assistance given by 

imagining what it would have been like for Nikidion to be schooled in Epicureanism, 

Stoicism, and Skepticism in Hellenistic times. The analytic structures and arguments 

remain, while the subtle presence of Nikidion teases out how each school would 

philosophically educate her (if at all). Everything comes together as I appeal to another 

historically validated strategy, one often present in virtue theory texts: the exemplar. 

                                                
9 As Dunn also illustrates in Back to the Rough Ground by having Aristotle dialogue with 19th and 20th 
century thinkers, as well as himself. 
10 Normore, “The Methodology of the History of Philosophy,” 35. 
11 Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire, 44. 
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With Zagzebski’s Exemplarist Moral Theory I have a contemporary theory that explains 

the embodiment of virtues, as I apply it to students in ways that are unique and novel. 

The value in such approaches lies in their responsiveness to present concerns. 

Sosa assesses the failure of traditional epistemology; Goldstein puts the power of a 

search engine in the hands of a unique mind; Nussbaum aims to rekindle the link 

between our inner beings with educational, practical, and political objectives; Zagzebski 

uses a historical figure like Confucius and contemporary people such as Jean Vanier to 

particularize exemplars. Whereas it might not bother Aristotle that most of the content in 

Wikipedia is written by males,12 it would be suspicious for 17th-century feminist 

philosopher Marie le Jars de Gournay, and for 21st-century philosopher of education 

Jane Roland Martin. For all the value of thinking about the canons of philosophy there is 

a risk of being anachronistic,13 of neglecting content associated with the explanation of 

changing philosophical ideas (virtues), and of being unresponsive to the 21st century. 

 Combining the anthropological and doxological views of history of philosophy 

with contemporary methodologies, as Normore argues, is the best means to enhance the 

philosophical understanding of certain topics. Given that intellectual virtues have—as I 

shall show—such a rich history, the philosophical acuteness that Normore encourages 

aligns with my methodology of choice, philosophical reconstruction. Arriving at the 11 

student intellectual virtues of impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, 

honesty, humility, autonomy, perseverance, patience, and industry means being able to 

                                                
12 Lam et al., “WP:Clubhouse?”; Stoeffel, “Closing Wikipedia’s Gender Gap”; Frost-Arnold, 
“Wikipedia,” section, “Wikipedia’s Gaps and Biases.” 
13 Normore, “The Methodology of the History of Philosophy,” 35. 
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retrace their heritage from the birth of virtue ethics and virtue epistemology in particular. 

There will be some variations in interpretations throughout the epochs, as many terms 

such as family, women, economy,14 and democracy15 do. However, these variations in 

meaning will not be so radical, so as to lead to an opposite understanding. A common 

core of virtues as excellences leading toward the good, the flourishing, and the best life 

is kept. Finally, taken together, these historically situated intellectual virtues will 

corroborate the nature of the good student today. 

 Before turning to the historical analysis, I wish to introduce our student 

companion, Janus. He is named after the two-faced Roman god, looking forwards and 

backwards at the same time; the god of beginnings, motion, and time.16 He is “an 

entrance, a doorway.”17 Janus is in his early twenties, not terribly attractive, slender, 

with a younger sister, and of relatively well-educated older parents. With little talent for 

the arts, he is keen to learn about the world, social, and competitive. Like some of his 

friends, he hopes to help his government. This is made easier, because his parents 

possess a reputable olive orchard near the coast in Greece. He has some money, and a 

certain civic standing. For the rest, the same provision that Nussbaum made for Nikidion 

applies to Janus; his status will adapt somewhat to the culture and time in which he is 

located. Finally, as for all the people we know, the reader is invited to fill in the details. 

                                                
14 See Leshem, The Origins of Neoliberalism for the history of the term economy. 
15 See, as Dr. Allan Sears kindly pointed out, Cartledge’s Democracy, for the changes in the meaning and 
understanding of democracy. 
16 Augustine, City of God, 352. 
17 Ibid., 342. 
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2. “Let no one ignorant of geometry enter”18 

Janus did not ignore geometry, his parents saw to that. But it was not geometry 

that brought him to the Academy, in the garden, today. Rather it was a friend, 

Theaetetus, who told him that Plato (428? – 348? BCE) was going to talk about virtues. 

The details of that exchange and those that would follow were eventually collected in 

the now famous dialogue, the Meno. The opening questions still resonate in Janus’s ears. 

Meno asked, “Can you tell me, Socrates—is virtue something that can be taught? Or 

does it come by practice? Or is it neither teaching nor practice that gives it to a man but 

natural aptitude or something else?”19 Socrates couldn’t tell Meno, or Janus, or anyone.  

In his usual question and answer style, the elenchus, Socrates picked and 

prodded in various manners at the topic of the virtues. This irritated Janus somewhat, 

and others, as history showed. Suggestions were made by Meno: “it is easy to see that 

the virtue of a man consists in managing the city’s affairs capably […] a woman’s virtue 

[…] She must be a good housewife, careful with her stores and obedient to her 

husband.”20 In characteristic fashion Socrates replied that he only wanted one virtue, but 

was given a flurry—a common complaint still heard today. Eventually, by continuing to 

ask questions Socrates got his interlocutors to agree that, “both men and women need the 

same qualities, justice and temperance, if they are going to be good.”21 While this was a 

theoretical victory in favor of equal learning for men and women, the reality of it was a 

                                                
18 Fowler, The Mathematics of Plato’s Academy, 202. 
19 Plato, Meno, 70a1–3. 
20 Ibid., 71e2–7. 
21 Ibid., 73b6–7. 
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completely different story. It would take a lot of courage, and many centuries for 

education to take hold of both genders in places around the globe. But for the Meno 

courage is a type of knowledge for Socrates, which bodes well for the development of 

virtues being teachable, as well as a form of knowledge. 

Through Socrates and Meno’s exchanges we analyze the possibility of virtues 

having positive consequences for the virtuous person, especially the student, and what 

she aims at. There are useful aspects springing from the virtues, which are guided by an 

overarching use of right reason, that is, practical wisdom. Since it is agreed at this point 

that virtue is or is part of wisdom, we need to determine if virtues are teachable or 

natural. If virtues are knowledge and are teachable, we should find teachers of virtue, 

says Meno. The problem is that Socrates has yet to find one. Further, because teaching 

implies transformation, the results of being taught how to be virtuous should be 

observable. Again, Socrates fails to find such a pupil. We shall see that these challenges 

are still studied by philosophical, psychological, neurological, and pedagogical means 

today. Yet it is agreed that teaching aims at the good, and a form of autonomy. 

To push his inquiry, Socrates uses observation and the elenchus. The former 

provides content to the latter. First, in the Meno, he calls to those who profess to teach, 

the Sophists. Presented as sly opportunists who claim to teach many things, for a fee, 

they are roundly decried as imposters. Second, Socrates looks for a person of recognized 

virtue, and comes up with Themistocles. The idea is that a virtuous person would be in 

the best position to teach his son to also become virtuous. Unfortunately, the person in 

question, Themistocles’s son Cleophantus, didn’t turn out to be wise at all! Adding a 

few similar cases the interlocutors in the Meno conclude that virtue isn’t teachable. So at 

this point, if virtue isn’t teachable, it isn’t knowledge, and we’re back to square one. 
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After some reflection, wondering if he was virtuous, Janus considers his parents, 

sister, and childhood tutors. How could he tell if he was virtuous; maybe he was vicious? 

He drifted off in his thoughts only to hear Socrates conclude that, “we shall not 

understand the truth of the matter until, before asking how men get virtue, we try to 

discover what virtue is in and by itself. Now it is time for me to go.”22 Who does that, 

wondered Janus, who sets everything up and leaves? The fact that he got away with it 

provoked some admiration in Janus, who would come to find out that, “The safest 

general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a 

series of footnotes to Plato.”23 But the author of the Republic, the Meno, and the 

Theaetetus and his teacher were annoying Janus, so he left also. 

Some answers to the questions of the nature of the virtues are found elsewhere in 

the Republic, Laches, Charmides, and Euthydemus. Rather, it isn’t Socrates’s views, but 

Plato’s as developed through the theory of the Forms that would enable us to see what 

roles virtues played in the latter’s philosophy. Janus understood this transition and yet 

felt uneasy when Plato introduced the Forms, these unique, unchanging, and eternal 

entities that included knowledge of the Good. Socrates at least dealt with real people, for 

better or for worse. Acquiring abstract knowledge of the Forms through recollection was 

supposed to improve people, and this struck Janus as concrete illustration of a bad joke.  

The challenge is that these entities are abstract universals, which are internally 

problematic, and they are supposed to motivate people, particular people, to act well in 

                                                
22 Ibid., 100b3–b5. 
23 Whitehead, Process and Reality, 39. 
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real communities. The divorced aspects of Plato’s Forms, and therefore the virtues, leave 

aside people living a particular life, in a particular context, and embody virtues. Plato 

“doesn’t define just [e.g. virtuous] actions by the character traits that lead to them, but 

identifies just actions as those that produce and support just traits. He’s interested in the 

consequences of just actions, not in conditions of responsibility.”24 It is thus fitting to 

reaffirm Whitehead’s observation that “The insistence in the Platonic culture on 

disinterested intellectual appreciation is a psychological error.”25 Responsibility and 

interests are at the core of virtue ethics and virtue epistemology, and certainly in 

education, as I will assign this feature to good students. These fields put people first. 

3. Staking a Claim: Phintys of Sparta 

As we hear Socrates walking away in the distance leaving us with these difficult 

questions, another philosopher’s voice echoes from Sparta, approximately 200 

kilometers away. Associated with the Pythagoreans, who were known to allow women 

in their milieu, one of them voiced a struggle that is still heard today. Phintys of Sparta, 

the daughter of the admiral Kallikratidas who died in the battle of Arginusae in 406 

BCE, took advantage of Pythagorean pedagogy, like Janus, to learn. 

A fragment of Phintys’s work On the Moderation of Women still exists today. 

Phintys illustrates with Spartan frankness her ethical ideas and ideals by claiming that, 

“Now, perhaps many think it is not fitting for a woman to philosophize, just as it is not 

fitting for her to ride horses or speak in public. But I think […] courage and justice and 
                                                
24 White, Plato and the Ethics of Virtue, 15. Italics in original. 
25 Whitehead, Aims of Education, 47. 
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wisdom are common to both [men and women].”26 It may take the fortitude of a Spartan 

woman to claim the same aspiration to wisdom as men do, but it is also philosophically 

argued. Just as each thing, each animal, each organ has a way of being excellent, so then 

for men and women. This idea sat well with Janus, who retained from Plato that men 

and women were endowed with reason, and who knew how his mother and sister were 

fond of what he was learning, even if this at times led to dilemmas and arguments. 

 Phintys’s position was that while courage, justice, and wisdom belong to virtuous 

persons, harmony and moderation are the guiding traits for women, who ought to 

maintain a respectable household, marriage, and show piety toward the gods. This means 

that wisdom, for women, is presented as responsive to this broader reality. Janus 

wondered if wisdom is responsive to circumstances, because of the nature of men and 

women; or, if wisdom is responsive to circumstances, because of the way men and 

women have been socialized. Are women naturally inclined towards virtues that uphold 

harmony and exhibit moderation, or is this a wise woman who knows the place—which 

excludes speaking in public—allotted to women? So if I was a woman, thought Janus, I 

would be wise to know my place, or wise knowing that a wise household woman is 

fiction? Either way, it doesn’t really matter, “I look fine in a robe!” 

Waithe assesses the situation differently, as one where, “Given that the social 

order already is the way it is, she [Phintys] raises the question whether it is our [women] 

moral responsibility to live our [women] lives according to whichever moral theory best 

                                                
26 Phintys in Waithe, Ancient Women Philosophers, 27. 
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takes into account our [women] special circumstances.”27 In other words, Phintys would 

be arguing in the wisest way to make the best of it. But Waithe goes one step further, by 

stating that Phintys may ask women to “ignore the realities of their social situation.”28 

So is doing philosophy, seeking wisdom, and reflecting tantamount to the rationalization 

that Waithe suggests? Would this discount Phintys as a philosopher? Are there two types 

of wisdom, one for the dominant, and one for the dominated? Or perhaps this is the 

logical extension for Phintys who argues that, “the well regulated city, arranged 

throughout with a view to the whole, must be based on sympathy and unanimity.”29 The 

cultivation of virtues takes a strong political dimension, which will be true throughout 

the historical analysis, up until the incarnation of good students as it relates to 

citizenship education. 

These questions aside, there are three essential points to make. First, Phintys 

observes that women ought to philosophize, if only to develop contained wisdom. The 

risk, however, is that women philosophers and (some) men may want to redefine the 

virtues by leveraging critical thinking. This leads us to the second point, in which 

courage and justice are lauded as virtues that men and women share. In Phintys’s context 

courage and justice might not manifest themselves on the battlefield, but in households, 

secular and religious institutions, as well as learning environments. The fact that the 

ancient Greek term andreia stands in for courage or alternatively bravery poses a 

challenge. For andreia means “manliness.” Contrasting courage with the virtue of 

                                                
27 Waithe, Ancient Women Philosophers, 28. Italics in original. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Phintys in Waithe, Ancient Women Philosophers, 30. 
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patience in this context Pianalto writes that, “the gendering of virtues suggests a division 

of labor between the male and the female, and treats different virtues as paradigmatic of 

those who fulfill those roles well: courage for the men, who must fight and hunt; 

patience for the women, who must nurture.”30 If this is the case what are we to make of 

the intellectual virtue of courage?  Is Phintys “manly”? What could that mean for 

intellectual virtues? Phintys’s proposal is courageous as such. Appropriating a virtue that 

is mostly expressed in terms of men is provocative, raises another tension as my last 

point illustrates, and invites us to consider changing meaning in virtue terms. 

Phintys’s effort to contain wisdom through harmony and unanimity introduces 

the idea that knowledge, left unbridled, may separate rather than unite. Philosophizing, 

being intellectually courageous and just may jeopardize harmony and unanimity, 

especially if it addresses the issue of who is allowed to learn. Janus exploited these 

tensions at home when his younger sister insisted that she wanted to follow in his 

footsteps. “First sign of wisdom!” he scoffed, before adding, “Just try.” Despite ongoing 

reflection, even under our next philosopher, Aristotle, Janus would keep on winning 

arguments, and none of this male favoritism would be alleviated for a long, long time. 

4. The Philosopher: Aristotle 

Aristotle’s (384 – 322 BCE) Lyceum was unlike Plato’s Academy in many ways. 

Part school, part military institution, the Lyceum (named after Apollo, the “wolf-god”) 

offered teachings in philosophy, gymnastics, military arts, and housed cults as well as 
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government representatives. In contrast to Plato’s Academy, Aristotle’s students were 

integrated into the functioning of the school with administrative and academic 

responsibilities. Perhaps this is due to the multipurpose nature of the Lyceum, or a 

reflection of Aristotle’s greater sympathy for democracy than Plato. In any case one 

thing was clear, according to the Philosopher, “everyone has something of his own to 

contribute to the truth, and it is from these that we go on to give a sort of demonstration 

about these things.”31 Being told that everyone had something to contribute was 

heartening, and Janus did not want to disappoint, even if it wasn’t the whole story.  

By putting people first Aristotle equally affirms that we are “sociable by 

nature.”32 In opposition to Plato and his theories of the Forms, Aristotle’s articulation of 

virtues begins with people, where a virtue is “a state concerned with choice, lying in a 

mean relative to us, this being determined by reason and in the way in which the man of 

practical wisdom would determine it.”33 First, by identifying a virtue as a “state,” 

Aristotle grounds the idea that the person of virtue is disposed to respond ethically, and 

emotionally in the right way with regards to a situation. Second, the focus on a “mean 

relative to us” reflects the fact that persons are unique. For instance, a trained soldier and 

a librarian would typically embody courage differently when faced with a physical 

altercation. Third, “reason” enters the picture as a demarking feature of human nature 

that guides our actions and thoughts. Fourth, and finally, the goal-oriented aspect of 
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exercising virtues reflects their assessment by the practically wise person in ways that 

are conducive to eudaimonia: a life of flourishing.34 

Despite its depth, Aristotle’s theory leaves much to be filled in, which speaks to 

the nature of ethics. We learn early on in the Nicomachean Ethics that in ethics: 

Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much clearness as the subject-matter 

admits of […] We must be content, then, in speaking of such subjects and with 

such premises to indicate the truth roughly and in outline, and in speaking about 

things which are only for the most part true and with premises of the same kind 

to reach conclusions that are no better.35  

This methodological warning, which is given at the outset of the Nicomachean Ethics, 

sets the terms of the inquiry. The first thing to expect is the dialectical nature of the 

analysis, and the tension felt between lived experience and theoretical guidelines. By 

stating things this way Aristotle favors experience over abstract universals—exactly the 

opposite of what Plato had taught him, to arrive at the unifying view of practical 

wisdom. One consequence of this will be the apparent messiness or variation in ethics, 

which leads some to argue that Aristotle’s ethics is too imprecise, biased or relativistic to 

be seriously entertained. Yet his students, who would have been versed in ethics and 

many other topics, enabled Aristotle to offer a robust theory of virtue ethics. 

This naturally brings us to the intellectual virtues. According to Aristotle, 

“intellectual excellence in the main owes both its birth and its growth to teaching […] of 
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all the things that come to us by nature we first acquire the potentiality and later exhibit 

the activity […] excellences we get first by exercising them.”36 Sparking the intellectual 

light falls on the community, a reality that is exacerbated since the emergence of the 

World Wide Web. This isn’t to say that there aren’t exceptions, but by and large self-

sufficiency isn’t an option to become intellectually virtuous, even if autonomy is an 

essential intellectual virtue. In contrast with Socrates and Plato who searched diligently 

for virtuous teachers and failed, Aristotle points to knowledge of the virtues, and 

exemplars. “I got this,” thought Janus, “Right, so, Aristotle what about your pupil 

Alexander the Great? The military man who executed his cousin, named a city after 

himself, and said that ‘If I were not Alexander, I should be Diogenes,’37 the public 

masturbator, the human dog? We are supposed to believe you, Aristotle that virtues are 

teachable? You should have tried to teach him to become vicious, he might have turned 

out to be good!”  

Janus did leave out the part that in fact he, and others did admire Diogenes.38 So 

either way, being virtuous did demand great effort, depend on circumstances, experience 

and knowledge. Looking to people around us, near and far, past and present, Aristotle 

observed that, “we praise not only the just, but also the intelligent and the wise.”39 Thus 

nature has endowed us with the capacity to know, which is harnessed by a community of 

teachers, lawgivers, and citizens who regulate our intellectual activities. The intellectual 
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virtues that get the attention of Aristotle and his students are craft expertise (techne), 

science (episteme), practical wisdom (phronesis), understanding (nous), and theoretical 

wisdom (sophia).40 Given that my research falls within the neo-Aristotelian tradition, I 

will fill in the details throughout my research. 

5. Weathering the Storm with Stoicism  

While Aristotelianism continues its course in the history of ideas, we witness the 

emergence, in the 3rd century BCE, of Stoicism. Because dispositions are central to 

Stoicism, I must explore the possibility that it applies to virtue epistemology. Also, 

Stoicism’s premium on reason, the virtues, and the sophos (sage) seem to align with 

intellectual virtues, and the possibility of elucidating the nature of good students. 

Taking his bearings from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, Cicero (106 – 43 BCE) 

defends the idea that, “Virtue is nothing other than nature, brought to perfection and 

developed to the highest extent.”41 In the case of humans that perfection is guided by 

reason and we are uniquely situated to be virtuous. Yet being situated to be virtuous is 

not the same as being virtuous. Internal self-reliance is a hallmark of Stoic philosophy. 

Inspired by Socrates’s willingness to be executed at the hand of unjust people, Stoicism 

pushes further by arguing that one ought not to depend on external good for one’s well-

being. The strength of Stoic conviction leads Sharpe to point out that, in this case, 

“‘external goods’ is an oxymoron, since all things other than virtue can and are put to 
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harmful use in the absence of virtue.”42 Wealth, prestige, and even health belong to the 

category of indifferent, for they help or hinder the state of the good person. This will be 

in stark contrast to MacIntyre’s theory of a practice that makes the existence of external 

goods a criteria for the existence of the practice as such. 

So whereas Aristotle defends the idea that the virtuous person needs some 

wealth, friends, health, and other external goods to cultivate eudaimonia, the Stoics 

change the final objective. Rather than flourishing, Stoic eudaimonia is more oriented 

toward tranquilitas, that is, tranquility. Because life is full of contingencies, and the only 

thing that cannot be corrupted is virtue, cultivating internal dispositions paves the road 

to sageness. For Janus, this was worse than Plato and Aristotle’s views of the virtues, as 

he thought, “Why yes, please, can I be your smiling punching bag, so that I can show 

how wise I am? I’d rather copy that gladiator you praised Seneca. You know, the one 

who pushed a well used toilet sponge-on-stick down his own throat to suffocate himself 

to death!”43 While Janus fumes, let’s look at other virtues. 

Stobaeus, the 5th century chronicler of Stoic doxography, identifies four primary 

virtues: “prudence, temperance, courage, justice.”44 By looking into subordinate virtues, 

we learn that subordinate to prudence are “deliberative excellence, good calculation, 

quick-wittedness, good sense, < a good sense of purpose >, resourcefulness.”45 Each of 

these secondary virtues is then explained in terms of a type of knowledge. For instance, 
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“resourcefulness is knowledge which discovers a way out of difficulty.”46 With such a 

catalogue of virtues this seems to be a promising avenue for research in the field of 

virtue epistemology. The subordinate virtues in particular emphasize knowledge and 

using one’s reason to find the truth about something or a procedure. 

There are problems, however, in Stoic virtues, which are difficult to reconcile 

with real life. Reaching the enlightened sense of tranquility is out of reach for most if not 

everyone. If this appears obvious on the physical side, with the trials brought on by 

disease, death, and loss of wealth, similar questions emerges on the intellectual side. For 

in the quest to secure knowledge are we not opening ourselves up to turmoil? This 

applies just as much to the mental and emotional toil associated with the process of 

finding an answer to a question, as to the answer itself. It is true that the Stoics argue for 

a disenfranchisement of the emotions, as corruptors of reason and tranquility. But then 

virtue is tantamount to exhibiting a sort of skill, the results of which are received with 

cold equanimity. Everything comes together for the Stoic, when it is made clear that we 

should not put any stock in what we hope to accomplish, since most—if not all—is out 

of our control. This point is made clear by the Stoic archery analogy: it is excellent to 

aim to strike a target, but because wind, rain, or any other element may intervene, we 

shouldn’t be disappointed if we miss it; or for that matter, be happy if we hit the target. 

On becoming virtuous, Long and Sedley assert that, “The unlikelihood of 

anyone’s achieving this utterly secure and faultless character was admitted by Stoic 
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philosophers.”47 Furthermore, since Stoics understand the universe in causal terms, 

where we supposedly only control our dispositions, responsibility disappears.48 In short, 

even Cicero capitulates when he states that, “For virtue is so demanding, requires such a 

pitch of perfection, that no human beings known to us—not even the founders of the 

Stoic school themselves—are truly virtuous. Not even close.”49 As far as good students, 

stoicism picks up on core and enduring virtues, such as humility, courage, and 

perseverance, but puts them out of reach. “A Stoic would have to be stoic about rejecting 

stoicism, so let’s move on!” chirps Janus. 

6. Hinduism’s Harmony at All Cost 

The introduction to stoic tranquility, an almost inhuman form of tranquility, 

brought back memories of another similar train of thought that a visiting student had 

spoken about to Janus during his time at the Lyceum. It is known that Aristotle 

entertained various ideas from other cultures in his school, himself not being a native of 

Athens, and having also been to Asia before taking the lead at the Lyceum in 335 BCE. 

The student in question dared not to speak aloud of this, but rather whispered to Janus.  

Hinduism, one of the great world religions, aims to answer some of the same 

fundamental questions as virtue ethics. “What sort of person should I be?” has been 

investigated through the concept of dharma (“to hold”) in Hinduism’s history, which has 

its beginning approximately in 1500 BCE. Dharma, like eudaimonia, is a complex term 
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that needs to be defined, rather than just translated: “In common parlance it means ‘right 

way of living,’ ‘Divine Law,’ ‘path of righteousness,’ ‘faith,’ and ‘duty.’ […] Dharma is 

the inner reality that makes a thing what it is. It is the dharma of the bee to make honey, 

of the cow to give milk, of the sun to shine, and the river to flow. It is a thing’s 

essence.”50 Living in accord with dharma outlines what sort of person one ought to be. 

The challenge associated with this basket concept is to identify, but not be 

limited to the core of universal duties of learning, wisdom, and veracity, oriented 

towards self-cultivation.51 One worry is that, so defined, dharma discounts agency in 

favor of some external standard, and this would preclude us from situating Hinduism 

within the realm of virtue ethics. But there is a larger story to tell. For the objective 

duties are at the early stage dharma, dedicated to time of life when one is a student.52 

This parallels Aristotle’s view that youth must be habituated to act virtuously, before 

being able to consciously aim at what is right. Being virtuous requires guidance. 

 For those who continue learning and practicing Hinduism, the subjective turn 

personalizes these duties in a way that is congenial to contemporary virtue ethics. First, 

rules and behaviors are learned, and then experience and knowledge of the dharma 

enable students to consciously embody the teachings. For, “Duty is ad hoc and specific, 

with reference to particular commandments, codes, and customs; virtue is generic and is 

expressive of fundamental orientations in life […] the purified mind internalizes the 
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rules of objective morality, and transforms duty into virtue.”53 Deeper study may allow 

students to manifest the virtues of the mind, kindness, unworldliness and piety.54  

 To associate Hinduism with virtue ethics, something for which Janus had no real 

interest, I refer to Perrett and Pettigrove who state with hindsight that, “A reader who is 

looking for a virtue ethic in that [Aristotelian] sense among classic Hindu sources is 

likely to walk away disappointed.”55 Yet they see that Hinduism also seeks to answer the 

classic virtue ethics question, what sort of life should I live. At best the door is not 

closed, but there is still a need for much more research.56 

 Two final notes should be made concerning the value of Hinduism for virtue 

ethics and virtue epistemology. First of all the fact that “truth and nonviolence, are 

combined, and are regarded as Hinduism’s highest ideals”57 creates an interesting 

tension. Are truth and truth-seeking always nonviolent? What does it mean, for 

Hinduism, to have two possibly irreconcilable ideals? What does it mean for virtue 

epistemology if seeking truth leads to violence? What of my earlier question, asking if 

knowledge is always good? Because students are oriented toward the seeking of truth 

and understanding, by using intellectual virtues and leveraging critical thinking, they 

will need to negotiate the degree of turmoil that their practice creates. These tensions 

invite a second series of observations concerning Hinduism, context, and moral 

dilemmas. 
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In appealing to Hinduism to inform the contemporary debate in bioethics, 

Crawford stresses its value in not being absolutist, stuck in a universal ahistorical mode, 

nor being relativist, catering to every subjective whim. Much like mainstream virtue 

ethics and virtue epistemology, Hinduism aims to be responsive to the environment and 

social reality within which we live. This means that moral dilemmas emerge, and can be 

treated as such without being theorized away,58 and will figure as a key concept in 

understanding the nature of the good students today. “Interesting after all,” thought 

Janus as he saw dharma as a way to feed dilemmas, conflicts, and, well, deeper 

reflection. In that respect, virtue epistemology and Hinduism share the idea that some 

things are perhaps irreconcilable and that we must work our way through them. 

7. Confucius’s Practical Intellect 

In contrast to moral dilemmas, Confucianism finds its footing in social and 

political harmony. While Confucius’s (551? – 479? BCE) thought may not fall exactly 

within the confines of Western virtue theory it encourages a deeper look at the role of 

exemplars, as well as attends to justification, and the nuances of context, including 

economic ones.59 As in other virtue ethics theories, Confucius offers constitutive virtues. 

They are: knowledge or wisdom (zhi), humaneness (originally, manliness) (ren), and 

courage (yong).60 Confucius aim to capture the dynamic of the universe as embodied in 

the human relationship with the Way (dao) and ritual propriety (li).  
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This may seem like a tall order as I zoom into student life, but this picture gives 

cosmological weight to human undertakings in the spirit of self-cultivation. According 

to Walker, such a view entails that, “For Confucius, a broadly practical knowledge and 

understanding—including the learning of ritual and the lessons contained in literary 

classics—are useful for self-cultivation. Confucians can allow that such knowledge and 

understanding is choiceworthy, and that the intellectual dispositions conducive to, and 

manifest in, such knowledge and understanding are virtues.”61 Thus focusing on self-

cultivation and the development of humanness (ren), Confucius’s theory aligns with the 

fundamentals of virtue ethics, and elements of virtue epistemology. Emphasis on the 

practical and the circumstances invites reflection on the student experience, whereby the 

social, political, institutional, and intellectual realities will inform and affect what it 

means to be a good student in those situations. 

Directing attention to Confucius’s pedagogy in the Analects, we see the extent to 

which knowledge, understanding, and learning aim to develop the best virtue, 

humanness (ren). The essence of Confucius’s approach to teaching and learning is 

explained as “Proper (social or moral) behaviour must be modelled and practised. It 

cannot be the subject of some kind of ‘discovery’ or ‘trial and error’ learning. Any 

learning requires the anchor and context of the tradition and prevailing social practice.”62 

While the frame is rigid, it lives in a society. Confucius illustrates the collective nature 

of this journey in two strides. First, he observes that, “What a gentleman he [the disciple 
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 118 

Fu Buqi] is! If Lu [a region] were really without gentlemen, where did he learn how to 

be like that?”63 Exemplars tend to learn from others, as students from their peers. Yet, 

and this is the second point, Confucius adds that, “I once engaged in thought for an 

entire day without eating and an entire night without sleeping, but it did no good. It 

would have been better for me to have spent that time in learning.”64 Learning—

communal by default—wins out.  

Everything comes together when Confucius presents himself as an exemplar: “At 

fifteen, I set my mind upon learning; at thirty, I took my place in society; at forty, I 

became free of doubts; at fifty, I understood Heaven’s Mandate; at sixty, my ear was 

attuned; and at seventy, I could follow my heart’s desires without overstepping the 

bounds of propriety.”65 His existence is a justification of his practice. For Janus, this is 

revelatory. Despite being in contact with Platonic and Aristotelian thought, he didn’t 

really account for his intellectual journey. Is ren suggestive of certain intellectual virtues 

that he should develop? Yes, skepticism. “Free of doubts at forty?” pondered Janus, “not 

even doubt my sanity if I pecked in front of you like a chicken? You don’t doubt, you 

can’t change your own mind Confusedious! Puk Puk Pukaaak!” 

While Aristotle and Confucius espouse communal learning, the former treats the 

role of emotions quite differently than the latter. Aristotle observes that we naturally 

desire to know, and Confucius believes that learning is more exacting. “Learn as if you 
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will never catch up, and as if you feared losing what you have already attained,”66 

mandates Confucius. This resonates with Janus who questioned Aristotle’s idea that we 

shouldn’t fear being stupid.67 Right now, Janus feels like Li Chong who noted that for 

Confucius, “Learning involves hard work rather than material benefit, and in itself is not 

the kind of thing one naturally loves or takes joy in.”68 Stressing about the nature of 

good students while being a student stirs up some fears: fears of wasting time, energy 

and resources toward uncertain ends. But at least Janus had money, so he was fine. 

Finally, emphasizing that “material benefit” comes after learning reverses 

Aristotle’s approach, while still allowing for the existence of external goods contrary to 

the Stoics. Speaking of his most gifted student, an exemplar, Confucius states: “What a 

worthy man was Yan Hui! Living in a narrow alley, subsisting on a basket of grain and 

gourd full of water—other people could not have born such hardship, yet it never spoiled 

Hui’s joy.”69 While Confucius favors a greater distribution of wealth,70 since “Virtue is 

the root; wealth is the result,”71 the poor can still be virtuous. This is a blessing, for the 

road to virtue is open to anyone; and a burden, because no matter the degree of poverty, 

everyone can be expected to work toward becoming virtuous. The challenge will be to 

continue to alleviate the burden of learning through having access to knowledge, a trial 

that is facilitated since the advent of the Internet. 

                                                
66 Ibid., 8.17. 
67 Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1382a23. 
68 Li Chong in Confucius, Analects with Selections from Traditional Commentaries, 83–84. 
69 Ibid., 56. 
70 Sim, “Economic Goods, Common Goods and the Good Life.” 
71 Confucius in Sim, “Economic Goods, Common Goods and the Good Life.”  



 

 120 

8. Confucius’s Inheritors 

Of the two most historically influential exponents of Confucianism, Mencius 

(391 – 308 BCE) and Wang Yangming (1472 – 1529) are the ones who closely follow 

virtue ethics. While both adhere to the basic tenets of Confucianism, Mencius builds his 

theory on the stronger belief that humans are inherently good,72 but need cultivation, and 

Wang espouses the view that we are born with moral understanding, but need to keep it 

untainted. From my perspective there is another value associated with the more recent 

strain of Confucianism, which is that it upholds the idea that Confucius’s thought is not 

stuck in the 5th century BCE. As in most versions of virtue ethics, it is adaptive. 

As per the relevance of Mencius and Wang to virtue epistemology, both develop 

the idea that community, sociability, and oneness are central to the good life. Mencius 

goes further in espousing an anthropological approach that sees learning and 

understanding of virtues such that he “relies directly and explicitly upon numerous 

examples of actual sages and worthies in order to craft his account of the moral ideal.”73 

The appeal to real sages reflects Mencius’s belief that wisdom is attainable by actual 

people, in contrast to the Stoic sage. In addition to past and present exemplars Mencius 

adopts a reflective approach to self-cultivation that is also inspired by fictional and 

literary characters, such as Janus himself. Taken together all these individuals, past and 

present, from near and afar, point to a human nature, which lays a foundation to 

becoming virtuous.  
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In parallel Mencius develops the idea of human essence by the use of his 

naturalistic metaphor of the four sprouts. Following Confucius, Mencius presents these 

sprouts as being in us as potential: “The mind’s feeling of pity and compassion is the 

sprout of humaneness [ren 仁]; the mind’s feeling of shame and aversion is the sprout of 

rightness [yi 義]; the mind’s feeling of modesty and compliance is the sprout of propriety 

[li 禮]; and the mind’s sense of right and wrong is the sprout of wisdom [zhi 智].”74 

Mencius’s contribution is to insist on this naturalistic side of virtue. This entails that we 

must respect the rhythm of the sprouts, or persons, for the proper development of ren. 

Pressure or violence does not lead to improvements; it leads to perversion.75 This idea 

confronts Janus with a problem, remembering that Confucius taught that one should 

learn out of fear. Furthermore, what does it mean to respect one’s rhythm if one is not 

tested? Maybe Janus wasn’t putting enough intellectual pressure on himself, and others? 

Such questions will follow us as we consider the place for student development, 

improvement and the drive to learn, master skills, and reach understanding. 

As the mind plays a central role for Mencius, educating it in the right way cannot 

be overemphasized. For, “If we first establish the greater part of ourselves [the mind], 

then the smaller part is unable to steal it away. It is simply this that makes the great 

person.”76 There is a unity here that echoes the idea of other thinkers, like Aristotle and 

the Stoics, where to have one virtue is to have them all. But does this unity of the virtues 

hold? If so, how is it justified? We shall see that a constellation of 11 core intellectual 
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virtues is preferable to a unity of virtues. Finally, just because something is natural, like 

a sprout, it doesn’t entail that it’s good. So why follow our nature?77 

To answer these questions I follow Mencius’s advice of studying historical 

exemplars. While I have found evidence of this practice in Western philosophical 

thought in ethics, it required digging. This gives the impression that history and 

exemplars in Western ethics are underappreciated, a trend that Zagzebski partially 

corrects in her 2017 work Exemplarist Moral Theory.78 As for Chinese scholars, they 

have regularly sought and still seek ethical knowledge in the study of history.79 

Expanding upon Mencius’s philosophy, the Neo-Confucian Wang Yangming 

reverses the order of learning of his predecessor. Wang prizes experience over theory. 

As Ivanhoe notes: “Wang would urge us to concentrate on cultivating a heightened 

awareness and attentiveness to how we think, feel, and behave as we live out our lives 

rather than to dedicate ourselves to the study of morality in its various forms.”80 For 

Wang and Chinese philosophy, knowledge and action go hand in hand,81 understood as a 

continuum, since “There have never been people who know but do not act. Those who 

are supposed to know but do not act simply do not know.”82 Of course Aristotle would 

disagree, thinks Janus, while knowing that he should care about Wang, but he doesn’t. 

Otherwise, what Wang denies is weakness of the will (akrasia); that we know what is 
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the right thing to do, and yet, don’t have the fortitude to follow through. It would be 

possible to argue, with Wang, that part of the process of learning, which is an action, 

entails ridding ourselves of impurities that include weakness of the will. 

Now the major challenge in attaining knowledge demands that we cultivate a 

mental and emotional disposition of selflessness (si). Here selflessness is akin to 

impartiality and seeking knowledge undistorted by our feelings, desires, and emotions. 

The aim is to attain a state of self-effacement.83 This isn’t the abandonment of the self, 

but rather the intellectual and emotional harmonious merging with the universe to which 

we belong. It is not a question of ignoring emotion, but rather having the right ones. 

From the perspective of virtue epistemology the notion of selflessness invites us to see 

the embodiment of a particular virtue beyond and in a different way than impartiality, a 

central student virtue, with an eye toward other student virtues like intellectual care and 

humility. 

9. Knowledge, Learning and Suffering: The Buddhist Perspective 

 We should see a close parenthood between Wang’s selflessness and Buddhism’s 

focus on harmony and attenuating suffering. For prior to becoming a disciple of 

Confucianism, Mencius was a devout Buddhist who included elements of Daoism 

(presented in the next section) in his thought. Lauded for its fundamental position on 

non-violence and attenuating suffering, Buddhism’s ethical view has been associated 

with virtue ethics in manners still relevant today. From Whitehill’s attempt to bridge 
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philosophical gaps between Buddhism and contemporary Western philosophy84 to 

Vallor’s use of Buddhist thought to shed light on virtues and new technology,85 there is 

much to recommend the study of this philosophy or religion. While maintaining the role 

of exemplars in learning, Buddhism also emphasises the significance of studying, 

learning, and meditating. This facilitates the alignment of Buddhism with Aristotelian 

thought, while preserving certain fundamental differences. 

 In the early Buddhist tradition learning was oriented toward the understanding 

and reduction of suffering (dukkha). The consequence of this position on Buddhist 

epistemology is that it involves “an essential component of the threefold training 

(tisikkhā) that leads to final liberation: moral conduct (silā), mental culture (samādhi), 

and wisdom (paññā).”86 Significantly, just as with Aristotle, the Buddha drew heavily on 

the teachings of experience, which puts a premium on seeing student life as embodying a 

practice through experiences. There is a case for grounding Buddhism in a form of 

empiricism that relies on personal verification for knowledge. In effect, the Buddha is 

highly self-critical: “Even if I claim to know something on the basis of best faith, [or 

likes or tradition or reflection on form or delight in views] that [claim to knowledge] 

may be empty, hollow, and confused, while what I do not know on the best faith [or by 

any other method] may be factual, true, and not otherwise. It is not proper for an 

intelligent person, safeguarding the truth, to come categorically to the conclusion in a 
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given matter that such alone is true and whatever else is false.”87 Despite the best 

methodology, intentions, and dispositions, we may still be wrong. This is obvious 

enough in itself, but it comes from the reflection of a highly disciplined thinker, and 

includes an internal justification why he might be wrong.  

What is significant in the critical thinking disposition is that it calls upon the 

adjoining virtues of humility and open-mindedness. Intellectual humility is self and 

other regarding in a way that requires integrity and honesty. Because we can be wrong, 

open-mindedness is also essential for students to get at the truth as a means to consider 

different options. The self-critical position of the Buddha, as he embodies in his own 

writing, strikes a definitive blow against dogmatism. This does not deny the possibility 

of truth, for there are the Four Noble Truths (ārya-satya) concerning the recognition of 

the truth of suffering, which is the first step toward wisdom. These truths are a reflection 

of the experience of suffering. From this point of departure, it may lead to nirvāna in a 

sense that parallels Aristotelian eudamonia, Confucius’s ren, and stoic tranquility.  

For Janus, using his intellect to reduce suffering provided an intriguing 

motivation, he could become tougher, yet the road toward enlightenment paradoxically 

seemed to entail suffering. If this became easier with time, reflection, and experience, it 

didn’t seem obvious. What if things got harder for him? The fact that Buddhism coupled 

intellectual and spiritual cultivation with independence of worldly goods only made 

things worse. Thinking his way out of material or external goods and a greater 

communion with everyone seemed almost impossible. 
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 The role of Buddhist virtues in seeking knowledge, such as perseverance and 

patient endurance, are fundamental, just like with Aristotle, Confucius and good students 

in general. On the moral front they establish whether a behaviour is worthy of the title of 

virtue, while on the ontological front they help to establish the empirical reality to which 

they apply. As Goodman recalls, “Buddhists have often held that the degree to which a 

person embodies a particular moral virtue can depend in part on the degree to which that 

person has internalized an accurate view of how things are.”88 This resonates with Wang 

who saw that action and knowledge are in a strong sense one and the same: isomorphic. 

 This means that knowing “how things are”89 according to the Buddha entails 

acknowledging that reality is laden with human perception and understanding. The 

challenge is to understand this reality as clearly as possible with the help of sound 

reflection, meditation, and looking to exemplars. The consequences of our human 

condition are such that: “subjective attitudes such as likes and dislikes, attachments, 

aversions, confusion, and fears prevent one from perceiving things as they are. […] It is 

precisely because of the way the mind distorts experience in unwholesome ways that we 

need to transform our minds in radical ways through the development of mental culture 

and insight.”90 The education of mental culture and insight points to the nourishing of 

intellectual virtues such as clarity and mindfulness. A key way to practice and develop 

these intellectual virtues is through meditation. While a common practice in the 
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Buddhist tradition, meditation has transcended the ages and reached a global presence, 

because of a growing need to cultivate attention in a world of technological distraction.  

Now, charges of subjectivism and relativism have followed Buddhism, because 

of the emphasis on experience to the detriment of a metaphysical background, which the 

Buddha saw as highly speculative. Furthermore, this early Buddhist epistemic position 

goes deep by emphasizing that, “the world in which we live is shaped by the way we 

experience it.”91 Hence, experience, history, and change have a profound impact on how 

we understand the world and the way it is. Far from rebuking this outcome, the Buddha 

focuses more intensely on human reality and psychology to capture enduring truths, say 

about suffering, while attending to our much-changing reality. These themes and 

challenges remain with us today. This was enough suffering for Janus; he was bored, 

and wanted to do something else. 

10. Daoism’s Mental Purification 

 The Chinese Daoist’s answer to our clouded minds—which Janus felt spoke 

directly to him, and legions of students who can no longer pay attention—is to focus on 

the need to open it, to purify it, just as Wang saw. In contrast to Confucianism and 

Buddhism, Daoism aims at an almost stoic acceptance of being in the world. With the 

foundational Daoist text the Zhuangzi (~476 – ~221 BCE), the reader learns that humans 

are originally endowed with an unopinionated mind, that is one that is free of prejudice, 

and in harmony with nature, including other people. It is a unique form of freedom that 
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is defended. Thus Huang recalls that the Zhuangzi, “presents a description of the perfect 

persons as those who share with each other nourishment from the earth and joy from the 

heaven, not allowing the external affairs to disturb their minds; not blaming each other, 

not plotting against each other, and not causing troubles to each other, they go worry 

free and come without care.”92 The possibility of such harmony is built upon the 

cultivation of open-mindedness, and a form of natural reflectivity.  

 The Zhuangzi’s approach to open-mindedness not only follows what is 

commonly accepted as being open-minded in terms of considering each other’s position, 

but also attempts to transcend this state. For instance, a person becomes open-minded, 

“When the mind is without care or joy, this is the height of Virtue. When it is unified 

and unchanging, this is the height of stillness. When it grates against nothing, this is the 

height of emptiness.”93 Reaching this stage is like having one’s mind as a mirror to 

reality, or like still water reflecting the surroundings as the analogies go. 

 Reaching this flow while still participating in life calls for a singular virtue, that 

of accepting difference. Because nature is multiform and people are different, seeking 

tranquility and fostering the unopinionated mind calls for tuning-in through flow. The 

Zhuangzi develops this approach through the notion of knack. For example, “A good 

swimmer will get the knack of it in no time—that means he’s forgotten the water,”94 

which speaks to the mastery of the skill and acceptance of the nature of water. Just as in 

the Confucian tradition, examples and exemplars are essential for learning to become 
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virtuous. However, some skills, like torture, computer hacking, or sophistic persuasion 

are incompatible with harmony, and yet, still able to be accomplished in a ‘knackful’ 

way. Thus a charge of moral relativism may creep in and we may see how moral or 

intellectual virtues are necessary for students to use their newly acquired skills to good 

ends. 

 To answer against this charge the Zhuangzi couples its defence of the 

development of virtues and knacks with respecting the difference of others. For instance, 

when consideration of others is taken into account, it should preclude one from 

supporting the worse sorts of excesses. It is a form of pluralism wherein, “The ethics of 

difference respect diverse ways of life as having equal worth, and so logically it cannot 

respect any ways of life that do not regard other ways of life as having equal worth.”95 

The torturer, hacker, sophist, or student cheater does not respect the other by exploiting 

or transgressing her difference. At this point I can rehearse a classic objection to the 

equal worth theory. By refusing to entertain the objectionable way of life of another 

(because she is racist or sexist), I am not really treating her as an equal. This is the 

paradox of tolerance. 

The yielding nature of Chinese Daoism poses a challenge in being too wary of 

truth and expertise: “The sage is the sharp weapon of the world, and therefore he should 

not be where the world can see him. Cut off sageliness, cast away wisdom, and then the 

great thieves will cease. […] All attempts to create something admirable are the 
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weapons of evil.”96 This leaves us with the question concerning whether truth, as such, is 

a weapon, a consideration I entertained with regard to Hinduism and Stoicism’s 

harmony and tranquility. Finally, the Zhuangzi casts doubts concerning the probity of 

exemplars if their admiration is a gateway towards vice. 

 As an extension to Confucianism, and in contradistinction from the Chinese 

Daoism just presented, Xunzi (end of 4th century BCE – ~ 238 BCE) develops his 

understanding of the Way (Dao) as orienting “‘small’ or ‘petty’”97 people towards 

becoming educated, then noble, and ultimately sages. The same references to moral 

exemplars used by Confucius abound, and should be studied as guides to becoming 

virtuous. Like Confucius, and virtue theory in general, there are no specific rules or 

guidelines to prescribe what is to be done. At best, “Xunzi seems to regard the Way as 

uncodifiable, and this can explain why he never gives any definitive account of it, but 

rather offers different descriptions in various places.”98 Following the history of virtue 

epistemology, Janus finds this extremely helpful. Of course, Xunzi believes that people 

are unaware of “what we most need to know,”99 and that teachers are essential. But 

student autonomy will gain traction, and especially new means to develop in proximity, 

and even sometimes independently from educators thanks to new technologies. 

The student on the Way must pay attention to the virtues of perseverance, 

trustworthiness, honesty, and attention to detail as exemplified by the educated persons, 
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and cultivated in the intellectually virtuous student. To develop in such a manner 

Stalnaker reminds us that, “Truly becoming a student of the Way, however, requires 

submitting oneself to a teacher and the classical models preserved and passed down in 

conjunction with the classic texts.”100 The teacher encourages the proper acceptance of 

ritual, offers insights, gives wise interpretations, and furthers questioning and learning. 

 The development of respecting rituals may seem arcane, but their roles are to 

foster harmony and direct the practitioner, students in particular, toward the proper inner 

dispositions. In a sense this is analogous to developing good habits. Additionally, 

according to Hutton, Xunzi’s understanding of rituals shares many qualities with 

etiquette, moral theory’s marginalized cousin. While Hutton argues that etiquette is a 

much-neglected area in virtue ethics,101 it can inform virtue epistemology, as well as the 

20th century emergence of netiquette (Internet etiquette). The final observation that can 

be made with regard to Xunzi’s view is that contrary to Mencius and Kant,102 he 

believes that just like a reshaped crooked piece of wood, students can be reshaped with 

proper care, discipline, and hard work. All agree, however, in the value of encouraging 

the development of a “good community of learners,”103 which still resonates and is 

incarnated through the institutions and professionals that make up higher learning 

around the world today. 
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11. An Augustinian Christian Virtue Epistemology 

 While having received scant attention in virtue epistemology, Augustine’s (354 – 

430) affinities with virtue ethics suggest that I should consider possible contributions to 

my research. Yet from the get-go things are not promising, for Augustine’s insistence on 

the necessity of the ‘stamp of God’ to transform behaviours into virtues might be a deal 

breaker. Wetzel reminds us that “Augustine will go on to draw the implication, 

somewhat notoriously, that when virtues are not rightly referred (referre) to God, they 

are vices and ‘not virtues at all.’”104 This position opposes contemporary virtue ethics 

and epistemology in that Augustine does not put the knower first, but God. 

 Nevertheless several elements of Augustine’s thought echo through his emphasis 

on virtue, fear, love, self-abnegation, and community of learning. Ideas such as “Justice 

is counted among the highest goods there are in human beings – as well as all the virtues 

of the mind, upon which the right and worthwhile life is grounded,”105 “no one uses the 

virtues for evil,”106 and “virtue includes all things to be done,”107 all capture a classic 

understanding of the virtues. That virtue cannot lead to evil, the right use of reason, and 

acting in accord with virtue, all points to an Aristotelian heritage.  

Yet important breaks with this heritage concern the themes of fear, learning, and 

wisdom. On fear Augustine quotes Psalm 111:10 asserting that, “The fear of the Lord is 
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the beginning of wisdom.”108 Heresy, eternal damnation, and living the wrong earthly 

type of life depicted in the City of God are enough motives to fear God. Even if 

beatitude is the ultimate promise, Janus wonders about the residual effect of fear in this 

quest for learning and wisdom. On the epistemic side, many thinkers have spoken about 

the need for intellectual courage in terms of facing fears. But it seems that few have 

approached fear along the lines that Augustine presents as an element of motivation. 

Reducing Augustine’s theology and epistemology to fear would be unjust. His 

full conversion to the service of God as it is written in the Confessions captures the 

loving and caring relationship with the Creator. Love is mediated and directed toward 

God. Importantly, because love of truth is common currency in contemporary virtue 

epistemology, we should heed the observation that, “Love does not answer to command, 

and yet love of the highest form is requisite, insists Augustine, for true virtue.”109 If this 

is true, then what of the genesis of loving truth asks Janus? Does it partially come from 

fear, as Augustine suggests? Or curiosity? Or necessity? Or irritation? Or because we 

naturally desire to know, as Aristotle said? How does this inform epistemic virtues? 

 These questions aside, another essential contribution of Augustine to virtue 

epistemology comes from his Confessions. First, because virtue ethics and virtue 

epistemology deal with the question “What sort of person do I want to be?,” which 

includes what type of student one hopes to be, the Confessions represent an exemplary 

undertaking. Augustine sets the tone, when he writes that, “I have become a problem to 
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myself”110 (“and to everyone else,” adds Janus). The work is a highly self-critical and 

transparent endeavour to better understand himself; it illustrates what it means to get at 

the truth. As a tool of pedagogy, a journal is still recommended practice for self-

awareness, and critical reflection concerning students’ learning as will be made clear in 

how intellectual virtues are developed. In fact, it is one strategy, explored in later 

chapters, that Battaly uses to teach for intellectual virtues,111 and that Baehr introduced 

at the Intellectual Virtues Academy.112 

 The second and third observations pertaining to the Confessions touch on virtues 

and identity. On the virtues side, Augustine’s autobiography is confronted with the 

challenge of drawing from memory. For some a good memory is a virtue, but in many 

regards it can fail us or be biased. As Wetzell recalls Augustine’s observation, “This 

faculty of memory is a great one, my God, exceedingly great, a vast, infinite recess. 

Who can plumb its depths? This is a faculty of my mind, belonging to my nature, yet I 

cannot myself comprehend all that I am.”113 This challenge, if not failure, leads to the 

question of identity. For the confusion or forgetfulness associated with memory often 

clouds judgment in relation to one’s identity. The fragmented self to which this 

autobiographical picture gives rise is imperfect. Yet thanks to new technologies, students 

are confronted with the opposite picture; that is, where almost everything is remembered 

by default, and an effort must be made to avoid the information or to have it erased. 
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12. John of Damascus’s Fount of Knowledge 

 As a Founding Father of the Church, John of Damascus (~650 – 749) is known 

in part for his treatise The Fount of Knowledge (or the Source of Knowledge), which 

aims to prepare for the understanding of the heresies, as well as the basis of the 

orthodoxies of faith. The value of knowledge is clearly qualified at the outset, in the 

Philosophical Chapters: “NOTHING IS MORE ESTEEMABLE than knowledge, for 

knowledge is the light of the rational soul.”114 Yet in this context, knowledge follows 

from God, such that the quest for knowledge is also one of salvation. 

 With this in mind the religious overtones may dissuade some from considering 

what place the intellectual virtues have for John of Damascus, and ourselves in the 21st 

century. The Fount of Knowledge is quick to install the proper dispositions required to 

reach understanding, truth, and wisdom. It is in these brief notes that intellectual virtues 

are marshalled, without, however, being called as such. Attention, sincerity, focus, 

purity, industry, and hard work are all qualities of the mind that John of Damascus 

invites his readers to adopt in the quest for truth.  

In embarking on his full description of knowledge, which follows Aristotle’s 

Categories, John of Damascus concludes that, “if we apply ourselves in a meek and 

humble spirit to the attainment of knowledge, we shall arrive at the desired end.”115 

What is this end? Love of God, the manifestation of wisdom. We thus come full circle, 

or almost, with the idea that “Philosophy, again, is a love of wisdom. But, true wisdom 
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is God. Therefore, the love of God, this is the true philosophy.”116 In a similar way to 

Augustine, love transcends intellectual efforts, or rather grounds them. To the question 

of why learn something, where Aristotle and Confucius answered with the journey 

towards eudaimonia and ren, John of Damascus sees salvation. Reflecting on what sort 

of person or student one wants to be entails asking to what end one learns. Is learning 

instrumental or an end in itself? To what end is Janus learning? To what ends, beyond 

getting a job, do students learn? 

 While The Fount of Knowledge alludes to intellectual virtues, John of 

Damascus’s On the Virtues and the Vices catalogues a rich variety of virtues and vices. 

As part of the virtues of the soul, in addition to the four cardinal virtues, John of 

Damascus adds another 40 virtues.117 Despite the fact that there is no identification of 

the virtues that belong to the intellect proper, those of humility, sincerity, honesty, and 

forbearance easily recommend themselves, and surely belong to good students. As for 

the vices of the soul, John of Damascus cites laziness, forgetfulness, and ignorance, all 

of which conjure up the corresponding and opposing virtues of industriousness, memory, 

and knowledge. 

 Since a recurring theme in my research is fear, it is noteworthy that John of 

Damascus offers a view mirroring Augustine, yet different from Confucius. For when 

John of Damascus writes that, “when the soul slackens its vigilance and is no longer 

strengthened by the fear of God, when it ceases to apply itself in its love for Christ, to 
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the practice of the virtues, the pleasures which deceive it are many,”118 we can sense an 

attenuation of the role of fear in comparison to Augustine. The strength of the will takes 

over some of the burden associated with nurturing the virtues; however, we should not 

discount the weight of these burdens. Enduring poverty, sleeping on the ground, with a 

minimal variety of food and drink will not perturb the virtuous according to John of 

Damascus; the virtuous maintains self-control.  

The virtuous person is also well disposed toward others to foster learning. When 

the passions, says John of Damascus, are “imbued with deep sympathy and love for 

one’s fellow men, and desire with purity and self-restraint, the intelligence is 

illuminated.”119 This calm and collected grasping of the world points to a development 

of the virtues that aligns with Wang’s defense of selflessness along the road toward ren. 

Also, the disposition of sympathy, rebranded as empathy, will be given its place in 

contemporary virtue epistemology by Slote and Battaly who hope to have identified a 

way to solve enduring problems associated with knowledge.120 For Janus this invites the 

question of the scope of sympathy and empathy. In the world of ideas, do these 

dispositions entail limits? If the Christian aspiration of “love for one’s fellow men”121 

extends to intelligence, what of heretical ideas? What of doubt? In contrast to the 

Buddha, to what extent can Janus expect John of Damascus to embrace his bold and 

broad quest for knowledge? Is Janus intellectually vicious? 
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 Perhaps answers can come from the state of highest virtue according to John of 

Damascus, not that of wisdom, but discrimination. In what appears to be close to the 

meaning of wisdom, good deliberation, discernment or distinction, John of Damascus 

claims that, “A compassionate and self-controlled man is someone who fully, 

persistently, and with unfailing discrimination strives all his life for total virtue; for 

discrimination is greater than any other virtue; and is the queen and crown of all the 

virtues.”122 If we combine this with his conclusion that “NOTHING IS MORE 

ESTEEMABLE than knowledge,”123 we are close to contemporary virtue epistemology. 

While this is heartening, such a conclusion must be heavily qualified. For in On 

the Virtues and the Vices John of Damascus concludes that: “The sins of the intelligent 

aspect are unbelief, heresy, folly, blasphemy, ingratitude and assent to sins originating in 

the soul’s passible aspect. These vices are cured through unwavering faith in God and in 

true, undeviating and orthodox teachings, through the continual study of the inspired 

utterances of the Spirit, through pure and ceaseless prayer, and through the offering of 

thanks to God.”124 As we can see, the intellectual virtues answer to some definitive 

reference, entailing that certain types of knowledge (e.g. orthodoxy) are more estimable 

than others (e.g. heresy). Finally, it appears that if “NOTHING IS MORE 

ESTEEMABLE than knowledge,”125 not all forms of knowledge are esteemable, and in 

this respect Janus would gladly continue to manifest the sins of intelligence. 
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13. A “most intellectually flamboyant and intriguing figure”126 

It is perhaps in the person of Michael Psellos (1018 – 1081), “without question 

one of the most intellectually flamboyant and intriguing figures of the Middle Ages,”127 

that I have found a relevant view of intellectual virtues that has been neglected so far. In 

comparison to John of Damascus, Psellos better exemplifies the virtuous learner as he 

wrestles with competing demands of his work, the economic climate, the dynamics of 

the ruling class, and his religious beliefs. Psellos’s dedication to knowledge, teaching, 

and learning cannot be over emphasized; he goes where his quest for truth leads him. 

It is in dramatic fashion Psellos embodies the virtuous learner when faced with 

reprimands for going outside of orthodoxy. Confronting his superiors, Psellos exclaims:  

Plato is mine, most holy and wise lord, Plato is mine? Oh earth and sun, to use a 

phrase from the tragic stage! If you accuse me that I once dealt in depth with his 

dialogues and admired the quality of his interpretive and syllogistic power, why 

then do you not also accuse the great Fathers who refuted the arguments of so 

many heretics with the exactitude of their syllogisms? … I indeed fell in love 

with Plato.128  

This appeal to breadth and consistency places Psellos in a community of learners. The 

thoroughness of Psellos’s research implies going beyond accepted boundaries. While 

there might be a danger, one of falling in love with his “enemy”, Plato and other 

forbidden authors have taught what is most precious, how to think well. Their gifts 
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surpass their thoughts, because Psellos can knowingly critique them. They are the gifts 

of an open education, which takes a new and expanded meaning in the 21st century, as 

students have access to historically unprecedented volumes of knowledge. Critical 

thinking is given its due through Psellos, as he: 

further justifies his intellectual excursions, his bibliomania by declaring:  

I solemnly assure you, it was not out of idle curiosity that I collected most of this 

lore but from love of learning. You see, by nature I have an insatiable appetite 

for every kind of subject and I would not want to miss anything, but would like 

even to know what is under the earth. And in my studies I did not, like most 

people, accept this and reject that, but made an effort to understand the methods 

of even disreputable or otherwise objectionable arts, in order to be able to refute 

their practitioners.129  

So purposeful curiosity, love of learning, methodological scrutiny, and open-mindedness 

all justify Psellos’s pushing intellectual and religious boundaries. Janus admires 

Psellos’s zeal, everything in the name of knowledge. Should he, Janus, pursue 

knowledge until punishment? Perhaps. Is Psellos courageous, or does his thirst for 

knowledge consume him? Is Psellos intellectually impatient, rash, smug?  

Such a strong desire to learn was even manifest in Psellos as a student. His 

appraisal of his teacher, Mauropous, is revealing in this sense: “He [Mauropous] did not 

stand out like a statue displaying his external form, but he was only visible to those who 

truly wished to see. … Because of this attitude a real struggle was necessary to track 
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down this man and to find him. I also had to search for him, almost as if digging; I knew 

what fountains he hid inside himself and I wished to drink from the spring of his 

wisdom.”130 Searching for Mauropous entailed going to his home where he taught. Just 

as Confucius wanted for his followers, Psellos embodied his unwavering motivation to 

learn as a student, and eventually expected the same of his pupils. Yet this drive takes 

another shape today. Online education and other uses of information and communication 

technologies may lessen the challenge of finding a teacher, they increase the collective 

and complexity of the body of knowledge that students can be expected to behold. 

 Psellos’s adherence to the four cardinal virtues131 is bolstered by his relationship 

to knowledge, his students, his religion, and his political context. His intellectual virtues 

appear in his concern for understanding, as it applies to himself and others. Duffy 

captures Psellos’s pedagogy, which deserves to be quoted in full, in the following way: 

He [Psellos] proclaims (to paraphrase him) that he is sharing it [occult material] 

with his students but is not in any way propounding it as doctrine; it is a display 

of polymatheia [broad knowledge] and done on their behalf. He is not hiding his 

knowledge of these things; in fact having even a smattering of expertise in arcane 

and occult topics is praiseworthy, enabling one to discern what is beyond the 

clouds and inside the ether. 
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However, in Psellos’ scheme of things, as he presents it, it is not simply a 

matter of the teacher’s ability to display a boundless curiosity and wide 

knowledge; in his view this is something desirable in the student as well.132 

Curiosity, diligence, perseverance, transparency, courage, generosity, and determination 

are all intellectual virtues that Psellos cultivates in his students, and most of which I 

confer to good students in the 21st century. Perhaps the vices of transgression, with 

regard to Church orthodoxy, and heresy would shadow Psellos,133 but he would remain 

the ever-impassioned teacher and student for many years. In him we find a salient 

defense of intellectual freedom. 

14. Aquinas’s Co-existing Intellectual and Theological Virtues 

While universities and colleges were appearing (as we shall see), and Psellos’s 

legacy stretched the boundaries of Church beliefs, Aquinas (1225 – 1274) was building 

on Augustine and other Church Fathers’ heritage to reinforce orthodoxy. A key figure in 

Christian theology, Aquinas drew from Aristotle, adapted many of the latter’s thoughts 

to theology, and made his own contributions. As for intellectual virtues, Aquinas 

devoted questions 56 and 57 to this topic in the Summa Theologica.  

Keeping Aquinas’s theological commitments in mind, we can still see how he 

specifies his understanding of the moral and intellectual virtues. In the Summa 

Theologica he writes that: “Virtue denotes a certain perfection of a power. […] Now 

there are some powers which of themselves are determinate to their acts; for instance, 
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the active natural powers. And therefore these natural powers are in themselves called 

virtues. But the rational powers, which are proper to man, are not determinate to one 

particular action, but are inclined indifferently to many: and they are determinate to acts 

by means of habits, as is clear from what we have said above (Q. 49, 4). Therefore 

human virtues are habits.”134 With Aquinas’s focus on power, habits, reason, open-

endedness, and goals, we hear Aristotle in the background once again. So what are 

Aquinas’s contributions?  

Heeding to tradition Aquinas first appeals to the cardinal virtues of prudence, 

temperance, justice, and courage. While temperance, justice, and courage fall under the 

category of moral virtues, prudence guides overall actions and thoughts according to 

Aquinas (much like phronesis). Yet only prudence, as we shall see, is an intellectual 

virtue proper. The standard to which a virtue must be held is that: “For virtue is a perfect 

habit, by which it never happens that anything but good is done: and so virtue must 

needs be in that power which consummates the good act.”135 This explains why the 

cardinal virtues are qualified as virtues, as they lead unwaveringly towards the good. In 

using such a yardstick for virtue Aquinas divests intellectual abilities, save prudence, 

from qualifying as virtues strictly speaking. For, “the knowledge of truth is not 

consummated in the sensitive powers of apprehension: for such powers prepare the way 

to the intellective knowledge. And therefore in these powers there are none of the 

                                                
134 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Ia IIae, Q. 55, A. 1. 
135 Ibid., Q. 56, A. 5. 
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virtues, by which we know truth: these are rather in the intellect or reason.”136 Sense 

perception and sense data help to arrive at knowledge, directly or indirectly, but none of 

this implies the use of virtues as such. Rather, the virtues, prudence in particular, guide 

what is the right type of knowledge to seek, and how to do it. For students, ultimately, 

they are made responsible for what they know in addition to how they use their 

knowledge. 

 Where Aquinas differs in comparison to other thinkers in his understanding of 

the intellectual virtues is in his demotion of certain virtues to a secondary, quasi status. 

As far as the intellectual ‘virtues’ and virtue are concerned, they are for Aquinas: 

wisdom, science, art, understanding (or intuitive insight), and prudence. In terms of 

wisdom, this ‘virtue’ captures the knowledge arrived at by science and understanding, 

but with the added feature of being able to justify itself. As for science, Reichberg 

argues that, “Theology, metaphysics, ethics, mathematics, and physics (natural 

philosophy) are some of the disciplines to which Thomas accords the status of 

science.”137 In terms of the ‘virtue’ of art, it belongs to the category of “what needs to be 

made,”138 following Aristotle, akin to what the craftsperson is accomplishing, the techne. 

Turning to understanding (or intuitive insight), this ‘virtue’ captures knowledge of first 

principles. Only prudence remains, “an intellectual virtue is needed in the reason, to 
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perfect the reason, and make it suitably affected towards things ordained to the end; and 

this virtue is prudence.”139 It is the only true intellectual virtue for Aquinas. 

 Closer to my preoccupations, I must ask how all of this comes together. To this 

end it is useful to see how Reichberg puts Aquinas’s analysis in perspective. First, 

according to Aquinas, “For as long as the geometrician demonstrates the truth, it matters 

not how his appetitive faculty may be affected, whether he be joyful or angry: even as it 

does not matter for the craftsman.”140 Experience surely proves this. Secondly, 

according to Reichberg’s commentary: “This is not to say that such feelings [joy, anger] 

are irrelevant, for, in connection with one’s fulfillment as a person, they may matter a 

great deal. Yet it is prudence, not art or the speculative virtues, that will take them into 

account.”141 This explains how intellectual ‘virtues’ fit into the quest to reach beatitude.  

However, in a confounding reversal Aquinas reveals that insofar as these 

‘virtues’ nurture prudence, they take precedence over moral virtue. According to 

Reichberg: “The moral virtues may very well possess the character of ‘virtue’ more 

completely than the speculative intellectual habits. They are nevertheless subordinate to 

the latter in the order of perfection, as what conduces to an end is subordinate to the end 

itself. Beatitude inchoate, science and wisdom are thus accorded a place of honor in St. 

Thomas’s architecture of the moral life.”142 The single virtue that binds everything 

together is prudence, as: “Prudence is essentially an intellectual virtue. But considered 
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on the part of its matter, it has something in common with the moral virtues: for it is 

right reason about things to be done, as stated above (I-II:57:4). It is in this sense that it 

is reckoned with the moral virtues.”143 This means that Aquinas’s prudence mirrors 

Aristotle’s phronesis as a pervasive intellectual virtue. Such an understanding blurs the 

lines between a strict division of moral and intellectual virtues, for wisdom, science, and 

insight do not require, according to Aquinas, the same degree of willfulness and they do 

not necessarily make the knower good.144 This will have important consequences on 

how one views the moral tincture of what students decide to study. In fact, such an 

import is central in the question of how students negotiate the subjects they are learning 

and the knowledge and understanding they obtain in order to put to use in society in 

general. Finally, apart from exploring Aristotle’s theory of intellectual virtues, Aquinas 

claims that most of Aristotle’s intellectual virtues are not virtues as such.145 

 Thinking back upon Aquinas’s appeal to the geometrician, Janus understood how 

emotions might not really factor into the resolution of problems, the Crusades being a 

really good example. But if this were the case, why would prudence help? Insofar as 

prudence is “right reason about things to be done,”146 once the decision has been made, 

there seems to be little carry-over into how something is to be achieved. Emotions, as 

Reichberg indicates, come in through other considerations, which would make 

intellectual virtues like prudence highly instrumental. 
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15. Gournay Fighting the Good Fight 

 What if no education is available? What if developing virtues are kept from 

people by way of prejudice, law, or argument? By philosophical argument! It is well 

known that Aristotle held a lowly place for women with regards to their education. 

“Inferior by nature”147 women are excluded from the pool of public experience from 

which understanding is gained.148 Also, Nussbaum claims that Aristotle would simply 

exclude women from his lectures.149 As for Confucius, while he wrote in the Analects 

that there should not be any discrimination,150 he did not have any female students.151 

And just as we found that Psellos argued indirectly for the cultivation of intellectual 

virtues in himself and his students, we will see that Marie le Jars de Gournay (1565 – 

1645) fights for her own education, as well as the education of other women. While she 

isn’t the first to argue in favor of women’s capacity and need to learn on an equal 

footing as men, her account aligns with my focus on intellectual virtues. 

 Of particular relevance is Gournay’s response to being discouraged from 

scholarship by her mother, and the general struggles she faced as a 17th-century 

European woman. Both in the essays The Equality Of Men and Women and The Ladies’ 

Complaint Gournay appeals to the male canons of thought, from Plato and Aristotle, to 

Montaigne, and the Church Fathers to argue that women have the same capacities for 

                                                
147 Aristotle, Generation of Animals, 732a6–10. 
148 Modrak, “Aristotle’s Theory of Knowledge and Feminist Epistemology,” 108–109. 
149 Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire, 54. 
150 Confucius, Analects, 15.38. 
151 Woo, “Confucianism and Feminism,” section, “The Philosophy of Confucius and Its Implications for 
Women.” 



 

 148 

knowledge as men, and should be encouraged to develop their virtues, including 

wisdom. Her uses of skepticism, wit, sarcasm, irony, and argument bring to the fore 

three essential questions. First, what ought a person do in the face of a hostile learning 

environment? Second, if fear can legitimately motivate to learn, how about anger? Third, 

what ought a community of learners do in the face of a broad exclusion of learners? For 

students, especially those with a strong sense of the virtue of autonomy, the dispositions 

embodied by Gournay not only reveals an exemplary appropriation of knowledge, but 

also an astute, responsive, and responsible use of that knowledge in her circumstances. 

Janus was part of the lucky group of men that could study, study almost 

anything, but he still appreciated Gournay’s fire. Thinking of Gournay’s predicament 

and arguments, he wondered how wisdom, and the intellectual virtues could help him 

win more philosophical bouts, get a leg up! Reflecting on the Buddha’s conclusion that 

action and knowledge are isomorphic, and that according to John of Damascus nothing 

is more esteemable than knowledge, Janus is inclined to inquire and argue for greater 

access to knowledge. And even from a selfish motivation to know more, to increase the 

pool of scholars, he sees an opportunity to fight for his sister’s, actually, for all women’s 

right to claim an education. 

 In her final essay, Gournay describes the constriction of her education (and many 

other women’s) after a life of writing and fighting for access. To redress some historical 

inequity, let me quote at length the preface of her last work: 

Blessed art thou, Reader, if you are not of that sex to which one forbids every- 

thing of value, thereby depriving it of liberty; indeed, to which one also forbids 

almost all the virtues, removing from it public duties, responsibilities, and 

functions—in a word, cutting it off from power, by the moderate exercise of 
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which most of the virtues are formed—with the object of setting up as its only 

happiness, its crowning and exclusive virtues, ignorance, servitude, and a 

capacity to play the fool if a woman likes that game. Blessed again are you, since 

you can be wise without offense, your masculinity allowing you—as much as 

one forbids these to women—every action of lofty purpose, every preeminent 

judgment, and every expression of subtle speculation.152 

The lot reserved to women is one of servitude, constraints, unhappiness, and ignorance. 

Despite this, Gournay defies the odds to become educated and versed in philosophy, 

understanding her situation as well as that of most women. Bemoaning the lack of access 

to higher goods in life, she still learns and takes on others’ responsibilities, while 

confronted with the double standard, to “be wise without offense.” The reversal is 

noteworthy in the sense that it has been historically the ‘wise’ that have offended 

women, while Gournay strives to become wiser, and ironically becomes the offender.  

 Thoroughly convinced of the arguments of humanity’s great thinkers, Gournay 

will learn as much as possible. However, given the prejudices of her time (as well as 

those that preceded, and would follow her), her struggles to find a respectable place, 

inspire other women, and avoid slander are out of reach. Battered and embittered 

Gournay concludes her essay The Ladies’ Complaint by saying that at best: “it can now 

succeed only belatedly; if success is denied it, if I have to be poor, I prefer to suffer, 
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having acted prudently to try as best I could to make a means of rising from the little I 

had, rather than not having done so.”153 And poor, she was; and respected, somewhat. 

 The lesson to be drawn is that virtues are responsive to context. While Psellos’s 

passion for learning and teaching was tolerated and even at times embraced, Gournay’s 

was discouraged and ridiculed. Her state of despair with regard to her contemporaries is 

such that she will eschew direct argumentation in favor of women’s capacity for 

education and appeal to canons of thought. Gournay’s methodology is to affirm that: “if 

I judge well, either of the worthiness or of the capacity of women, I do not propose at 

present to prove it with reasons, since the opinionated might dispute them, nor with 

examples, since they are too common, but indeed only by the authority of God himself, 

of the Fathers—the buttresses of His Church—and of those great philosophers who have 

served as a light to the universe.”154 It follows that, as Gournay appeals to these essential 

historical figures, she proves her point and also exemplifies a good learner. Finally, her 

journey reveals how students can, and should expect more from their learning 

institutions as they become educated citizens infused with critical thinking skills. 

16. Locke’s Deep Intellectual Motivation 

 Gournay’s notion of thinking well and being displeased by the low level of 

understanding in her society echoes similar concerns on the other side of the Channel. 

Locke’s (1632 – 1704) motivation for writing the Essay Concerning Human 
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Understanding and Of the Conduct of the Understanding,155 to which I add Some 

Thoughts Concerning Education, is by and large educational. For according to Locke: 

I imagine most men come very short of what they might attain unto in their 

several degrees by a neglect of their understandings. A few rules of logic are 

thought sufficient in this case for those who pretend to the highest improvement; 

whereas I think there are a great many natural defects in the understanding 

capable of amendment, which are overlooked and wholly neglected. And it is 

easy to perceive that men are guilty of a great many faults in the exercise and 

improvement of this faculty of the mind, which hinder them in their progress and 

keep them in ignorance and error all their lives.156 

From these intellectual failings to a general cultural crisis emerging from the ruptures in 

European and Christian thought,157 Locke developed an empiricist epistemology. 

Observing that people could reach much greater understanding, yet didn’t, on account of 

lack of effort, Locke chastised the population as a whole. He was bent on “offering 

advice to his anxious combative compatriots on how to overcome the cultural crisis 

engulfing them. Locke was as much a cultural philosopher in his epistemology as he was 

a social philosopher in his political theory.”158 In trying to repair those defects Locke 

published important philosophical works, including one on education. 
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 Both Gournay and Locke share a similar frustration with the state of learning. 

Both Gournay and Locke appeal to virtues in order to favor the development of good 

minds. In Some Thoughts on Education Locke advances that, “It seems plain to me, that 

the principle of all virtue and excellency lies in a power of denying ourselves the 

satisfaction of our own desires, where reason does not authorize them. This power is to 

be got and improv’d by custom, made easy and familiar by an early practice.”159 With 

such a description of the best way to learn Locke reveals his ties to the Aristotelian 

tradition: recognizing emotions, relying on reason, and developing proper habits by 

practice. What is more, Locke’s reference to custom plays an important role in this 

assessment by fortifying the development of virtues and excellences. However, the same 

could also apply against Locke in that custom is biased, and mostly determined by men. 

We saw that custom did not help female students; we saw how custom did not 

help Gournay in particular. Given his empiricism, how does Locke view virtues and 

culture? Zagzebski picks up on this theme to explore the foundations of virtues and their 

variations.160 She recalls that Locke argued: 

And though perhaps by the different temper, education, fashion, maxims, or 

interest of different sorts of men, it fell out, that what was thought praiseworthy 

in one place, escaped not censure in another; and so in different societies, virtues 

and vices were changed: yet, as to the main, they for the most part kept the same 

everywhere. For, since nothing can be more natural than to encourage with 
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esteem and reputation that wherein every one finds his advantage, and to blame 

and discountenance the contrary; it is no wonder that esteem and discredit, virtue 

and vice, should, in a great measure, everywhere correspond with the 

unchangeable rule of right and wrong, which the law of God hath established; 

there being nothing that so directly and visibly secures and advances the general 

good of mankind in this world, as obedience to the laws he has set them, and 

nothing that breeds such mischiefs and confusion, as the neglect of them.161 

Locke explains the variation of virtues and vices through, “temper, education, fashion, 

maxims, or interest of different sorts of men.”162 Because each varies it seems that this 

opens the door to relativism. Yet for Locke virtues remain approximately the same, and 

they are in line with his natural law inspired theology. While I agree with his intent to 

want to avoid relativism in virtues, and it shall be refuted as of Chapter 5, is Locke’s 

answer satisfactory?  

One way to anchor Locke’s analysis of virtues is to look at his treatment of the 

theme of women and the virtues. His book Some Thoughts Concerning Education was 

intended to help his friend Edward Clarke raise his son. It is thus no surprise to find that 

most of the content is directed towards the education of boys and men, in the spirit of 

educating gentlemen. But the Clarkes also had a daughter. When counsel was given to 

Mrs. Clarke for the education of her daughter, Locke wrote that apart for “making a little 

allowance for beauty and some few other considerations of the se[x], the manner of the 
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breeding of boys and girls, especially in the youngest years, I imagine, should be the 

same.”163 While “a little allowance for beauty” may irritate, Locke’s advice opens the 

door for an equal treatment of men and women in education, a door that will remain 

open as a political ideal and practice associated with intellectually virtuous students. 

In fact, this principle is explicitly endorsed soon after, when he writes to Mrs. 

Clarke that, “Since, therefore I acknowledge no difference of sex in your mind relating 

… to truth, virtue, and obedience, I think well to have no thing altered in it from what is 

[writ for the son.]”164 Observation and Locke’s adherence to empiricism point him 

toward the equal estimation of intellectual virtues for men and women. What is more, I 

think that a form of exemplarism applies in the person of Mrs. Clarke, which coincides 

with a traditional argument in the world of virtues. The same strategy can be used if we 

consider Locke’s esteem for Damaris Masham. On the latter he writes that, “The lady 

herself is so well versed in theological and philosophical studies and of such an original 

mind that you will not find many men to whom she is not superior in wealth of 

knowledge and ability to profit by it.”165 If we follow Butler’s analysis of Locke’s theory 

of education, we have a striking reversal of influence. She concludes that Locke saw that 

gentlemen should be educated as women in favoring tutors and private education.166 

 Against relativism Locke appeals to universal standards, like proper use of 

reason, which is available to men and women. In terms of intellectual virtues he is 
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arguing for a change in customs, for a more equal treatment of women and men’s mind. 

For Janus this goes well with Locke’s association of virtues and the notion of advantage. 

The promotion of virtues, including the intellectual ones, may benefit the majority. “So 

what is beneficial?” wonders Janus. What if the majority is wrong? Does it matter that 

Locke has a divine anchor? If moral virtues are the same for the most part, should 

intellectual virtues converge? Should Janus tutor his sister? No, he thinks, he should get 

a tutor! Finally, for us in the 21st century, what of an intellectual chaperon to help 

students develop intellectual virtues? What if this chaperon was a robot or an algorithm? 

These last questions test the limits of who takes ownership and responsibility for 

knowing: students, tutors, or computers? The new field of extended cognition will point 

us in the right direction, as I determine the nature of intellectually virtuous students. 

17. Mary Astell’s “Reverence for the Mind”167 

 While Locke obliquely allows for the equal education of men and women, Mary 

Astell (1666 – 1731) attacks Locke’s philosophy, and explicitly makes a case that it is 

women’s duty, women’s essence, and women’s due respect for God that they educate 

themselves. In A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, for the Advancement of Their True and 

Greatest Interest Astell goes so far as to call for a women’s only college. This practical 

recommendation results from Astell’s conclusion that women have just as much need to 

develop their intellect as men, but that 17th-century England isn’t ready to give women 

their full educational space. The same strategy was used elsewhere and promoted to 
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isolate college students, for fear of the corrupting values of cities.168 The always on, 

always connected 21st century will change the dynamic of isolation for men and women. 

 In a manner that echoes Gournay’s strategy, Astell appeals to canons of 

philosophy, theology, and arguments to conclude that men and women’s education 

ought to be the same. Focusing on philosophy, Detlefsen’s study of Astell’s A Serious 

Proposal to the Ladies establishes at the outset how the latter mainly adopts a Cartesian 

metaphysics, epistemology, and ontology. The division of the mind and body enables 

Astell to argue that men and women equally partake in (God-given) reason. Souls are 

not gendered, only bodies. In The Christian Religion, as Profess’d by a Daughter of the 

Church of England Astell further notes that it is a “ridiculous Pretension […] that a Man 

is Wiser than a Woman merely because he is a Man! … [H]e who has no more 

Understanding than to argue at this rate, must not take it amiss if he is Esteemed 

accordingly.”169 Social norms may explain why some women do not attain the same 

degree of understanding than men, but this is culture, not nature.  

 If Astell’s focus were mainly Cartesian, it would seem far removed from virtue 

epistemology. Yet as Weiss observes in 2016: “Given growing interest today in virtue 

epistemology, looking at Astell as offering an early version of it can mean making 

greater use of her as the theory continues to develop, especially given the centrality of 

her attention to women, something still often missing.”170 This added qualification 

springs from the study “Mary Astell and the Virtue,” which presents Astell’s “reverence 

                                                
168 Westacott, The Wisdom of Frugality, 45–47. 
169 Detlefsen, “Custom, Freedom, and Equality,” section, “Astell’s Cartesianism.” 
170 Weiss, “Locations and Legacies,” section, “Locations.” 



 

 157 

for the mind” in contrast with the “embodied subject.”171 It is within women’s situation, 

as “embodied subjects” socially deprived of a proper education, that I also find a place 

for another form of virtue epistemology. Furthermore, Springborg’s analysis of Astell’s 

philosophy of language and ethics, as a reaction to some of Locke’s ideas, creates the 

link for which I am looking. It means that for students, despite access to online material 

and the relative isolation afforded by learning institution, each student lives in a 

community, answers to cultural, economic, technological, environmental, and political 

realities. Students are embodied subjects that enable them to become practitioners. 

Springborg insists that, “Astell accepts Aristotle’s revision of Plato – that having 

the right ideas is not sufficient, it is the capacity to convert theory into practice that is the 

mark of good character.”172 And in her defense of Astell’s moral theory, Broad 

highlights Astell’s affinity with Ancient Greek virtue ethics, alongside Christian ethics. 

Astell’s virtues of choice are love, prudence (practical wisdom), courage, generosity (in 

the sense of magnanimity or megalopsychia), and friendship, but they take a particular 

form when embodied by women. A different understanding of these virtues comes from 

women’s ushered place in society, as well as in Christian dogma. Both prudence and 

courage are given new breadth when Astell sets them in a male dominated society. She 

attenuates the traditional political and military view of these virtues for the sake of 

harmony. The courage to seek an education or to voice an opinion is praised as 

courageous in light women’s circumstances, and should be prudently sought. 
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 Whereas many ignore women’s education, Astell opts for a strategy reminiscent 

of the slave Epictetus. As Broad concludes, “Since the source of woman’s oppression is 

principally inside her own mind, Astell’s solution focuses on a woman’s interior life or 

her moral character. Her study plan prompts women to think about ‘what sort of persons, 

they should be.’”173 Some of Astell’s (and her society’s) conservatism is put into play, 

since requiring right use of reason, seeking truth, and developing courage, as well as 

autonomy are agents of intellectual, educational, and social change. This is achieved 

with an eye to the future, for it “is the point of Astell’s Serious Proposal, in which she 

lays out the details and foundations of a good education precisely, I suggest, to bring 

about better customs for generations after Astell’s own.”174 Education and intellectual 

virtues are emancipatory. Students therefore have the potential for emancipation, and 

higher education nourishes this minimally, by furthering their understanding, or 

maximally by teaching intellectual virtues, critical thinking, and citizenship education. 

 This confrontation with the world brought new ideas to Janus. Understandably 

fortunate to be a man, he still wasn’t sure what to do with this knowledge. If oppression 

is in the mind, why does it need external liberation? Could his mind also be oppressed? 

Yes, yes it could; “Oppress the Oppressors!” chanted Janus. Education is liberating, he 

thought, as he imagined the writing on the wall: “Intellectual virtues for freedom!” 

Finally, as I deconstruct students to reconstruct learners, the notion of students as critical 

thinkers will come into greater focus to become part of their identity. 
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18. Hume’s Pleasurable Intellectual Virtues 

  In the generation that follows Astell, David Hume (1711 – 1776) contributes 

significantly to the philosophical research of virtues, while arguing for their empirical 

and experiential foundations. For instance, in Of the Origin of the Natural Virtues and 

Vices Hume advances that, “moral distinctions depend entirely on certain peculiar 

sentiments of pain and pleasure, and that whatever mental quality in ourselves or others 

gives us a satisfaction, by the survey or reflexion, is of course virtuous.”175 With this 

Hume builds his theory on sentiments of sympathy (or empathy), which allows for an 

enlarging sense of humanity that accounts for various, changing, and constant virtues. 

 Similarly to Aristotle, observation guides Hume’s arguments, as well as 

reflection to see how praise, blame, pleasure, and pain delimit virtues and vices. But 

elements of pleasure and socialness bind Hume’s view differently than his forebears. He 

advances that,  

Every quality of the mind is denominated virtuous, which gives pleasure by the 

mere survey; as every quality, which produces pain is call’d vicious. This 

pleasure and this pain may arise from four different sources. For we reap a 

pleasure from the view of character, which is naturally fitted to be useful to 

others, or to the person himself, or which is agreeable to others, or to the person 

himself.176  
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What is a “quality of the mind”? Is Hume’s survey significant or merely a synonym for 

reflection? What if the pain of learning is pleasurable? And what qualifies something as 

useful for others? Janus wonders how Hume would see his intellectual character. Having 

heard testimony of Hume’s heated exchange with the polemical Rousseau in London on 

March 19, 1776,177 Janus couldn’t see pleasure in this; well actually, he did enjoy 

Rousseau’s vitriol-filled paranoia. If Hume and Rousseau were being useful to 

philosophy, to society, it didn’t appear agreeable. Was Hume patient to a fault? Was 

Rousseau a vicious learner? “If it worked for Rousseau, why not me? Intellectual vices 

may have their virtues,” reflected Janus. 

 Even if pleasure, pain, praise and blame fluctuate, Hume isn’t alarmed by moral 

variations that might test his theory, because change and reassessment reflect human 

nature. He claims that this applies to different cultures, as supported by his comparison 

of England and China; and to different times, as he illustrates with Marcus Brutus and 

his servant.178 Experience, reflection, and exemplars enable us to better praise or blame 

others and ourselves. Finally, because there is no model for what it means to be virtuous, 

Hume’s pluralism roughly aligns with my notion of the virtuous student. 

 Now, plurality, complexity, variation, and context all contribute to Hume’s 

understanding of virtues. Since, “Particular customs and manners alter the usefulness of 

qualities: they also alter their merit. Particular situations and accidents have, in some 

degree, the same influence. He will always be more esteemed, who possesses those 
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talents and accomplishments, which suit his station and profession, than he whom 

fortune has misplaced in the part which she has assigned him.”179 Russell uses this 

argument to bring attention to three essential and undervalued factors that inform how 

we appraise virtues and vices. They are vulnerability, luck, and contingency,180 which 

are qualified by a person’s social status and occupation.181 This last provision is 

significant for my conception of virtuous students, because of my reliance on the idea of 

a practice, which echoes Hume. 

 Previous thinkers did observe variations in virtues, but Hume extends their 

number and applies them to so many contexts that he seems like a relativist. But for 

Russell, and I agree, “Variation and disagreement at this higher level is not evidence, 

however, that there is no relevant common or shared moral standard. In taking this line, 

Hume is able to accommodate some considerable degree of moral relativism consistent 

with his firm rejection of skepticism.”182 Hume explains variations through universal 

and artificial virtues. On the universal side, Hume argues that natural virtues result from 

the cultivation of human sentiment. These virtues include greatness of mind, prudence, 

benevolence, and wit.183 On the artificial side, virtues result from the social benefit of 

certain traits and practices. Hume appeals to experience and observes the fragile stability 

of artificial virtues like justice, which justifies all artificial virtues.184 Russell sees that, 

                                                
179 Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principals of Morals, 241–242. 
180 Russell, “Hume’s Anatomy of Virtue,” 101. 
181 Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principals of Morals, 241–242. 
182 Russell, “Hume’s Anatomy of Virtue,” 103. 
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“there is for Hume no perfect moral harmony to be expected in this life such that the 

virtuous can be insulated against the vagaries of fortune and the contingencies of human 

existence. Indeed, Hume firmly rejects any such outlook as illusory and plainly at odds 

with human experience.”185 As this applies to justice, it makes promise keeping, fidelity, 

trust, modesty, and good manners, artificial virtues. The absence of moral harmony in 

student life has been felt by Janus, but what of intellectual harmony? The negotiation of 

tensions and dilemmas will be felt in 21st century students as they claim an education in 

an interconnected world, which makes reaching harmony an ever-elusive goal. 

Where do intellectual virtues fit in Hume’s theory? Building his analysis along 

Zagzebski’s Virtues of the Mind, O’Brien situates Hume’s intellectual virtues in an 

Aristotelian framework. Praise and blame are so important in this respect that “Hume, 

then, does not think there are any deep distinctions between moral virtues, intellectual 

abilities and even natural abilities.”186 In addition to giving reason a place among 

intellectual virtues, O’Brien lists virtues deduced from Hume’s descriptions of moral 

exemplars. They are: good elocution, affability, wisdom, persuasiveness, vigilance, 

engagement, perseverance, perspicuity, frankness, industry, penetration, discernment in 

counsel, sincerity, patience, solidity of understanding, probity of manners, courage, 

impartiality, good sense, sagacity, prudence, and vivacity in understanding.187 Such a 

torrent of intellectual virtues conjures a storm of virtues that is only limited by 

imagination. Faced with so many options, Janus struggles to see what applies to him. His 
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understanding wasn’t vivacious. “Not yet,” he thought, “but soon, and courageous, more 

than whimpering Hume, more than most!” So as Janus shopped for virtues, it seemed 

that almost everyone could be a virtuous learner. Just pick the right virtues.  

Solving the problem of too many virtues, and possible incoherence can be 

achieved by considering what and whom people esteem, empathetically and 

rationally.188 This allows for variation—how a person develops some virtues over 

others; and for the appearance of ‘new’ virtues (in the 18th century)—such as the 

“monkish virtue”189 of humility. Hume even proposed to “transfer ... [the religious 

virtues] to the opposite column, and place them in the catalogue of vices,”190 which 

sounded all too good to Janus. This opens the door for an approach to intellectual virtues 

that may be historically—I will add technologically—sensitive. Finally, the challenge is 

real, and I will distill this list of virtues in particular to arrive at the 11 intellectual 

virtues that are salient for students today.  

19. Nietzsche’s Drive for Curiosity 

It is not without some irony that our historical analysis brings us to the thought of 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 – 1900). In fact, it is by way of curiosity that this provocative, 

metaphorical, dynamic, and sometimes enigmatic thinker arrives at our doorstep. 

Despite Nietzsche’s efforts to be always on the move, Swanton and Alfano have picked 

up on some of his ideas that situate him in the world of virtue ethics and epistemology. 
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To begin, Swanton and Alfano refer to Nietzsche’s method. The latter argues 

that,  

to see differently to want to see differently, is no small discipline and preparation 

of the intellect for its future ‘objectivity’ – the latter understood not as 

‘contemplation without interest’ (which is a nonsensical absurdity), but as the 

ability to control one’s Pro and Con and to dispose of them, so that one knows 

how to employ a variety of perspectives and affective interpretations in the 

service of knowledge.191  

To this Alfano adds Nietzsche’s dynamic position whereby, “There is only a perspective 

seeing, only a perspective ‘knowing’; and the more affects we allow to speak about one 

thing, the more eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more complete 

will our ‘concept’ of this thing, our ‘objectivity,’ be.”192 Want, control, perspectival 

thought, and self-awareness support Nietzsche’s drive for knowledge. It is such a drive 

that is reminiscent of Psellos’s thirst for understanding, and will echo Annas’s “drive to 

aspire,”193 that defines intellectually virtuous students in higher education. 

 Following Alfano’s analysis of Nietzsche’s view of curiosity best approaches 

this drive for knowledge. To put things in context, Alfano remarks that curiosity is still 

largely absent from contemporary virtue epistemology theory, singling its near absence 

in Zagzebski’s Virtues of the Mind. Things are hardly better when I complement 
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Alfano’s research. Ritchhart briefly defends curiosity in Intellectual Character,194 but 

Watson diminishes its role in favor of inquisitiveness in a more recent article.195  

So, where does curiosity stand? Curiosity is distinctive of our being. First, 

curiosity is contrasted with ancient virtues. As Nietzsche says, “It is probable that we, 

too, still have our virtues, although in all fairness they will not be the simpleminded and 

foursquare virtues for which we hold our grandfathers in honor – and at arm’s length.”196 

Complexity, suspicion, and doubt explain this distance and prompt Nietzsche to focus on 

“our dangerous curiosity, and our mellow, and as it were sweetened cruelty in spirit.”197 

Second, and in consequence, curiosity is life affirming. The quest for knowledge for 

Nietzsche is such that, “for me it is a world of dangers and victories in which heroic 

feelings, too, find places to dance and play. ‘Life as a means to knowledge’ – with this 

principle in one’s heart one can live not only boldly but even gaily.’”198 This is a far cry 

from the virtues that aim at harmony, tranquility of mind, and humility.  

 Curiosity, the premier intellectual virtue, has its own requirements. First, it 

brings courage at the helm, because curiosity pushes the boundaries of knowledge. 

According to Alfano this means that, “If Nietzschean curiosity is a matter of 

investigating difficult problems, of overcoming great intellectual resistances, then one of 

its purest expressions is in the investigation precisely of the most nauseating facts about 
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ourselves.”199 Tackling a question is revelatory at a first epistemic level, by trying to fill 

a gap in knowledge. It is revelatory at a second, virtue epistemic level by showing how I 

get that knowledge, whom I become, and what I believe. This requires courage. For my 

theory, as well as those of most contemporary virtue epistemologists, the virtue of 

intellectual courage is central to any account of virtuous learners, including students.  

Courage, the next vital intellectual virtue, is essential for full curiosity. In terms 

of the virtuous student this entails pushing for deep self-understanding, which may not 

be flattering, but necessary. Where curiosity and courage lead me will depend on what I 

say, to whom, and who listens. Next, Alfano bridges this to a third essential intellectual 

virtue, honesty. Yet being honest, reminds Nietzsche, is tiresome. Honesty may, “grow 

weary one day and sigh and stretch its limbs and find us too hard, and would like to have 

things better, easier, tenderer.”200 Being honest is arduous and potentially dangerous.  

At this stage Nietzsche couples curiosity with the will to power. Whereas 

previous thinkers have appealed to virtue ethics to point guiding towards a life of 

flourishing, Nietzsche brings this to an acme. The will to power is the will to overcome, 

and the intellectual virtues “are the way will to power manifests itself in the acquisition 

of ever-new and more thoroughly investigated answers to difficult and interesting 

questions.”201 In relation to other models of virtue epistemology, it should come as no 

surprise that Nietzsche holds the ‘virtues’ of the ‘weak’ in contempt. He holds no esteem 
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for Christian moral and intellectual virtues like humility. These ought to be seen as 

vices, following Aristotle and Hume, as far as they are antithetical to the curious person. 

 Finally, Nietzsche’s approach challenges other virtue epistemology theories on 

two counts. First, like Confucius, Nietzsche presents himself as an exemplar of his way 

of being and learning. If virtue epistemologists do not embody their theory is this a 

personal or theoretical failure? Second, Nietzsche’s theory offers a view of a desired 

type of person; broadly speaking, the type he offers is the one who overcomes. The way 

each person overcomes is highly individual. Nietzsche himself was sickly and prone to 

headaches. For Leiter this means that Nietzsche recognizes that, “Each person has a 

fixed psychophysical constitution, which defines him as a particular type of person.”202 

Such a view aligns with virtue epistemology, the recognition of individuals, the place of 

identity, and upholds the value of intellectual autonomy and responsibility. 

As far as types of persons and students, there is no contradiction with 

Nietzsche’s approach and what it means to be a virtuous student. The challenge is to 

multiply the perspectives, to avoid being lazy, and be fully curious, “‘curious to a vice,’ 

investigative ‘to the point of cruelty’ and ‘ready for every feat that requires a sense of 

acuteness and acute senses, ready for every venture.’”203 It is Nietzsche’s perspectivism 

that has driven me to push the boundaries of my historical analysis to nourish curiosity, 

and multiply the perspectives on what it means to be good students. This implies that 
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endorsing of a limited number of student intellectual virtues will restrict, rather than 

expand students’ potential for growth, as my 11 salient virtues recommend. 

The provocative and plural nature of Nietzsche’s thought has seduced a number 

of students, including Janus. Yet he wanted to know whether it was Nietzsche’s curiosity 

that led him—the Übermensch!—to the asylum, or whether he just wanted to adopt 

another perspective? Either way, thought Janus, like God, he’s dead. “So who’s next?”  

20. Montessori’s Interest for the World 

Confronted with so much turmoil, some relief is in order, thought Janus. It is thus 

natural to turn to a doctor, pedagogue, and philosopher known for her research with 

differently abled children, and fundamental trust in people. Maria Montessori (1870 – 

1952) has recently been the subject of focused research to draw her in the world of 

virtue epistemology. What follows tracks the works of Frierson who defends the idea 

that Montessori offers a theory of virtue epistemology that has been neglected, is built 

on empirical analysis, and challenges the strict intellectual and physical divide. 

Frierson appeals to Zagzebski to justify Montessori’s contributions to virtue 

epistemology. He even finds textual evidence in an early work to establish her as a 

virtue epistemologist: “The… virtues are the necessary means, the methods of existence 

by which we attain to truth.”204 With her strong empirical background, Montessori 

attends to the developmental sides of knowledge and understanding as applied to the 
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sciences,205 much like in the case of critical realism. It is not, argues Montessori, 

sufficient to be presented a phenomenon or witness an event if one isn’t paying attention 

or doesn’t know what to look for. Both interest and attention are marshaled in order to 

get knowing off the ground, in a way that applies just as much to infants as to adults. 

The important consequence of this is that we are all responsible—especially good 

students—in the strongest sense for knowing and understanding.206 

The primacy of sense perception, as well as Montessori’s work with children 

who have sensory challenges enable her to build a case for introducing, early on, and 

including manual skills as intellectual virtues.207 Working through the various steps 

associated with progressive mastery of muscular dexterity, differentiating brute force 

from conscious manipulation, Montessori unites the physical and intellectual to explain 

excellence through embodied practice. In a strong sense, she grounds intellectual activity 

in reality, arguing that sciences and mathematics are “manual.”208 Learning by doing 

plays a central role in Montessori’s thought and pedagogy, which differentiates her 

version of virtue epistemology from other contemporary ones. This also supports 

Matthew Crawford who, as we’ll see later on, defends the intellectual nature of manual 

work. Finally, Frierson rightly associates Montessori’s argument with present thought in 

extended cognition, a theme I develop later with regard to new technologies. 
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This reversal of roles, working from the ground up, as it were, falls within 

Montessori’s contrasting view of Aristotle’s “desire to know,”209 and Roberts and 

Wood’s “love of knowledge.”210 For her, loving knowledge is “love of environment 

[through which] we may envisage the irresistible urge which ... unites the child [or 

knower] to things.”211 Beyond Aristotle, this echo of Wang and Nietzsche is heard in the 

unification of knowledge and action. Interest and attention hold center stage as love of 

knowledge is embodied. This translates into compassion for the environment and the 

people that populate it, as they are cared for by the intellectual virtue of humility. Such 

dispositions are taken to their full expression in Baehr’s Intellectual Virtues Academy, 

and qualified by Porter’s analysis of intellectual virtues as therapy in order to create the 

best circumstances for learning. 

Whereas Augustine and Aquinas defended humility on religious grounds, 

Montessori accepts as much, but also includes the need to be well-disposed to nature, 

and others, in seeking to understand. Drawing from her experience as a scientist, she 

argues that intellectual pride in the face of nature, or colleagues, may afford short-term 

gains, but generally fails to secure truth and understanding. Without reneging on 

people’s agency, Montessori insists, just like Wang again, on the virtue of self-

effacement. To get at knowledge, “knowing how to forget oneself ... forms the spirit of 
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those who in science are teachers, who discover new things.”212 Thus, no task is too 

small, too dirty, or too menial to accomplish, in contrast to Hume, if it affords truth. 

Finally, Montessori’s devotion to learning, understanding, and teaching in a 

loving and caring way puts a premium on patience.213 While some have mentioned this 

intellectual virtue, it holds a central place in her epistemology as it allows learners to 

attend to what they care to know more about, which is, in Montessori’s case, the world. 

Finally, the intellectual virtues of patience, caring and attention will figure prominently 

in the student life of intellectually virtuous learners that negotiate the fast pace of 

contemporary interconnected life.  

21. Virtues, Virtues, and More Virtues: Drawing Some Conclusions 

I did not set out present the entire history of virtue epistemology, but there it is 

(with its aforementioned limitations and all the virtues collected in Table 3 on the next 

page). Making my way from one theory to the next, it was essential that I also present 

who these thinkers were, as many were virtuous. While persons have been at the center 

in the quest for knowledge, we have seen to what extent they answer to different aims. 

From eudiamonia, to showing the will to power, including the achievement of ren or 

beatitude, intellectual virtues are defining human attributes. Divinely, naturally, or 

artificially given, they are ours to develop. The final direction that these virtues take 

depends on circumstance, epoch, culture, luck, beliefs, as well as deeper analysis. 
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Table 3: Historical Summary of Intellectual Virtues 

Philosopher 
/ Philosophy Intellectual virtues 

Phintys Courage | Harmony | Practical Wisdom (phronesis) 

Plato Courage (andreia) | Justice (dikaiosyne) | Moderation (sophrosyne) | Practical wisdom (phronesis) | 
Theoretical understanding (sophia) 

Aristotle Practical wisdom (phronesis) | Scientific knowledge (episteme) | Technical knowledge, craft 
expertise (techne) | Theoretical understanding (sophia) | Understanding, insight (nous) 

Stoics Deliberative excellence | Good calculation | Good sense | Good sense of purpose | Quick-wittedness 
| Resourcefulness | Wisdom 

Hinduism Honesty | Wisdom  

Confucius Courage (yong) | Humaneness (manliness) (ren) | Knowledge or wisdom (zhi) | Propriety (li) | 
Rightness (yi) 

Mencius Courage (yong) | Humaneness (manliness) (ren) | Knowledge or wisdom (zhi) | Propriety (li) | 
Rightness (yi) 

Wang Courage (yong) | Humaneness (manliness) (ren) | Knowledge or wisdom (zhi) | Propriety (li) | 
Rightness (yi) | Selflessness (si) 

Buddhism Honesty | Humility | Open-mindedness | Perseverance | Self-critical | Wisdom 

Daoism Humility | Impartiality | Open-mindedness | Reflection | Tranquility 

Augustine Courage | Honesty | Humility | Self-critical | Wisdom 

John of 
Damascus 

Attention | Focus | Forbearance | Hard work | Honesty | Humility | Industry | Purity | Sincerity 
| Wisdom 

Psellos Courage | Determination | Diligence | Generosity | Love of learning | Methodological scrutiny | 
Open-mindedness | Perseverance | Purposeful curiosity | Transparency | Wisdom 

Aquinas Wisdom | Science | Art | Prudence | Understanding (intuitive insight) 

Gournay Wisdom | Open-mindedness | Perseverance | Honesty | Wit 

Locke Attention | Industry | Perseverance | Rigor 

Astell Courage | Humility | Impartiality | Perseverance | Wisdom 

Hume 
Affability | Courage | Discernment in counsel | Engagement | Frankness | Good elocution | Good 
sense | Impartiality | Industry | Patience | Penetration | Perseverance | Perspicuity | Persuasiveness | 
Probity of manners | Prudence | Sagacity | Sincerity | Solidity of understanding | Vigilance | 
Vivacity in understanding | Wisdom 

Nietzsche Courage | Curiosity | Honesty | Perseverance 

Montessori Humility | Love of knowledge | Patience 
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The historical analysis has answered to five central preoccupations: i) change in 

virtues ii) core and perennial virtues, iii) desire to know and the love of truth, iv) 

embodiment and exemplarism, and v) the critical stance of intellectual virtues. With the 

individual thinkers, as well as the Table 3, we have a better indication of the intellectual 

virtues that have come and receded through the ages. It is essential to acknowledge this 

movement for it imbeds intellectual virtues in history, in time. For students, as a 

category of individuals that will emerge in the 12th century, which I present in the next 

chapter, this means that they are both the results of this enduring desire to know, and its 

main defender. The changing of virtues also indicates that some are more fragile, such as 

probity of manners and quick-wittedness, than others, like humility, honesty and 

courage. This makes it possible for me to point toward the 11 intellectual virtues that I 

eventually defend as essential to good students, tying them with the virtues that 

contemporary epistemologists promote (as presented in Table 1). 

Following these three classic preoccupations, the historical analysis has enabled 

me to reveal and witness how the intellectual virtues are embodied. Save for Stoicism, 

which nonetheless dealt with real contingent environments, all theories speak to the 

conditions within which the intellectual virtues emerge. At one end of the spectrum, this 

has meant, for thinkers such as Confucius, Psellos, Locke and Montessori leveraging the 

best available resources and promoting a pedagogy favoring their and their students’ 

flourishing. At the other end of the spectrum, the embodied exemplary historical 

thinkers have shown what it means to fight for one’s education. While mainly 

associated, but not limited to women, the struggle to learn and the internal and external 

goods that they afford are legitimate ends, especially for students. In both cases, we 

retain the idea that being responsible for one’s understanding is central to one’s 
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epistemic wellbeing. This point aligns naturally with education, and yet, I will need to 

insist upon it as questions of technology test the boundaries and forces me to probe into 

what it means to be a good student in the presence of the Internet. The same will apply, 

in terms of embodiment, when I consider the economic reality that circumscribes so 

much that to which students can aspire. In an age where economic concerns impact the 

world in ways that are much more expansive, and parallel to the unknown environmental 

and health issues that besieged much of history, the historical analysis pointed in two 

directions. Some ignored economic concerns, while others integrated them. Only the 

wealthy can afford such obliviousness, and then again, only for a limited time. To the 

legions of aspiring students, economic and intellectual flourishing go hand in hand. 

The final preoccupation, which must be emphasized, is that the historical 

analysis has put into tension the intellectual virtue of humility, with the disposition for 

critical thinking. One significant result is that education—and intellectual virtues in 

particular—are not conducive to tranquility. Either internal (personal) or external 

(social) unrest follows the growth of knowledge. Such instability, while antithetical to 

Stoic, Buddhist and Daoism’s quests for equanimity, was inaccessible then, and is still 

today. Worse, for them, it appears that students in higher education have latched on to 

the drive to aspire, to want something more as students and citizens, in ways that have 

made critical thinking a feature of their identity. In his or her own ways, each historical 

thinker analyzed struggled and thrived as a student, producing intellectual material of the 

highest order. Each may differ in his or her direction and means to reach knowledge, but 

they share in being learners. As I turn to contemporary reality, we shall see in relation 

with the succession of these exemplars how higher education was born and evolved 

toward the emergence of student practitioners espousing their own intellectual virtues.
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Chapter 5: Immanent Analysis 

The immanent analysis scouts the land and dwells upon themes relevant to 

understanding intellectually virtuous students. In what follows, seven topics that have 

been introduced are analyzed in depth. First, I study intellectual virtues’ universal and 

particular qualities. Second, I connect institutionally developed intellectual virtues with 

ethics and the outside world. Third, I deconstruct the student to reconstruct the learner. 

Fourth, the learner is analyzed in terms of 21st-century higher education. Fifth, I address 

the influences of online education, Internet culture, and students’ economic challenges. 

Sixth, I highlight the pressures that encourage plagiarism, digital piracy, and file sharing. 

Finally, I point to learning opportunities given to the intellectually virtuous in the digital 

economy, as students deal with the artificial intelligence that populates education today. 

1. Containing Universal Virtues in a Particular Context with a Practice 

1.1 The Universal Challenge 

We have seen that Frede’s analysis of the history of virtue ethics holds little hope 

for the reconciliation of this tradition with universal aspirations, mainly because of the 

many particular ways of being good. Her essay The Historic Decline of Virtue Ethics 

captures salient moments in ethical thought, which prompts her to isolate two fatal 

failures of virtue ethics. First, the rise of individuality and plurality splinters universal 

virtues. Second, the good life has become so subjective that it hardly makes any sense to 

speak of virtues, and even less so of universal ones. 

Frede supports her conclusion by appealing to Schneewind’s Marquis de Sade-

inspired “The Misfortune of the Virtues,” which raises three questions to undermine 
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virtue ethics. First, how can the phronimos convince others to be virtuous except by re-

educating them? Second, what criterion arbitrates disagreements? Third, does moral 

disagreement imply that one of the antagonists is morally malfunctioning? These are 

challenging questions for virtue ethics. Competing theories, like Mill’s utilitarianism, 

sidesteps the basic education problem of the virtuous by claiming that we naturally and 

universally seek pleasure. Mill doesn’t need to convince people that they seek pleasure, 

only how to best achieve it; however, the phronimos must first persuade others to be 

open-minded or humble and then how to do it. In contrast to Mill, Kant relies on 

universal reason to allow us to deduce if a moral position is tenable. While Mill tries to 

calculate positive consequences, Kant aims for logical consistency. Virtue ethics is 

denounced for its ambivalence, because one’s virtue might be another’s vice. Finally, 

universality makes a claim for a common humanity that bars deep disagreements—

agreeing to disagree isn’t a real option. 

Against this backdrop, Frede reminds us that history hasn’t been kind to the 

teaching of virtues. Assuming that we could agree that some universal virtues could be 

taught, who would teach them? Families, schools, and churches tried, but to what avail? 

The atrocities of the Second World War were sanctioned and perpetrated by some well-

educated church-going families.1 History bluntly reminds us of theories’ limits. Failure 

to teach virtues may imply that virtues aren’t universal; or worse, that they don’t exist. 

The preceding shows that virtue ethics seems assailable and fragile. Universality, 

on the other hand, backed by logic, shields and protects. Universal truths hold for all 
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time and places, and simply aren’t subject to life’s contingencies. Rule generalization 

prepares for particular applications. Because Janus knows the law of gravity, he would 

have loved to push the idealist philosopher George Berkley off a cliff to prove to him 

that all isn’t in the mind. Universality also holds uncertainty at bay. In education, as in 

epistemology, uncertainty spoils evaluations when too many answers are available. 

Uncertainty equally reduces the value of knowledge and truth, because uncertain claims 

aren’t reliable. Applied to moral evaluations like the good student, uncertainty shakes 

their foundations; it makes it almost impossible to be sure that she is good. 

The desire to universalize knowledge also coincides with fear: fear of surprise 

and fear of loss. Surprise tends to be minimized when all is foreseen. For example, when 

test questions are given to study in advance, the stress of facing something new 

diminishes. Loss is also reduced if all that matters has been thought out of existence. For 

instance, Kantian ethics rely on moral rules, rather than attending to persons. Janus 

would relish telling the truth, come what may, since it is the right thing to do! 

This intellectual heritage is traceable to Plato and is strengthened by 

Enlightenment scientism. Nussbaum sees this dynamic as one where,  

The (Platonic) scientist would like to propose that we press this demand for 

universality as far as we can, trying to get ourselves a system of practical rules 

that will prepare us before the fact for the demands of a new situation, and also 
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trying to get ourselves to see the new situation in terms of this system, as merely 

a case falling under its authority. Then we will never be taken by surprise.2 

Eliminating surprises in such guise puts individuals under constant universal 

expectations. More than 2,000 years on, such expectations are used to justify the 

increasing reliance on predictive analytics, Big Data, and algorithmic software to control 

risk and curb student failure. 

Favoring universal roles and values aims to foster consistency, standards, and 

verifiability. These features align with traditional epistemology where knowledge 

trumps knower. However, because virtue epistemology and education put people first, 

an overly strong focus on universality does violence to the people it aims to save from 

risk, surprises, and luck. Recall that Aristotle, Confucius, Astell, Hume, Nietzsche, 

Zagzebski, and others saw how the lives of people reveal what it means to be good. The 

broad path associated with virtuous students is consonant with freedom of being, as my 

eventual defense of the core virtue of intellectual autonomy bears out. Otherwise, it 

would betray the process where determining what it means to be good, a good student, is 

active and relevant to the person’s journey. 

During this journey disagreements will emerge, due to different references, 

experiences, ideas, moral models, encounters, and self-reflection. In fact, according to 

Schneewind disagreements are so rampant and intractable that they infect virtue ethics to 

its core. Virtue ethics’ insistence on the value of personal experience is its unmaking. 

                                                
2 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 298. 
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Yet Schneewind’s focus on disagreements is an invitation for the open-minded to 

consider Foot’s theory, and secure a richer conception of intellectual virtues. 

Recall that Foot appealed to rudeness to claim that the world already includes 

prescriptive ideas. Her argument begins with an invitation. She asks the skeptic to 

entertain the question whether an action is rude. As soon as her imaginary objector 

speaks, practices of argument, logic, definitions, and social evaluations are called forth. 

When disagreements persist, what counts as evidence comes under scrutiny. Foot 

portrays rudeness through events, social practice, esteem, blame, and generalizes its 

meaning by the way the world is and how we ought to act in it. Rather than reducing the 

ideas that inform moral disagreements, Foot expands them, appealing to experience, as 

well as imagining other ways to see the complexity of the discussion.3  

In like manner Foot analyzes Nietzsche’s ethics, which has been seen by many as 

adolescent and nihilistic, not as a theory at all. With her patient focus on suffering, she 

nuances Nietzsche’s view in terms of a moral philosopher who obliquely praises 

suffering as a virtue of strength, the price to pay for autonomy. Moral disagreements 

don’t entail the absence of criteria or the irrelevance of virtue ethics. They just show that 

the discussion must continue. 

Even the notion of criteria that Schneewind expects virtue theory to produce is 

itself the result of a complex ongoing discussion with a history, context, and limitations. 

Hence, as we shall see in the following sections, there is a need to thicken our 

understanding of higher education in order to solve the problem of the nature of 
                                                
3 Foot, “Moral Arguments,” 109. 
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intellectually virtuous students. Understanding how the world of higher education is 

affords us the means to determine how students may best navigate this environment in 

order to become intellectually virtuous. This may offer little solace for those who are 

thinking of virtues in the long run. But staying close to these discussions and being 

open-minded—a key student intellectual virtue—enable virtue theory to respond to what 

is happening. Respecting the thickness of the world is the best criterion, because, 

generally speaking, intellectually virtuous persons are models of good thinking across 

the ages and cultures. As the Buddha stated, if his idea was shown to be wrong, he had 

to change it.  

And, so must we. 

As far as calling someone morally broken, because she cannot agree with 

another, it seems to be an overreach. For instance, most post-secondary students have 

debated the practice of abortion. Many have strong opinions; some are well versed. Yet 

time, experience, economic reality, technological change, and legal analysis inform 

thinking about abortion in ways that just deferring to pluralism or relativism doesn’t 

recognize. Furthermore, abortion’s social presence, just like knowledge, makes it 

everybody’s business such that experiences and ideas inform each appraisal. 

It is precisely a commitment to truth which stops relativism. Despite the 

implications that varying contexts might have for ethics, the willingness to think and 

rethink one’s outlook requires caring for the truth. For instance, when addressing 

relativism, MacIntyre quickly points out the minimal common space that significantly 

different ethical outlooks harbor. Applied to the case of divorce, McIntyre presses Neo-

Confucian, Thomistic, and Utilitarian views against one another. While disagreement is 

expected, all share the claim that they are right. Discussion begins where, “Practices of 
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rational justification are thus devised and are only fully intelligible as parts of all those 

human activities which aim at truth: questioning, doubting, formulating hypotheses, 

confirming, disconfirming and so on.”4 Such practices of justification can immediately 

be recommend themselves with student practices as the latter strive to become good 

students. Finally, from an external perspective, defenders of an ethical outlook may 

revise a position, in keeping with the claim to being right. Few will endorse relativism 

and the quest to reach an understanding through intellectually virtuous means remains 

intact. 

Without succumbing to relativism, context is significant, because it frames the 

reality within which people are arguing. It is possible for people, scholars, students to 

disagree (even famously) on ethical matters throughout their lives, and remain worlds 

apart. However, the accumulations of discussions, the reviewing of arguments, the 

changes of contexts may show what is enduring, and what is not. This reinforces the 

value of the historical analysis, and reaffirms the need to consider the state of higher 

education today in the following sections. The real damage to virtue theory, and ethics in 

general, would be if it could be shown in advance that competing ethical views were 

incommensurable. And as MacIntyre argues, this has yet to be done.5 

The to-and-fro between universal and particular considerations integrates 

contextual realities as only people can, through experience. In this discussion my claim 

is even more modest than the ones concerning competing ethical views, for all theories 

                                                
4 MacIntyre, “Moral Relativism, Truth and Justification,” 207. 
5 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 277. 
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of virtue epistemology share in caring for the truth. Furthermore, the fruitfulness of 

internal and external criticism only reinforces the basic dynamics of intellectual virtues. 

What is more, disagreements can rely on intellectual virtues, insofar as, “Truth is the 

telos of a theoretical enquiry.”6 Each of the core intellectual virtues that I will defend for 

understanding the nature of the good student aligns with and upholds this telos. 

Impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, autonomy, 

perseverance, patience, and industry all aid in inquiry and getting at the truth. Finally, 

since my enquiry concerns the student, the focus on intellectual virtues creates a stronger 

consensus, because that type of person is defined through her intellect, which is framed, 

as we shall now see, by her practice. 

1.2 MacIntyre’s Practice 

“Practice makes perfect,” thought Janus, “but practicing what?” That answer will 

come through MacIntyre’s idea of a practice. Built from his analysis of Homeric, 

Aristotelian, and the history of virtue theory, MacIntyre’s concept of a practice is,  

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 

activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the 

course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate 

to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human 

                                                
6 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 993b20–21. Italic in the original. 
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powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods 

involved, are systematically extended.7  

There are thus four aspects of MacIntyre’s theory to account for as I determine the 

nature of intellectually virtuous students: (i) “coherent and complex form of socially 

established cooperative human activity,” (ii) “goods internal to that form of activity are 

realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are 

appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity,” (iii) “the result that 

human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends […] are 

systematically extended,” (iv) “achieve excellence, […] and goods involved, are 

systematically extended.” We should be able to assess, like MacIntyre points out, how 

tic-tac-toe, throwing a football, bricklaying, and planting a turnip don’t qualify as 

practices. But, playing a game of football, chess, farming, inquiries in physics, biology, 

and chemistry, painting, and playing music do. What about being a student? “Hold on!” 

challenges Janus. “Why couldn’t planting a turnip or laying down bricks count as 

practices?”  

To this, MacIntyre only replies that, “the question of the precise range of 

practices is not at this stage of the first importance.”8 Upon closer inspection, there 

doesn’t seem to be any principled reason for excluding immediately and forever planting 

a turnip, throwing a football, playing tic-tac-toe, bricklaying and other activities.9 For 

the concept that MacIntyre proposes relies on social facts as a social phenomenon, that 

                                                
7 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187. 
8 Ibid., 188. 
9 See also Roberts and Woods, Intellectual Virtues, 140–141, for a brief overview of practice in education. 
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is, on what we collectively decide what is a practice. Indeed, there is an echo of Platonic 

elitism, where the latter observed that there is obviously no Form of “hair or mud or 

dirt.”10 We would need to investigate whether playing tic-tac-toe or “simpler” activities 

answer to MacIntyre’s criteria and also have a theory of the emergence of practices.  

“Right,” retorts Janus, “But what about downplaying the rest? If painting is a 

practice, how does Chris Ofili’s painting ‘The Holy Virgin Mary’ made out of elephant 

dung extend human excellence?” Here, we could say, along with the other examples, 

that the activity’s history and how we think about it informs and validates the nature of 

the practice, and if deserves to be called as such. In isolation, the activity may not 

qualify as a practice, because it lacks context. This in turn, would imply that tic-tac-toe 

is a practice, even if a simple one. Otherwise, a practice could be conceived along the 

same flexible lines as determining what events consist of “news.” Landing on the moon 

was news to everyone, while my successful baking of a loaf of bread is news for no one, 

but it could be. Finally, we may recall Dennett’s observation that,  

if enough people take up the task, it eventually becomes a phenomenon in its 

own right, worth studying. As philosopher Burton Dreben used to say to the 

graduate students at Harvard, “Philosophy is garbage, but the history of garbage 

is scholarship.” Some garbage is more important than other garbage, however, 

and it’s hard to decide which of it is worthy of scholarship.11 

                                                
10 Plato, Parmenides, 130c7. 
11 Dennett, Intuition Pumps and Other Tools for Thinking, chap. IX, “What Is It like to Be A Philosopher,” 
section, “Higher Order Truths of CMHESS.” 
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The same type of moving assessment applies to Macintyre’s notion of a practice, and, as 

we shall now see, how it applies to student life. 

Defending the first criterion, (i), of placing students in a community is easy. 

Nurtured by institutions, student life takes shape in student-teacher relationships, which 

have been sanctioned throughout higher education’s history. With its medieval birth, the 

university and its population have been recognized and supported by guilds, governors, 

kings, and the clergy.12 As for colleges, they too have been legitimized during the same 

period in the Islamic tradition.13 The next 1,000 years of post-secondary education 

testify to the longevity of this teaching and learning practice. What the next millennium 

holds is difficult to imagine, yet increasing student numbers, the digital economy, online 

education, and artificial intelligence won’t stop students from belonging to a practice. As 

the next sections will illustrate and prove, it is essential to view how the state of higher 

education is evolving in order to maintain a proper sense of what it means to be a student 

practitioner in the 21st century who embodies 11 core intellectual virtues. 

Given this support to student life, what’s good about it? Following MacIntyre’s 

second criteria, (ii), we investigate how doing certain activities leads to obtaining 

internal goods. Imagine, he says, encouraging an unwilling child to play chess with the 

promise of candy if he wins. Acknowledging this external motivation (an external good, 

item (iv)), the child may play and follow the rules. But the candy can only accomplish so 

much. If the child is going to continue to play, he needs to find the goods of chess itself. 

                                                
12 Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges, Institutions of Learning and the West, 224–225. 
13 Ibid. 
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The internal goods defined by the game are familiar. A solid player possesses analytical 

skills, a calculating mind, drive to win, creativity, imagination, and a facility in pattern 

recognition. Such goods are available to the child, but only if he respects and masters the 

rules. Otherwise, “if the child cheats, he or she will be defeating not me, but himself or 

herself.”14 The internal goods vanish. Applied to students, internal goods include: the 

development of analytical skills, critical thinking, content mastery, research methods 

proficiency, time management skills, and recalling MacIntyre, being able to question, 

doubt, formulate hypotheses, confirm ideas, disconfirming others,15 and personal 

growth. All of these internal goods align with the core student intellectual virtues of 

impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, autonomy, 

perseverance, patience, and industry. Failing to heed the rules of student life, whilst 

neglecting the development of those intellectual virtues, will mean, as with chess, to 

forfeit the possibility of obtaining those virtues and goods.  

Like the cheating child in chess who doesn’t really win, the plagiarizing student 

doesn’t really get an education. To catch a cheater, or a plagiarist, one must know the 

rules of the practice. Participants must have experience in the activity, according to 

MacIntyre, in order to judge performance. Concerning the student, just understanding 

the task requires having learned a language, having been a student at some point. 

However, this isn’t enough to be a good judge. As Kotzee argues (to whom I attend 

later), assessing for intellectual virtues is challenging. While the child chess player may 

                                                
14 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 188. 
15 MacIntyre, “Moral Relativism, Truth and Justification,” 207. 
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respect the rules, he can inwardly rage to humiliate his condescending opponent. Yet 

emotions, intentions, and thoughts don’t matter in the same way there as they do for 

students. Their hidden nature, which belongs to students, makes judgments more 

tentative. 

Adding another degree of difficulty is the fact that internal goods also change in 

time, since the skills, standards, and ends that go with what it means to be an excellent 

practitioner evolve. For example, historically, studying logic equaled being a university 

student,16 while logic hasn’t even been listed as one of the 30 most prominent courses in 

the US between 1972 and 2000.17 It’s not just logic. Handwriting skills are also falling 

by the wayside. The invention of the keyboard means that penmanship has become so 

appalling that Cambridge University may amend the 800-year-old requirement of 

handwritten exams in favor of digital submissions.18 Coming back to students, the road 

toward excellence is indeterminate and often opaque.19 ICTs, access to knowledge, 

economic expectations, and changing accreditations define the dynamics of excellence. 

The up and coming sections on skills education, ICT use, digital downloads, open 

access, MOOCs and tracking all contribute to understanding of the nature of 

intellectually virtuous students today by indicating the standards to which students can 

and are expected to aspire given the technological and economic climate. 

                                                
16 Haskins, The Rise of Universities, 30. 
17 Adelman, The Empirical Curriculum, 25. 
18 Busby, “Cambridge Considers Typed Exams as Handwriting Worsens.” 
19 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 188. 
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What remains, however, is the carrot, or the candy. The item (iv) in MacIntyr’s 

theory of a practice (I will conclude with (iii)) demands that external goods motivate and 

define practices. As proficiency develops, the novice competes with others for the usual 

goods of rank, reputation, and fortune.20 A great number of external goods can be 

associated with a practice, without necessarily being equally motivating; money inspires 

students in ways that discount coupons can’t. Also, external goods attach themselves 

differently than internal ones. For example, Confucius’s exemplary student Yan Hui did 

learn for learning’s sake, but also for his teacher’s praise. When talk isn’t enough, the 

excellent student has access to a catalogue of external goods: a diploma, prestige, job 

opportunities, respect from friends, family, peers, the community at large, better 

reputation, social, economic and political capital, being seen as a contributing citizen, 

supporting the economy, proficiently using and leveraging new technologies in ways 

that answer and go beyond societal needs. 

This last point brings us to the final item to be treated with respect to 

MacIntyre’s idea of a practice. The requirement that a practice, to be called as such, 

must encourage “human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the 

ends […] are systematically extended.”21 From the preceding treatment of the three other 

requirements that MacIntyre sees as defining a practice, it should be clear that they 

already uphold the idea that students are practitioners. Community support, internal and 

external goods, all of this already points toward the cultivation of intellectual excellence 

                                                
20 Ibid. 
21 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187. 
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and the extension of human powers and ends. The holistic nature of the extension 

requirement brings together all aspects of a practice that echo Kant’s understanding of 

education as a common and cumulative process. Were student life not conducive to the 

extension of our powers and ends, it wouldn’t have survived the critical scrutiny of 

humanity. 

Furthermore, as the next sections will show, the responsible and successful 

features associated with embodying student intellectual virtues reinforce the value of 

student practice for students, as well as society, in the context of getting at the truth and 

fostering greater understanding. Additionally, mapping out the higher education 

ecosystem is itself an argument, which reveals all of the economic and technological 

resources that have been, and are leveraged to increase the quantity and quality of 

students. The inclusion of student intellectual virtues in the context of this practice 

directs the development of favorable internal and external supports for students to 

flourish and become good. They make more sense of skills education, critical thinking, 

and citizenship education, while emphasizing students’ autonomy. 

The supply of goods made available to students connects people and institutions. 

Institutions and practices unite in educating students, as in medical teaching hospitals or 

music departments. But both may part ways, says MacIntyre, because when it comes to 

the bottom line, institutions will readily sacrifice practices’ loftier pursuits. What holds 

most practices together is a commitment to honesty, justice, and courage.22 Yet students 

                                                
22 Ibid., 194. 
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shouldn’t be credulous. MacIntyre warns of the corruptive power of institutions, such 

that students must also cultivate the virtues of justice, courage, and truthfulness.23 

Students are practitioners in MacIntyre’s sense, because they belong to 

historically valuable institutions, and have access to internal and external goods that 

promote their and society’s flourishing. Defining a practice then helps us to see who is 

an excellent, a virtuous practitioner. Virtues in this case are “an acquired human quality 

the possession and exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which 

are internal to practices and the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving 

such goods.”24 Applied to a doctor or a biologist, for instance, we can understand what 

makes them virtuous practitioners: attention to detail, expertise in their field, curiosity, 

and so forth. In short, these are intellectual virtues. When all goes well, practitioners 

reap the benefits of internal goods (e.g. problem solving skills) and external goods (e.g. 

respect of their peers), all of which takes place in a dynamic world.  

It is the same for students. 

2. Students, Ethics, and the Outside World 

Understanding students as practitioners allows me to focus on their intellectual 

virtues, because the practice defines them. Now, how those virtues are conceived, as we 

shall see, determines their relationship with education, ethics, and the quest for 

knowledge. Does it matter that the virtues reliably lead students to the right answer? Do 

we need a theory that holds students responsible for their understanding? Can we have it 
                                                
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 191. Italics in original. 
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both ways? The two next sections tackle two orientations that intellectual virtues aim to 

uphold. Each has its strengths and weaknesses, but from the perspective of virtue 

epistemology as such, and with the addition of educational criteria, we shall see that 

reliabilism will be forced into the background so that responsibilism can best guide 

intellectually virtuous students. 

Finally, as I defend Zagzebsky’s responsibilism, which includes elements of 

reliabilism, I set up the immanent analysis that will follow. It is because intellectually 

virtuous students claim their education, in being responsible for their achievements, that 

it will be essential to be aware of higher education’s climate. For ignoring the 

ideological, economic, and technological realities that permeate their learning milieu is 

like ignoring that the wind is pushing the runner in the back as she strides toward a 

(false) world record. Furthermore, nurturing the core student virtues of impartiality, 

courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, autonomy, perseverance, 

patience, and industry can only make sense when we attend to the context—that of 

higher education in a digital age of neoliberalism and lifelong learning—within which 

these virtues are applied. Otherwise, we cannot justify the saliency of these virtues for 

students, nor give them meaning as they are embodied into the practice of being a 

student. 

2.1 Reliabilism 

Reliabilism aims to determine how particular virtues reliably lead thinkers, 

students in my case, to the right answer. It is the view that Sosa, Greco, and Goldman, 

amongst others, defend. As we have seen, Sosa divorces intellectual virtues from ethics 

to focus on perception, induction, deduction, and memory as truth conducive. In her 
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analysis of reliabilism, Battaly identifies five key features. First, reliabilism tends to get 

at the truth through proper perception and cognition. With good, or virtuous, hearing, I 

know that I am hearing John Coltrane play saxophone in my headphones. This 

knowledge is valid under normal circumstances, leaving aside problems of drinking 

alcohol, hallucinations, evil demons, and so forth. 

Second, reliabilism identifies natural and derived virtues. The first are almost 

automatic, they lead immediately toward knowledge, such as with basic perceptions. So, 

Janus naturally exercises his intellectual virtue of good eyesight by seeing an olive on 

the table. The second, derived virtues emerge, for instance, when Janus deduces that the 

crinkled olive in front of him is too ripe. Or, as Battaly explains, when a student uses 

logic or critical thinking.25 She also chooses logic skills in her example, which reveals 

Sosa’s position: skills and virtues are interchangeable, if they are truth conducive. 

The third feature of reliabilism concerns motivation. While Aristotle believed 

that, “All men by nature desire to know,”26 Sosa is even more straightforward. For the 

latter, knowledge happens to us, such that nature makes people know. There needn’t be 

motivation or intention to know. The natural fact that my tooth aches tells me of that 

pain, if my faculties are working well, virtuously. I perceive pain; therefore, I know that 

I’m in pain. Generally speaking, “She [the knower] can get the truth without 

                                                
25 Battaly, “Virtue Epistemology,” 646. 
26 Aristotle, Metaphysics, I. 980a25. 
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intentionally doing anything.”27 This low threshold means that, even if more is required 

for derived virtues, babies qualify as intellectually virtuous. 

The fourth feature of reliabilism relies on competence. A person is intellectually 

virtuous when the use of these faculties is competent. Here, Battaly points to Sosa’s 

definition of competence, which will also be useful for analyzing skills education. He 

says that a competence is “a disposition . . . with a basis resident in the competent agent 

… that would in appropriately normal conditions ensure (or make highly likely) the 

success of any relevant performance issued by it.”28 Yet, even if Sosa centers on people 

to arrive at knowledge, his conception lumps together virtues, skills, and competences, 

which I clearly distinguish in chapters 6 and 7. Finally, reliabilism implies that virtues 

are instrumentally valuable. Because truth and understanding are what knowers want, 

how to reach those goals is less important. Good eyesight or memory doesn’t mean that 

you’re a good person; a student being able to memorize the Hippocratic oath without 

understanding it does not make a student a good resident doctor. 

This is but an introduction to reliabilism, a view that could appeal to educators. 

For having reliable capacities to get at the truth is a cornerstone of education. Despite 

this, Baehr shows that reliabilism leaves much to be desired. While he devotes an entire 

chapter to this in The Inquiring Mind, I only highlight his findings here. 

                                                
27 Battaly, “Virtue Epistemology,” 646. 
28 Ibid., 647. 
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Baehr stresses that the first major shortcoming of reliabilism is that the 

knowledge it secures is commonplace. He concedes that you don’t need to be 

intellectually virtuous (ethically speaking) to know that you have a headache. However,  

reaching the truth is not always so easy. This is so especially with regards to the 

domains of knowledge that we as humans tend to value most. Getting to the truth 

about historical, scientific, moral, philosophical, psychological, or religious 

matters, for instance, can make significant agency-related demands: it can 

require the possession of certain intentions, beliefs, and desires.29  

This analysis not only considerably restricts the appeal of reliabilism, to favor 

responsibilism, but it also makes an indirect case to attend to the context within which 

there are “significant agency-related demands: it can require the possession of certain 

intentions, beliefs, and desires.” These internal demands take on their full meaning for 

students when they are understood in the context of economic and technological realities 

that confront them, as well as the intellectual virtues and vices that inspire or influence 

them. In addition to asking what were Sosa’s intentions, beliefs, and desires to arrive at 

his theory, we should also ask what were the circumstances, which enabled him to do so. 

Focus on perception, induction, deduction, and memory will simply not do. “Reliabilism 

can’t even be reliably defended!” quips Janus. 

Proper cognition and perception help, but that isn’t the whole story. For example 

in the case of deduction, other factors creep in to enable learners to deduce well. 

Attention to detail, perseverance, and open-mindedness are three real intellectual virtues 
                                                
29 Baehr, The Inquiring Mind, 53. 
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that I defend as belonging to good students, which bootstrap deductions. More generally, 

Baehr provides traits that best explain getting at the truth—that we value most—as a 

process, which calls upon, “intellectual carefulness, thoroughness, tenacity, adaptability, 

creativity, circumspection, attentiveness, and honesty.”30 And notice, says Baehr, the 

motivation that the process relies on opens the door for being responsible for what we 

know. Unless one is ready to discount most of what we strive to know and understand, 

reliabilism isn’t the answer. 

The second failure of reliabilism concerns its procedure. Because Sosa, 

Goldman, and others argue for a neat way to get at the truth, they focus on the “source 

or origin of the beliefs.”31 Baehr deconstructs this position, where causation is the core 

concept in knowledge. Despite being a notoriously difficult concept to define causation 

may not even help the reliabilist. For, as Baehr reminds us, it is sometimes intellectual 

virtues, like open-mindedness or attentiveness, that are the main causes of getting at the 

truth, not automatic causal chains. 

The open-endedness of getting at the truth and developing understanding invite a 

broader conception of knowledge than reliabilism allows. Baehr illustrates this with 

examples such as a historian who writes a book on faith and politics, and a biologist 

studying bird migration. Such intellectual work goes well beyond deduction, memory 

use, and proper perception. Being open-minded, in the case of the historian, helps to 

                                                
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., 56. Italics in original. 
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avoid certain bad deductions; and commitment to the truth, for the biologist, helps her to 

go through tedious data.32 In the end, reliabilist faculties point to intellectual virtues.  

This conclusion allows Baehr, more so than Battaly, to transition toward his 

theory of virtuous intellectual character traits. Having shown that reliabilism’s 

mechanical approach can’t dislodge intellectual virtues in the Aristotelian sense, he 

leverages the key asset of intellectual virtue theory: the person. This move favors an 

understanding of virtue epistemology in real life. While traditional epistemology focused 

on internal justification, and Sosa tried to break with this tradition, Baehr brings real 

people to the discussion, as Zagzebski did before him. 

2.2 Reliabilism with Responsibilism 

Zagzebski goes to the heart of the matter by focusing on the internal-external 

distinction in epistemology, a theme that got considerable attention after the 1960s 

appearance of the Gettier problem.33 Because this distinction is relevant for my view of 

good students, let me refer to Zagzebski’s position, borrowed from Bonjour. The 

distinction is such that a:  

theory is internalist if and only if it requires that all of the factors needed for a 

belief to be epistemically justified for a given person be cognitively accessible to 

that person, internal to his cognitive perspective; and externalist, if it allows that 

                                                
32 Ibid., 58–59. 
33 Poston, “Internalism and Externalism in Epistemology.” 
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at least some of the justifying factors need not be thus accessible, so that they can 

be external to the believer’s cognitive perspective, beyond his ken.34  

What this means, on the internal side, is that proper mental states lead to knowledge. For 

example, Janus knows that he knows little about African philosophy, because he has 

access to the content of his mind to justify his ignorance. On the external side, emphasis 

is on the environment, which corroborates knowledge. Because Janus hasn’t met anyone 

versed in African philosophy, nor would anyone bother to get him to read the material, 

he has justified (external) reasons to claim ignorance. With regard to the present 

research, externalism mandates that we investigate and account for the state of higher 

education today. This justifies, for the immanent analysis, the five sections that are 

developed hereafter in order to understand the nature of intellectually virtuous students. 

Internalism stresses what happens inside the mind, and externalism outside. Montessori, 

Zagzebski combines both perspectives to make people—students—and their 

environment—learning institutions—responsible for what they know. 

Being responsible for reliably getting at the truth is an important piece of 

Zagzebski’s theory, and a basic challenge of education. It is in this spirit that we can 

understand her next step. That is, Zagzebski works from the idea that knowledge goes 

beyond, and has greater worth than true belief.35 Simply illustrated, being able to explain 

the right answer behind a multiple-choice question is worth more than guessing the right 

answer. Zagzebski uses the example of following a rule to determine the right thing to 
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do. What has value, she argues, is that the right act has been chosen, not that the person 

follows a rule. For instance, the law requires that I drive no faster than 30 km/h in a 

school zone, but following the speed limit adds nothing to the value of not driving faster 

than 30 km/h. It may reflect well on the law, because the speed limit minimizes the 

probability of accidents. Were the limit 70 km/h, it would be a dangerous law. And if 

there is an emergency, such as my house is on fire, respecting the speed limit takes a 

new meaning. In short, there is more to knowing why to drive 30 km/h in a school zone, 

than just having a true belief that it’s the right thing to do. So, if I replace a law with an 

intellectual mechanism, like the ability to deduce properly, it doesn’t lead to the greater 

value of a true belief. It just gets the answer right. 

Getting the right answer is important, which explains why Zagzebski keeps 

reliabilism in her theory. While Battaly and Baehr draw attention to the limitations of 

reliabilism’s access to truth, Zagzebski points to the underdetermined nature of the 

process. In reliabilism, this is the generality problem, which emerges because of the 

different ways to arrive at a belief, a valuable observation when we consider alternative 

strategies to teach for student intellectual virtues. Zagzebski illustrates the case as:  

So if I read and believe a report in the newspaper on the increase in housing 

starts this year written by a person knowledgeable about the use of statistics in 

this area, my belief-forming process could be variously described as the process 

of believing what I read in the newspaper, the process of believing what I read in 

a particular newspaper, the process of believing what is written in the newspaper 

by an authority in the field of the report, the process of believing what is written 

in the newspaper by an authority who is merely reporting statistics that he is 
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highly qualified to analyze, the process of believing an authority who has no 

reason to want the truth to be as reported.36 

The best way, argues Zagzebski, to avoid being lost in the generality problem is to look 

at how people think. For example, believing whatever is in the newspaper, or part of a 

Facebook feed, is a bad habit. But, habits, like regular fact checking, are teachable. This 

opening allows Zagzebski to introduce intellectual virtues that minimize the generality 

problem, for which we, and especially students, are responsible to arrive at the truth. 

 So Battaly, Baehr, and Zagzebski conclude that reliabilism is wanting. But 

according to the first two, Zagzebski’s solution is too demanding. “Well, that isn’t very 

virtuous, is it?” adds Janus. According to Battaly, basic or reliabilist knowledge must 

force itself on the knower. For example, looking at an approaching truck, we can’t help 

knowing that it’s coming, regardless of intention or intellectual action.37 She adds that 

Greco and Turri equally condemn Zagzebski for going too far. Lack of mental control 

and automaticity may force the creation of knowledge, because of how we perceive. 

 While these objections come years after Zagzebski’s Virtues of the Mind, she has 

foreseen them. Because her model of knowledge is ethics-based, a premium is put on the 

voluntary aspect of getting to know, just like doing a good deed requires that a person be 

responsible for it—not that it happens automatically, by luck or by accident. Her 

response to basic knowledge acquired by perception is that, “I have argued that aside 

from those processes that are wholly involuntary, our belief-forming processes arise 
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from and continue to operate from a foundation in the motive to know.”38 So do truth 

and knowledge collapse in the truck-driving case?39 This is a classic case that belongs to 

the traditional epistemology. But why should this be the hallmark of what it means to 

know? In education, the basic knowledge objection is even less important, for it relies on 

automatic and passive beliefs, just what education wants to supplement. This is also why 

assessing for student intellectual virtues, as we shall see later on, is a concern. 

 Having cornered reliabilism, Zagzebski uses it to point toward responsibilism. 

Basically, the motivation for truth is a reliable truth-forming mechanism for which we 

are responsible. Indeed, “If the motive for truth were not a reliable mechanism for 

attaining truth, we would be in much more serious trouble than simply having difficulty 

in defining knowledge! There would be little point in doing philosophy at all, or 

engaging in any other intellectual endeavor.”40 The motivation to get at the truth has 

instrumental and ultimate value. Wanting to know is natural41 and good as such.42 

Finally, even if this motivation sometimes leads us astray, history shows it to be reliable. 

 The focus on motivation—how it varies—is what must and can be educated. On 

the personal side, Zagzebski argues that if a person is motivated by pride or a desire for 

fame, she can get at the truth on occasion, and show some knowledge. However, the 

disruptive nature of these motivations means that, sooner or later, truth is a secondary 
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concern behind saving face or self-promotion. Because pride and other motivations are 

highly disruptive, people have to recognize their responsibility for these effects.  

Moving from individuals to communities, the interdependence of knowledge is 

brought to light when it is made plain that the quality of my knowledge depends on the 

intellectual efforts that precede me. Furthermore, the institutional, technological, and 

economic realities associated with the transmission and cultivation of knowledge in 

higher education demands proper integration. The path toward truth and knowledge is 

rarely straightforward, and if the Internet has shown us anything in this respect is that it 

takes a lot of people to get knowledge right. As for Zagzebski, she illustrates this by 

asking us to consider that “I may form a belief out of the virtue of proper trust of 

authority in a field outside of my area expertise, but if the authority has based his own 

belief on weak evidence, and hence fails to attain knowledge, it seems to follow that his 

lack of knowledge is transferred to me even if the belief is true and I reach it by acts of 

intellectual virtue.”43 Knowledge, good and bad, is contagious because we are social and 

communicative beings. Because each of us contributes to communities as intellectual 

agents, we are responsible for doing right by the beliefs and claims we set forth. As 

Zagzebski states, “Others in society have the moral right to expect us not to harm them, 

and passing on to them something that is not knowledge is one way of harming them.”44 

As we now turn to five sections that illustrate the state of higher education today, we 

will be in a position to argue in favor of 11 core student intellectual virtues. The sections 
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emerge from the literature review, the historical analysis, and the methodology chapters 

that pointed toward the need to include social, technological, economic and ideological 

elements to best understand intellectually virtuous students practitioners. This journey 

begins in agency and responsibility for claiming an education: it is a journey that begins 

at the birth of higher education, where and when students and educators embodied the 

1,000-year-old idea that knowledge is good. 

3. Deconstructing the Student to Reconstruct the Lifelong Learner 

The deconstruction of the student to recreate the lifelong learner situates what 

belongs to each, introduces a historical perspective, identifies motivations, draws 

boundaries, and shows where the student and the learner coincide—as well as conflict. 

There is a need, I think, to look at the history of the student, post-secondary education, 

and society to understand good students as a species of learners. Finally, this history 

bears witness to the emergence of a practice that is situated with internal and external 

goods, which speak to the flourishing of students and societies. 

Well before Aristotle, education answered the needs and curiosities of people in 

agriculture, arts, medicine, law, and the sciences. But it would only be during the 12th 

and 13th centuries that these interests would lead to institutions of higher education. 

Much time has passed since then, and yet to my knowledge, no unified story of the 

history of students exists, one scholar even advancing that it doesn’t even exist in the 

case of European students.45 How could this be? Especially as, “Characteristic of the 
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Middle Ages as such a corporation [the university] is, the individualistic modern world 

has found nothing to take its place.”46 Irreplaceable, close to being a 1,000-years old, 

surviving wars, plagues, fostering some of the best minds of humankind, post-secondary 

institutions have no historic and holistic view of those under their care. The scope of that 

project means that what follows here is partial and indicative. It is also Eurocentric on 

account of the origins of universities and the documentation. Still, this brief history 

offers a sense of students who deal with local authorities, government influence, 

religious oversight, and conflicts, and all of this in economies that adapt to technologies. 

Let me begin with Haskins, who traces a clear lineage from the first universities 

to those in the 20th century, so that we may understand good students today. Even in its 

nascent form, we can easily envision how, “The mediaeval university was, in the fine 

old phrase of Pasquier, ‘built of men’ bâties en hommes. Such a university had no board 

of trustees and published no catalogue; it had no student societies except so far as the 

university itself was fundamentally a society of students.”47 Yes, built of men, in terms 

of male only.48 With this foundation and the formalization of student status—through 

classes, rules, statutes, formal dress, fees, and accreditation—the first two universities 

appeared in Bologna (1119) and Paris (1200). 

In the beginning, the definition of the medieval university student was fairly 

open.49 So much so that one speaks of “university attender.”50 Even the term university 
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was open-ended: “Historically, the word university has no connection with the universe 

or the universality of learning; it denotes only the totality of a group, whether of barbers, 

carpenters, or students did not matter. The students of Bologna organized such a 

university first as a means of protection against the townspeople.”51 Already, we can see 

an association between students and other practices. Also, the first university rooms 

focused on persons and had fluctuating installations, a reality which links with 21st-

century education, ICTs, and the future of learning. Finally, the seeds of polemics and 

student life were sown early. Students were exempted from paying certain taxes, which 

irritated; and, they obtained privileges such as being allowed to carry weapons like the 

aristocracy, which made them threatening. 

While most students shared these aristocratic privileges, many couldn’t afford 

the lifestyle. Indeed, archives reveal that pleas for money were by far the most frequent 

subject of letters sent to parents and patrons.52 Tuition, lodging, food, clothing, and 

medical costs were expensive. Parents were also mindful of the pay their children didn’t 

bring home while they studied. Stakes were high. Contracts would soon enforce the 

work that was expected of professors so that parents and students weren’t cheated.53 

Haskins goes on to recount the professorial obligations, which included respecting 

lecture hours, maintaining perfect attendance (absences had to be controlled through 

monetary deposits, lest the professor not return), reaching a minimal number of students, 
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and covering the course material comprehensively. What is more, students eventually 

went one step further as they soon required accreditation for their professors.  

We shouldn’t, however, gloss too virtuous a picture of students. As one 14th-

century preacher professor bemoans, “The student’s heart is in the mire, […] fixed on 

prebends and things temporal and how to satisfy his desires,” and, “They are so litigious 

and quarrelsome that there is no peace with them; wherever they go, be it Paris or 

Orleans, they disturb the country, their associates, even the whole university.”54 While 

Haskins writes of different sorts of students—poor, aimless, idle, well-to-do, diligent—

Schwinges offers an even bleaker picture. By late 20th-century standards most early 

students would be labeled “drop-outs or even failures.”55 The mere fact of belonging to a 

university, he adds, was enough to provide some social and intellectual capital. He also 

specifies that even 300 years after the birth of the universities, it was still odd to 

complete exams and aspire to a diploma. It would take centuries of working, planning, 

and accreditation for the “university attender,”56 to become the student we know. 

So what is left of the good student? According to the medievalists Rashdall and 

Haskins:  

‘The life of the virtuous student,’ ‘has no annals,’ and in all ages he has been less 

conspicuous than his more dashing fellows. Thus the ideal scholar of the sermons 

is a bit colorless but obedient, respectful, eager to learn, assiduous at lectures, 

and bold in debate, pondering his lessons even during his evening promenades by 
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the river. The ideal student of the manuals is he who practices their precepts. The 

typical student of the letters has already described himself as devoted wholly to 

study, though somewhat short of money.57  

This is but one version of the good student, and in light of Schwinges’s drop-out 

comment, it should hardly be seen as a “typical student.” Whether a pedagogy backs 

Rashdall’s judgment, which Haskins endorses, is another question. For example, why is 

the good student automatically “less obtrusive”? Why “colorless”? 

Those questions aside, the student henceforth belongs to an institution, and has a 

socially sanctioned role. What that role will be, as a seeker of knowledge, educator, 

theologian, lawyer, or explorer of the liberal arts, will be influenced by his epoch. This 

includes becoming a voice of dissent, for student freedom of thought will periodically 

clash with social order, inviting stronger controls of higher education. 

 Despite uncertainty and the tensions associated with the birth of universities, the 

organized seeking of truth and understanding provided kindling for a unique intellectual 

fire. For Haskins this meant that,  

In his relations to life and learning the mediaeval student resembled his modern 

successor far more than is often supposed. If his environment was different, his 

problems were much the same; if his morals were perhaps worse, his ambition 

was as active, his rivalries as intense, his desire for learning quite as keen. And 
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for him as for us, intellectual achievement meant membership in that city of 

letters not made with hands, ‘the ancient and universal company of scholars.’58  

Yet the student shouldn’t be reduced to pure intellectual pursuit. While guided by 

reason, he is taught early on to practice medicine and law, as well as make technical 

tools for astronomy. Furthermore, and importantly so, the accreditation obtained by the 

student became a mark of distinction that still has socioeconomic value today. 

 This wasn’t lost on political and clerical authorities. In fact universities, in 

addition to deepening knowledge through research, answered to critical economic needs. 

Growth of student populations and universities, as well as the turn towards the secular in 

the modern era, especially after 1550,59 meant a bureaucratization of academia. It was “a 

new conception of the state which saw the universities basically as ‘factories’ for civil 

service and clerical recruits, whose education was subject to the utilitarian norms of the 

respublica.”60 Furthermore, Müller adds, universities were progressively answerable to 

the state that financed them, while students were equally kept in line. Gone were the 

personal intellectual partnerships of the medieval scholar and student. Proximity, holism, 

and concord gave way to distance, hierarchy,61 and efficiency. 

 From the Reformation, in 1517, until the French Revolution, in 1789, the 

broadening appeal and supply of post-secondary institutions in the context of 

secularization meant a changing of the guards of knowledge. This transition is illustrated 
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as, “Instead of the clerical manner and behavior of the student of philosophy and 

theology, those of the lay honnête homme, or the elegant studiosus, dominated the 

academic scene.”62 And these “honnête homme” do not include women, since we are 

still largely talking about male students until the 19th century.63 This change in student 

population, brought about by secularization, invited new demands and players to the 

table. The normalization of students as future workers had the reverse effect of 

transforming higher education at the source. This touched on program duration, content, 

practical orientation, efficiency, and alignment with the professions.64 What remained, 

however, were the student lifestyle, daily activities, and roles, which continued to put 

them in a particular and sometimes antagonistic relationship with their community.65 

 On a grander scale those changes allowed for a broader rolling out of post-

secondary education. While still modest, European post-secondary admissions hovered 

around 1 % of the population between the 16th66 to the early 20th century.67 There were 

absolute increases on account of population growth, but also regional variations. What is 

important, for my purpose, is to see the long and changing relationship between seeking 

knowledge, society, education, and the economy.  

In reality, one could speak of the birth of the knowledge economy since “one 

could speak of an educationalization of the economy, rather than an industrialization of 
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education”68 from the 19th century up until the First World War. Science, technology, 

public administration, law, business, all benefited from increased education, despite the 

relatively small numbers of graduates. Students became increasingly intertwined in the 

fabric of society, creating new expectations, as well as offering new possibilities. 

However, greater numbers also implied increased completion and a reduced economic 

value of post-secondary degrees.69 

Industrialization and urbanization engaged students. Intelligent, motivated, 

having some social capital, students felt drawn to deal with society’s issues. This is why 

rather than analyzing students’ daily activities Gevers and Vos argue that student 

movements characterize this period. This transition picks up on the reconstruction of the 

learner. For as we shall see, the open-endedness, underdetermination, and greater variety 

of knowledge afforded students new means to analyze their situation as persons, as 

citizens. This perspective is seen as one where “Being a student was playing (or living) a 

total role. […] the student’s intellectual habit, by which he could easily observe and 

analyze problems in society, examine the current values and truths in a critical manner, 

and handle ideological concepts with no difficulty.”70 Students also had less to lose 

during this period, since most had no children, weren’t employed, had few belongings, 

responsibilities, and prospects. 

    The catalogue of student movements is a testimony to the close relationship 

that has evolved between society and one of its singular institutions. Through their study 
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of student movements that touch Tsarist Russia, post-Revolution France, burgeoning 

National Socialism, and fascism, to name a few, Gevers and Vos tie the intimate 

relationship between student movements and reality in a bid to change society.71 This 

fact is key to seeing intellectual virtues as responsive to past, present, and future 

changes, in and outside of class. 

But all isn’t trial and turmoil. The growth of knowledge, fuelled by legions of 

graduates and higher education research, converged with political and professional 

interests. At the same time as some students answered to political causes, others heeded 

the needs of their future employers. Jarausch highlights the dynamics of student life 

through competing and converging demands. While seeking knowledge, inspired by the 

Enlightenment ideal of right use of reason, students were also part of a social network. 

This, says Jarausch, implies an expansive analysis of 20th century universities that 

brings many interests to the table, ranging from future clients to employers, both public 

and private, as well as overarching political ideologies.72  

Meritocracy, examinations, accreditation, quantitative analyses, explicit 

pedagogy, and methodology were some of the answers that post-secondary educators 

gave to the various parties, which students accepted or demanded. Correspondingly, 

classical education ceded to a liberal, then scientific, and ultimately technical education. 

Thus, as per the question of what sort of person, what sort of student one wanted to be, 

new avenues were opening. Business, chemistry, engineering, journalism, sociology 
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psychotherapy, and a host of technical post-secondary institutions offered means for 

students to satisfy their personal and social interests. 

 At the heart of this 20th-century transformation is the student. Between her 

interests and those of future employers, the meaning of the student solidifies. Jarausch’s 

analysis of students’ trajectory isolates this interconnection where the interdependence 

of professionals and students was shaped and taken care of in higher education through 

the professionalization of academia.73 This process, as Kant foresaw, was cumulative. 

Each graduating cohort entering a profession brought new content and practices, which 

in turn was reflected in what was expected of the next generation of graduates.  

This cycle is always open, as we know, for students are in touch with what goes 

on outside of class. Through this, one key aptitude that has captured the imagination, as 

well as funds and approval of society, is generating problems solvers.74 As problem 

solvers, 20th-century students are offered markedly different roles than preceding 

generations, which is both a blessing and a burden. Problem solving is touted as an 

essential skill of flexible students to deal with a rapidly changing world, which now 

includes their own flexibility and precariousness. 

 The entrenchment of post-secondary education continued in the 20th century, as 

general access, and that of women in particular, increased. Leading the pack, the United 

Kingdom needed more professors in the 1990s than it had students in the 1950s.75 And 
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the now common dialogue between the state, workplace, and society continued to 

reshape institutions of higher education, and vice-versa. 

Just as Gevers and Vos concluded for the 19th and early 20th centuries, the latter 

adds that student activists will remain strong voices into the 21st century. So much so 

that Vos now claims that a critical disposition permeates higher education students, 

contrary to Haskins. For Vos the complex relationship between student and society 

exists, because students are educated as articulate critiques.76 He adds that in some 

cases, critical thinking has become part of what it means to be a university student, 

substituting logic for the previous generations. So much so, that as we shall see in the 

final chapter of my research, Siegel argues that critical thinking is the aim of education. 

The unique social standing of students harks back to the foundation of 

universities. Just as medieval students were exempted from certain taxes and levies, 

contemporary students also benefit from certain preferential treatment, including retail 

specials, technology discounts, reduced credit card rates, and groceries rebates. More 

fundamental, however, is the social and intellectual capital students obtain, that follows 

the educationalization of the economy and society. Finally, many students, if not all, 

may learn to think critically, indirectly by breathing the intellectual air of higher 

education or directly through critical thinking classes. 

 In deconstructing the student to arrive at the learner, we needed to take the long 

view. Even if partial, my history of the university student in the West shows that seeking 

knowledge, accreditation, social capital, future employment, and companionship are 
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some of the features that still define post-secondary students. These features grew in 

influence over the centuries and around the world to redefine the “university attender.”77 

 Peering at the horizon of the learner, the 20th-century emergence of lifelong 

learning breaks the traditional mold. Hence, Baehr asks us to,  

Imagine asking your average teacher or school principal: ‘What exactly do you 

mean when you say that you’re preparing students to become lifelong learners? 

What are the defining attitudes, beliefs, feelings, skills, and other qualities of 

lifelong learners? And what exactly are you doing in your school or classroom 

today or this week to foster these qualities?’ If your experience is anything like 

mine, you’re unlikely to receive an especially informative or compelling 

response.78  

Or as Coffield colorfully commented in the context of lifelong learning, “To ask a 

politician, a civil servant or a professional specialising in education what their theory of 

learning is and how it helps them improve their practice tends to produce the same kind 

of embarrassed mumblings that result from a direct question about their sexual 

orientation.”79 

My focus on the history of post-secondary students aims to better understand this 

transition, from the young students to mature learners. We also know how that transition 

can be rough, tested by student movements, critical thinking, and clashes with those in 
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power. Even the trajectory of the most normal students80 can lead to dilemmas, 

depending on where the quest for truth leads them. Will it be a dream job ending with a 

lifelong and fulfilling quest, like a retiree at the University of the Third Age?81 Or, 

competing for unwanted jobs, sentenced to lifelong relearning in a neoliberal 

economy?82 As we see next, the historical perspective informs contemporary analysis by 

helping us discern in education what is ancient from what is recent, what is just 

rebranding from what is truly innovative. Finally, the history of education and student 

life reaffirms the continuity and open-endedness of the practice associated with learning 

content, mastering skills, underscoring the importance of agency and responsibility in an 

effort to claim an education. 

4. Key Concepts and the State of Higher Education and Skills Development 

Skills are important. Some think that they can solve all our personal, economic, 

and environmental problems. But how do they figure in higher education? Can they 

make us rich? Virtuous? Vicious? To answers these questions, I begin by describing the 

state of contemporary higher education. Then I focus on students who cope with profit 

maximizing universities, and claim an education from educators who lost their 

monopoly on knowledge thanks to the Internet. Finally, this learning climate reveals 

what students must contend with as they face the virtues and vices of skills education. 

Together, these themes inform the external components associated with student life, as 
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student practitioners aim at, and take responsibility for developing 11 essential 

intellectual virtues. 

4.1 21st-Century Higher Education 

The state of higher education that I present emerges from my literature review, 

which pointed me toward three authors that share certain affinities with the themes of 

virtue epistemology, new technologies, and the economy. But before reaching Menand, 

Boys, and Maxwell’s arguments, it is useful to present the findings in Troschitz’s recent 

book Higher Education and the Student: From Welfare State to Neoliberalism. While 

his focus is on the British system, his conclusions have wide-ranging applications. 

 Following Aristotle, Locke, Dewey, Gournay and others, Troschitz begins with 

his own view of the aims of higher education. Combining philosophical and historical 

analysis, from the 1940s to 2015, Troschitz concludes that three strands capture the ideas 

surrounding higher education. First, the economy is a driver in terms of employment and 

wealth.83 Second, liberalism defends the ideals of “truth,” “learning,” “tradition,” 

“criticality,” “culture,” and “moral development.”84  Third, social good relies on 

“justice,” “equality,” and “the people.”85 Because I have presented the longer view, from 

the 11th-century birth of higher education, these strands should be familiar. 

 This picture of higher education also illustrates how students are confronted with 

many ideals, some welcomed, others less so. It is one thing to accuse higher education of 
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being open to corruption and greed, as MacIntyre does, because this pushes student 

intellectual virtues closer to a war zone. It is another to accept Troschitz’s conclusion of 

broad and imperfectly integrated ideals, for this points to friendlier, perhaps even caring 

learning environment. However harsh higher education is, such awareness is essential, 

because the aims of education partially define the nature of the student.  

For institutions, students can be clients, consumers, producers, co-producers of 

knowledge, partners in learning, or members of a community of practice. Such 

possibilities—known by the student or not—influence the meaning of a good student. 

While Troschitz focuses on neoliberalism to explain seeing students as clients, he 

maintains that the idea of the student will always evolve. So wherever and whenever we 

want to understand higher education, it will mean paying close attention to students.86 

In order to track this evolution I draw from the historian of ideas Louis Menand. 

He sets the tone of his essay The Marketplace of Ideas early on when he declares that 

whether we like it or not, “Knowledge is our most important business.”87 Retracing the 

workings of higher education through prestigious universities like the University of 

Chicago, Yale, and his own institution, Harvard, Menand firmly believes in the value of 

knowledge. Everything flows from knowledge. Remove it from society and almost 

nothing is left; develop it through business, and knowledge will absorb and outshine it.  

Such an analysis would be expected from an economist. But Menand is a 

literature professor who builds his argument through his analysis of the humanities. He 
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begins by identifying a tension created by professional creditialization in law, medicine, 

social work, and business, with the liberal arts and their degrees in English literature, 

history, and philosophy. In particular he draws attention to the fear that higher education 

may be too instrumental. But this attitude is presented as unwarranted for, “Knowledge 

just is instrumental: it puts us into a different relationship with the world.”88 Then, as far 

as the noble aspirations of seeking truth for truth’s sake, Menand reminds readers that, 

historically, when students really mastered content they usually progressed toward 

professorship—a vocation like others.89 Given this vocational stamp, a bond between 

higher education and the economy is easily maintained. Finally, this provides one, yet 

not the criterion why some degrees are more economically valuable than others.  

What worries Menand is the wholesale devaluation of liberal arts. Just as Annas 

asked us to engage deeply with Nietzsche before discarding him, Menand points to 

profound interconnections when he argues that, “Accounting is a trade, but the history of 

accounting is a subject of disinterested inquiry—a liberal art. And the accountant who 

knows something about the history of accounting will be a better accountant. That 

knowledge pays off in the marketplace.”90 This argument doesn’t discount the 

instrumental value of history and the liberal arts; it gives them their due. So when 

thinking of good students, educational aims don’t automatically clash in terms of 

professional, practical, and intellectual aspirations.91 
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This bridging of the practical, vocational, and intellectual leads Menand to treat 

the professionalization of higher education in a way that complements my history of 

European higher education. Working his way from the professor to the student, Menand 

identifies the forces at play in the marketplace of ideas. In a capitalist economy, argues 

the author, “A professional is a person who is licenced—by earning a degree, taking an 

examination, or passing some other qualifying test—to practice in a specialized field. 

[…] Since professionals are mostly rewarded (or disciplined) according to standards 

internal to the profession, they have to adhere, most of the time, only to professional 

standards”92 Reminiscent of MacIntyre’s analysis, the professor (a professional) or the 

student (an aspiring professional) answers to goods internal and external to a practice. 

On the internal side, we know that institutions and professors fix knowledge 

standards. This enables Menand to show how higher education aims to be self-

reproducing.93 So much so that professors may harm the quest for knowledge by 

deciding who succeeds, is promoted, “and of course how offices must be decorated!”94 

laughs Janus. While this control is dissolving, because of ICTs, management, and 

business expectations, the growth of higher education still gives great power to 

professors. This isn’t necessarily bad. Higher education does have a rich history and 

proven practices that promote student internal goods. But change is on the horizon. 

The existence of external goods that regulate higher education means that 

institutions, professors, and students also answer to authorities beyond knowledge. Yet 
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the grueling competition to get hired or tenured in universities is somehow lost on many 

academics who believe their institution transcends the market.95 In parallel, how, what, 

and why professors teach and research goes beyond mere knowledge and impacts 

students, communities, professionals, and governments. Finally, Menand thinks that 

keeping professors in check, as professionals, appropriately supports their work, giving 

them some—but not too much—influence.96 

But what if knowledge was the only thing that mattered? In Maxwell’s How 

Universities Can Help Create a Wiser World we have one answer: “Having universities 

devoted almost exclusively to the pursuit of knowledge is […] a recipe for disaster.”97 

Really, it should be disasters as Maxwell goes on to point to environmental degradation, 

bad public policies, rising income inequality, poor global health, and ongoing wars. 

Faith in knowledge, of sorts, is what brought us here, as we inherited the illusion that the 

scientific method was the beacon of the brightest future. 

With the 18th-century successes in the science, Voltaire, Condorcet, and Diderot 

believed that applying the scientific method to social sciences would be as fruitful.98 

Such faith encouraged the development of what Maxwell calls the knowledge-inquiry 

approach.99 It is characterized, first, by acquiring knowledge in order to apply it. Second, 

it depends on an objectivity that removes all emotions, values, contingencies, and 

aspirations. These requirements should sound familiar. We are often reminded of them 
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when higher education is praised for supporting biology, engineering, and chemistry, as 

ways to improve life for all. Yet for Maxwell, this just isn’t good enough. 

In order to tackle society’s problems, Maxwell urges us to aim for wisdom-

inquiry. Like MacIntyre, he believes that higher education is co-opted by business, 

government, funding agencies, and idiosyncratic scholars, leaving wisdom as the way 

out of this global mess. For Maxwell, it isn’t about replacing Enlightenment ideals, but 

really incarnating them; Voltaire, Diderot, and Condorcet short-circuited the promises of 

those ideals. First, they failed to understand the scientific method. Second, they wrongly 

generalized its use. Third, they failed to orient the aims of scientific inquiry toward 

global problems. In other words, they ignored Rabelais’s 16th-century warning that 

“science without conscience is but the ruin of the soul.”100 

Without a theory of wisdom, or appeal to intellectual virtues, Maxwell questions, 

like Menand, the isolation of the intellectual and the practical, the academic and the 

vocational.101 Yet wisdom-inquiry retains its humanist ideals, as reasoned research for 

society. Maxwell’s belief that higher education ought to deal with climate change, war, 

population growth, species extinction, destruction of natural habitats, world poverty, and 

other problems redefines expectations for professors and students. Despite the fact that 

students often shadow professors, they are confronted with the responsibilities created 

by learning. Studying tax loopholes can align with knowledge-inquiry. But is the student 
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still good? Or, what if students challenge their institution, saying that wisdom is the way 

to go? Would they then be good? What if others ignore the discussion altogether? 

Maxwell offers the big picture in higher learning, which Troschitz infuses with 

neoliberal air. Coupled with Menand’s judgment that academics breed, and rely on 

conformism,102 the situation is difficult for students. Tensions between internal goods, 

associated with being a good student, may conflict with external goods and professors 

who are the gatekeepers of knowledge.  

4.2 Changing of the Guards 

Or perhaps, the professors were the gatekeepers of knowledge. Tensions in 

higher education reveal much more than different opinions about transmitting, creating, 

and sharing knowledge. In Building Better Universities the author situates 21st-century 

challenges within changing technologies. Networks, hybrid models of community-

university and association-college challenge the mission and rollout of higher 

education,103 which strives to answer society’s demands. 

 In the middle of this tempest there is the student. While elite universities 

maintain and exploit some of their power of attraction through prestige and outstanding 

scholars, not every university can be elite, nor can each student attend one. Taking the 

American context we are told how, “Outside the elite institutions, though, the other 75% 

of students—over 13 million of them— are enrolled in the four thousand institutions you 

haven’t heard of. […] These are where most students are, and their experience is what 
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college education is mostly like.”104 Most universities and their students struggle for 

financing, function with poorly paid adjunct professors, deal with massive classes, and 

simply try to survive beyond the bottom line.105 

 Without going through all of Boys’s analysis, which is full of examples taken 

from around the world, ranging from traditional higher education to small-scale short-

lived events of learning, student demand is the driving force. From the international for-

profit side, many companies are fighting to answer to students’ desire for superior, 

flexible, and efficient higher education that comes in all prices. For instance, the 

Singularity University in California offers high-powered, technology-infused, 

multidisciplinary, and problem-solving education. And clientele is key, for according to 

the university, “In a world where the biggest problems on the planet are the biggest 

market opportunities, why wouldn’t you be focusing on them?”106 Although of 

questionable ethics, the Singularity University clearly defines good prospective students. 

 But the Singularity University’s exclusiveness, accepting 80 new students per 

year from 4,000 applicants,107 can’t answer the needs of the masses. For this, the 

University of Phoenix stepped in. Despite a promising start, Boys remarks that while it 

had “600,000 students at its peak in 2010 and annual revenue in excess of US $ 4 billion, 

[it] announced plans to close 115 campuses at the end of 2012 as its profit margins 
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collapsed.”108 Seen this way, a university is a business, just like a restaurant. So much so 

that the consumers’ credo buyers beware also applies to students.  

Alternatively, some students and universities have broken with traditional higher 

education. For example, the UK’s Northampton University brings together academic, 

social, and civic engagement, working with housing associations, local councils, faith 

groups, and sporting bodies. This survey of higher education doesn’t do justice to all that 

is happening. Yet it underlines how expectations, diploma value, engagement, public 

private interests, access, and norms play important—at times conflicting—roles in 

students’ education.  

Finally, Boys critiques the tunnel vision created by controlling education scholars 

who discount other professors’ ideas on education and academic life.109 This 

narrowness, claims Boys, means that innovation, new research, and pedagogical 

strategies are forsaken, because those professors don’t belong to the faculty of 

education. Such infighting, lack of coherence, and fragmented appreciation of student 

needs explain the strength of trends. A clear example, as we shall see, is through the à la 

mode skills development movement, as defended by many educators and some 

economists, entertained by public administration, and demanded by businesses. 

4.3 Skills! Skills! Skills for Everyone! 

Could we live in a world without skills? No. But we can choose which skills to 

learn, and why. Skills show basic value through their products, such as a loaf of bread; 
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and their mastery, as with an airy, moist, caramel-crusted, and nut-flavored loaf. Skills 

are also teachable. For these reasons, Aristotle used skills to explain the virtues. Even in 

the case of the Zhuangzi, skills mastery approaches moral prowess when accomplished 

with a knack. Sosa and others went further and reduced intellectual virtues to skills. As 

for 21st-century education, skills education easily overshadows concern for intellectual 

virtues. But skills aren’t virtues. A skillful baker is not necessarily a nice baker. In 

keeping with Aristotle’s insights and Annas’s contemporary adaptation, we shall see 

how skills and virtues illuminate one another, while remaining distinct. 

Despite the ubiquity of skills education throughout history, it seems that we’re in 

a crisis. The stakes are so high that Kays warns that, “students who do not master 21st 

century skills will never fulfill their economic potential.”110 In order to avoid getting 

ahead of ourselves, skills need to be understood along two categories: those still relevant 

in the 21st century, and those that are new. Concerning the first, proper thinking, 

problem solving, communication, and collaboration remain relevant educational goals. 

Concerning the second, Kay argues that creativity, innovation, flexibility, adaptability, 

leadership, as well intercultural skills are new and need to be taught rigorously.111 

Leaving aside for now the contentious nature of this list, I want to ask what are 

the economic hypotheses that drive skills development. For Kay, and many others, skills 

development and economic competitiveness go hand in hand: “Meeting the challenges 

we face requires a new model for education—one in which every aspect of our education 
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system is aligned to prepare Americans to compete.”112 When competition is central, 

measuring outcomes is central; students are inputs, and economic success the output. 

Whether one agrees with the skills and economic competitiveness alignment or 

not, it has implications for the rest of the world, thanks to globalization, as well as online 

education, and distance learning. Pressures for skills development have increased in light 

of international trade, automation, economic uncertainty, population growth, as well as 

greater access to education, and the business of lifelong learning. Yet this frenzy for 

skills development shouldn’t overshadow the economics at play.  

In Are Skills the Answer? The Political Economy of Skill Creation in Advanced 

Industrial Countries skills development theory is tested and it doesn’t fare well. The 

breakdown is immediate and comprehensive. First, straightforwardly increasing skills to 

raise productivity reduces the need for workers. Second, only a fraction of workers 

really deal with global competition. Third, businesses have almost no individual interest 

in supporting skills development, but they do have group interest in doing so, making 

coordination difficult. In consequence, developed skills become dated, problematic, or 

irrelevant. For example, engineering education in Germany involved so much 

specialization that engineers had trouble collaborating with non-engineers and entering 

others’ workflow.113 

These conclusions reveal tensions that Kay overlooks. For instance, he calls for 

massive involvement around 21st-century skills for the benefit of “all students [such 
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that] These are the kinds of skills that set people apart.”114 How can everyone be 

distinguished? Is distinction the educational aim? Yes, education is about developing the 

potential of as many students as possible, but there are inbuilt limits. We should be 

wary, for  “Having taken the advice to improve their qualifications, each young person 

discovers that nearly everyone else has been doing the same, and, like everyone else, 

will become discouraged, even angry, if prolonging education seems to be bringing 

neither new work opportunities to his or her area of residence, nor any relative 

advantage in competing for existing jobs.”115 Skills development is essential, but 

frictions should be expected. Taken together, they will test students’ resolve and call 

forth moral and intellectual virtues. Understanding skills will inform intellectual virtues, 

and vice-versa. So what do the experts, what does Kay, the President for the Partnership 

for 21st Century Skills, have to say?  

Not much it appears. For Kay writes that skills talk is important and unimportant, 

that is, “We [the Partnership] aren’t rigid about the language used to describe 21st 

century skills, either. We say adaptability, for instance, while others prefer resiliency. 

We say critical thinking; others say systems thinking. No matter—we’re all talking 

about the same concepts. On the other hand, the term 21st century skills is not a vague 

and squishy catchword that can mean anything.”116 This vagueness was highlighted in 

my literature review. But now, if the Partnership for 21st Century Skills is so willy-nilly 

about skills, we should worry, and look elsewhere. 
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Trilling and Fadel begin by reaffirming that communication, critical thinking, 

work ethic, collaboration, leadership, technology use are all skills that correspond to 

20th-century education goals.117 Newer skills ought to include “The ability to quickly 

acquire and apply new knowledge,” and “know-how to apply essential 21st century 

skills—problem solving, communication, teamwork, technology use, innovation, and the 

rest—to each and every project, the primary unit of 21st century work.”118 This view 

identifies the instrumental nature of skills, and avoids—in contrast to Kay—being 

enamored by the sheen of economic competitiveness. For Trilling and Fadel skills 

development has four aims: contributing to work and society; fulfilling personal talents; 

fulfilling civic responsibilities; and, carrying forward traditions and values. Yet skills 

aren’t really defined, it isn’t clear why speed is automatically valuable, and skills and 

aims are not necessarily compatible. It seems that we’re back to square one.  

Julia Annas takes up this challenge as part of her research in Intelligent Virtue. 

While her interest resides in virtues, her contribution is to tease out as much as possible 

content from the comparison of skills and virtues, as Aristotle and others did before her. 

First off, skills are introduced as a unique category, which would include routines, 

rituals, and habits. Second, although learnt, they can be on call or even unconscious. For 

instance, says Annas, the skill developed in getting to work on a daily basis eventually 

becomes a routine, which one can easily step out of when needed. 
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The first determining factor of skills, especially in relation to virtues, is that they 

share in springing from learning, which excludes natural skills and natural virtues. The 

second attribute of a skill is that it requires understanding. Beyond mimicking or 

repeating out of memory, “The learner needs to understand what in the role model to 

follow, what the point is of doing something this way rather than that, what is crucial to 

the teacher’s way of doing things a particular way and what is not.”119 Skillfully playing 

the piano like Alfred Brendel, states Annas, isn’t captured by replication. Rather it’s in 

the appropriation of Brendel’s esthetics that the piano student shows some skill. “Or, 

says Janus, when I study Phillips’s This is Why We Can’t Have Nice Things, I show 

more than skill because it’s an MIT publication that I use to create even better lulz. Do 

you even know what that means? My point exactly.” 

This last point on learning leads Annas to introduce the third aspect of skills, 

which is appropriation. The fear is that the learner merely copies what the teacher is 

doing, falling into a mindless routine. For instance, when a student works on a physics 

problem, as he’s always done, but neglects to see that the professor has put the values in 

Celsius instead of Kelvin. Annas focuses on those turning points, where the intellectual 

training wheels are cast aside, where teacher cues are abandoned and the student owns 

the skill.120 The student autonomy that follows relies on initial understanding of the skill, 

which was refined, as it can be for the virtues. Built from understanding, practice, and 

looking at models, skills and virtues emerge from conscious effort. 

                                                
119 Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 17. Italics in original. See also Pépin, La confiance en soi, 33–55.  
120 Ibid., 18. 



 

 229 

This leads to the fourth and most contentious aspect of skills development, the 

desire for its growth. While personally grounded, improvement touches on the student-

teacher relationship. The desire to improve leads the student to go beyond replication 

and take ownership of what is taught. It also reflects the fact that without maintenance, 

the skill withers, and is discarded, or relied upon to the point of incompetence. Here, 

practice is key. This is why, as Annas concludes, “The need to improve never in fact 

entirely disappears, but the implication is simply that mastery of skill is incompatible 

with its being mere routine.”121 Skills must be kept alive, like virtues. 

Peering into the nature of skills enriches how we will see them in the next 

chapter. Learnable, understandable, personal, and improvable are four features of skills 

development highlighted by Annas that help us to go beyond a shopping list of trendy 

aptitudes. Furthermore, the warnings of falling into routines, rituals, and mindless habits 

provide guardrails against complacency and indoctrination. Finally, intellectual virtues 

will provide the moral dimensions associated with intellectual skills, as defended in 

Chapter 7, just like moral virtues for practical skills as students navigate in today’s 

higher education. 

5. Online Education, Internet Culture, ICTs, Economic Pressures and Education 

With our history of higher education students in mind, including the drive for 

skills development, I dwell on five areas to show just how much has changed. First, I 

show how ICTs opened up the vaults of knowledge. Second, I discuss how ICTs altered 
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the balance of the power between students, faculty, administration, and IT departments. 

Third, I track the ways in which ICTs broadened the access to education. Fourth, I show 

how ICTs challenge traditional lectures in terms of credit hours, learning environment, 

and learning spaces. Fifth, I situate the preceding in today’s economic climate, all with 

the intent to capture what it means to live as a student in higher education, and point 

toward the avenues that facilitate or hinder his or her virtuously intellectual growth. 

5.1 Dynamic Access to Knowledge 

We know that the Internet, open source content, videoed lectures, online forums, 

wikis, MOOCs have changed higher education and students. What I need to stress, as 

we’re still in the early stages of these developments (MOOCs only emerging in 2008),122 

is that students are still at the center of this reality. While many students show greater 

technological savvy than educators, a significant number aren’t that proficient, and 

many lack the contextual understanding to use those tools toward good ends. 

The mere presence of mobile devices, at times made mandatory, brings in a 

wealth of information to which the student didn’t have access to a generation ago. Yet 

information is not knowledge. The educator’s expertise gives meaning to information; 

she is in a position to teach. However, the immediacy of competing information 

challenges the flow of teaching from educators to students. Raising hands, and 

comments like Janus’s, “No, sir, the Statistics Canada website actually shows that the 
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price of oil has gone down! Look!” deny Haskins and Rashdall’s description of the good 

docile student as they continuously test professors. 

It isn’t only textbooks and references that have been taken out of educators’ 

hands. Student evaluations made by darkening circles are increasingly assessed by 

software, in lieu of the educator or her teaching assistant. Instead of piling up on desks, 

this data is warehoused outside of class in servers. With greater access to data, coupled 

with automation, it is not only multiple-choice answers that are assessed by intelligent 

software, but also semantically rich ones. What is more, publishers regularly augment 

books with CD-ROMs or coded access to websites so that students can further track 

their own progress. Additionally, where traditional higher learning institutions have been 

slow, reluctant, or incapable of integrating ICTs, a worldwide market has emerged to 

supply educational needs. It is because traditional education was burdened by paper, 

slower means of communication, bricks and mortar structures, central financing, set in a 

certain city or town, that ICTs have proved so disruptive. 

The fountain of knowledge has become a collective problem. It overflows 

constantly. The teacher historically had a holistic grasp of his or her area of expertise. 

But with the advent of the Internet, coupled with the economic pressure for educators, 

scholars, and researchers to “publish or perish,” content mastery is exponentially 

difficult. Sifting through what was relevant happened through journals, specialized 

publications, conferences, and what was available in libraries. Search for “virtue” in 
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Google and you will get “About 137,000,000 results (0.35 seconds).”123 For McCluskey 

and Winter this means that, “Students can also access other points of view, other lectures 

from other professors at other colleges, as well as any kind of contrary information they 

may seek, all instantaneously.”124 The general repercussions are on the radar of other 

players, investors, businesses, and philanthropists who understand the opening of the 

educational world to dramatic effect.125  

5.2 The Rise of the IT Department 

The second major point, on redefining relationships in higher education is that 

content supply and accreditation can be outsourced, recreated by new institutions. This 

puts pressure on academic institutions, faculty, students, parents, government and 

businesses—for instance, when students are forced to use Excel and Word software or 

required to borrow e-books instead of buying paper textbooks.  

McCluskey and Winter ask that we notice the cost of the global trend of adopting 

technologically advanced educational solutions; it is the cost of giving up institutional 

control in favor of IT departments and firms.126 This is exacerbated when we consider 

the reach of certain software providers that influence technology adoption and use. 

Because knowledge has been freed, educators’ roles are redefined as facilitators, guides, 

and accompaniers who interact with content managers, and administration that may have 
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other objectives.127 Between the IT firms, university management, IT departments, and 

educators, students unknowingly become the tools of wealth and digital efficiency, 

thereby threatening their moral and intellectual autonomy. 

5.3 The Diversification of the Student Body 

Autonomy, now more than ever before, takes many shapes and forms. The third 

area where online content delivery changes higher education touches on the student 

mold. While traditional institutions initially aimed at facilitating access to “regular” 

students facing distance or scheduling obstacles, other institutions and innovators 

noticed under-served communities. With the flexibility afforded by ICTs, the medieval 

“university attender”128 has emerged under a new digital light.  

Private sector response means that student access now includes a  

new class of users that were not on the horizon of most of higher education. 

These new students were working adults who had a hard time driving to night 

school after a long day on their feet; stay-at-home moms who needed child care, 

which is expensive, to attend a brick-and-mortar college; and military students 

who moved around a great deal and had a hard time completing a degree in only 

one on-the-ground college.129  

This inclusion redefines good students as thoroughly mobile and open to lifelong 

learning, which helps to solve the problem of the nature of the good student today. 
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Yet such broad appeal for higher education will have an opposing effect. While 

is it clear that higher education is good for the masses, reaffirming the conclusion that 

students are practitioners, prospective students differ significantly in profile, except for 

the fact that they see the cost of getting that education as almost unbearable.130 

Therefore, many students are exchanging semesters and years of streamlined study for 

earlier entry in the workforce. They forgo crippling debts in favor of later and tailored 

education that bypasses the traditional journey. The experience of student life finally 

means uniquely personal and increasingly varied challenges and opportunities, which 

subjectively translates the embodiment of the 11 core virtues of impartiality, courage, 

open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, autonomy, perseverance, patience, 

and industry. 

5.4 The Credit Hour 

Such flexibility leads to the fourth major change in higher education, ICTs, and 

economic pressures. The traditional institutions’ responses to rising tuition fees, lagging 

new technology adoption, and faculty demands challenge the value of the credit hour, 

and even of the semester. With online education, 365 days per year of teaching is offered 

at the click of a button. From specific weekly modules to semesters, with everything in 

between, non-traditional institutions, associations, ephemeral collectives, and global 

teaching firms answer to students’ needs. Colleges and universities are sharing the 

education ecosystem with groups and institutions that create mixed models, repurpose 
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content, and innovate. Boys even argues that formal accreditation is challenged by 

different student goals. Some sidestep accreditation; others see value elsewhere, as in 

community involvement instead of getting a grade.131  

Part of these unforeseen learning paths include free full lectures from Khan 

Academy, Udacity, edX, and MOOCs132 that offer free content as well as for fee 

accreditation. There are also open access faculty developed courses, competence-based 

accreditation, automated online tutors, and nanodegrees. Boys even observes that labs, 

libraries, and classrooms have been opened up to society. Learning through community 

experiences is leveraged, for instance, in architecture or nutrition, to educate with a 

flexibility that makes sitting 60 minutes at a student desk seem like medieval torture. 

Such provisions speak to Baehr’s critique of reliabilism as the latter made short shrift of 

“significant agency-related demands: [getting at the truth] it can require the possession 

of certain intentions, beliefs, and desires,”133 which are routinely tested in boring classes. 

5.5 The Price of Higher Education in the Neoliberal Age 

The fifth element that affects students concerns the economic climate. Survival, 

competitiveness, and a desire to learn all contribute to students’ mental ecology. The 

neoliberal ideology that has taken hold of higher education over the last decades 

promotes the complete monetizing of learning. For Feenberg this means that 
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neoliberalism incites governments to cut costs by any means, rationalize higher 

education, sacrificing along the way quality and intelligent use of new technologies.134 

In Higher Education in the Digital Age we are presented Baumol’s idea of the 

“cost-disease,” where “in labor-intensive industries such as the performing arts and 

education, there is less opportunity than in other sectors to increase productivity by, for 

example, substituting capital for labor. Yet markets dictate that, over time, wages for 

comparably qualified individuals have to increase at roughly the same rate in all 

industries. As a result, unit labor costs must be expected to rise faster in the performing 

arts and education than in the economy overall.”135 The pressure is to substitute labor 

with capital, where capital in higher education means investing in computers, servers, 

and software to replace teaching or augment its efficiency. This tradeoff is complicated 

as Bowen argues, and modifies what and how students learn. Controlling costs and 

relying on IT converge to test students’ most precious intellectual resource: attention. 

Paying attention remains essential to our survival. The meeting of economics, 

ICTs, and higher education makes attention a determinate feature of student life. Mobile 

phones, portable tablets, and online classes have reshaped the credit hour, that is, how 

institutional learning is measured. This fragility results from the online world, which 

seeks out every user’s click for more attention, spending billons,136 most often as a 

means to make money. Tackling the issue of lowering costs to augment efficiency 

through ICTs, Bowen highlights a problem associated with using ICTs unreflectively. 

                                                
134 Jandrić and Feenberg, “The Bursting Boiler of Digital Education,” 28. 
135 Bowen, Higher Education in the Digital Age, 3–4. 
136 Williams, Stand Out of Our Light, 111. 
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He cites Frank’s 2012 analysis, which states that, “While productivity gains have made 

it possible to assemble cars with only a tiny fraction of the labor that was once required, 

it still takes four musicians nine minutes to perform Beethoven’s String Quartet No. 4 in 

C minor, just as it did in the 19th century.”137 The same applies to many, if not all 

subjects. Such constraints underline the expected time that students need to learn. While 

speed may be a virtue when manufacturing widgets, this logic can’t apply in the same 

way to learners. Widgets don’t need to pay attention; students do. 

Paying attention also resonates on the economic front in the form of paying for 

attention. The emergence of online culture has meant the constant fight for our attention; 

attention is a commodity of scarce resources. It is only in the past decades that the 

economics of attention has benefited from scholarly attention.138 The credit for 

introducing the notion of scarcity of attention in economic thought goes to Simon, who 

saw in 1971 that,  

in an information-rich world, the wealth of information means a dearth of 

something else: a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes. What 

information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its 

recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention and a 

need to allocate that attention efficiently among the overabundance of 

information sources that might consume it.139  

                                                
137 Frank in Bowen, Higher Education in the Digital Age, 4. 
138 Kessous, Mellet and Zouinar, “The Economics of Attention,” 361. 
139 Simon, “Designing Organizations for an Information-rich World,” 40–41. 
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Efficient allocation of attention is itself an affirmation of a norm. Institutions of higher 

education concerned with providing an education in a timely manner keep an eye on 

efficiency. Promoters of the digitization of education argue that academic efficiency 

facilitates student life and cuts costs.140 The economics of attention potentially 

empowers students by allowing them to use their attention intelligently (not necessarily 

efficiently) as their main scarce resource. Indeed, at this stage, Janus thinks that he 

should be paid for all the attention he lost to this research. 

Finally, even international organizations have become more vocal in higher 

education. Bodies like the Organization for Economic Cooperation Development, the 

World Trade Organization, the European Union, and UNESCO push in favor of 

seamlessness, transferable skills, and common accreditation that homogenize higher 

education.141 This infiltration and globalization of education promote labor flexibility, 

transferability, mobility, and privatization, as neoliberalism demands.142 So what does 

this mean for students aspiring to develop intellectual virtues, as they become prey to 

economic imperatives? 

6. Intellectual Vices on the Horizon 

In an effort to identify certain problems, surveying pressures that lead some 

students astray from their goals helps to prevent and possibly cure. We need to see how 

the educational environment can be conducive to intellectual vices. Here, intellectual 

                                                
140 McCluskey and Winter, The Idea of the Digital University, 174. 
141 King in Boys, Building Better Universities, 80. 
142 Boys, Building Better Universities, 81. 
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vices follow the same structure as moral vices. That is, vices are symmetrical to virtues, 

with the essential difference that they generally aim for ill instead of good.143 But 

absence of virtue doesn’t automatically lead to vice, for there must also be a malevolent 

will or a blameworthy oversight for a vice to emerge. 

With this framing of epistemic vices in hand, I first deal with an old practice that 

has spread with the advent of the Internet: plagiarism. Second, I attend to a newer 

subspecies of plagiarism: contract academic cheating. Third, and relatedly, I touch on 

the offer of digitally downloadable material—copyrighted or not—that questions the 

frontiers of intellectual property and vices in claiming an education. Finally, in 

becoming aware of such intellectual vices, students, educators, and learning institutions 

will be, as we shall see in Chapter 7, in a better position to teach for intellectual virtues. 

They also clarify the means by which internal and external goods associated with student 

practitioners may be jeopardized. 

6.1 Plagiarism 

Every higher education student entering a learning institution or registering for 

an online course is accountable for her intellectual contributions. Be it couched in terms 

of intellectual honesty, integrity, or truthfulness, it is expected by matter of rules, 

bounded by a code of ethics, and law in certain cases, that plagiarism is unacceptable. 

                                                
143 Baehr, “Epistemic Malevolence,” 189; and see also Battaly, “Detecting Epistemic Vice in Higher 
Education Policy.” 
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Etymologically, plagiarism is evocative: “from Classical Latin plagiarius, ‘slave 

kidnapper.’”144 Its literary application was spun by Roman poet Martial (38 – 104 CE), 

as he belittled an author who tried to kidnap his words.145 This didn’t stop Pythagoras, 

Descartes, Shakespeare, Mark Twain, Einstein, Wittgenstein, and Martin Luther King 

from apparently plagiarizing. Chris Park, compiler of the previous list, aptly remarks, 

“Students who plagiarise are in good company!”146 And a company that is growing. 

Large-scale plagiarism is a technological consequence, a this-and-that as 

Postman says, of the birth of the Internet. So what’s wrong with plagiarism?  

From instances of plagiarism, like reproduction without quotation, to abstract notions 

associated with idea appropriation, plagiarism is straightforward and complex.  

For instance, in the University of New Brunswick guide to avoid plagiarism (see 

the Appendix D) intentions aren’t signs of culpability; only outcomes matter. Yet the 

guide acknowledges the possibility of accidental plagiarism: “Many students do not 

realize that citation may not be enough: Even if you cite the source, not using quotation 

marks to identify borrowed words is still plagiarism. When not only the thought but also 

the words are substantially those of the original, quotation marks must be used as well as 

a citation.”147 Failure to cite properly can lead to resubmitting the work, failing the class, 

or university expulsion. 

                                                
144 Antidote, 9th ed. (CD-ROM, version 4.1), n. “plagiarism.” 
145 McLemee, “What is Plagiarism?,” A9. 
146 Park, “Foreword,” xiv. 
147 University of New Brunswick, “Plagiarism.” Italics in original. 
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Such instructions and penalties are common, and given the parallel with car 

theft,148 plagiarism is of the moral realm (“Why yes, remember that time when I 

accidentally stole that 911 Porche,” reminisces Janus). It is stated that, “the risks are 

increasingly high, the penalties are severe, and the actual benefits are minimal. 

Plagiarism is a waste of time.”149 If so, why do it? 

The prevalence of plagiarism is by its nature difficult to assess. What is certain is 

that plagiarism is on the rise in higher education.150 The need to hide your tracks and the 

methods used to identify plagiarism make getting a clear picture problematic. In Adam’s 

literature review, he cites figures as low as 2% to as high as 78% of students that 

plagiarize,151 noting that students have a better sense of the frequency than faculty152 

(like criminals who have an inside view of their practice). 

One of the most often cited research in this area is “Cheating among College and 

University Students,” which surveyed 80,000 students and 12,000 faculty members in 

higher education in Canada and the United States between 2002 and 2005. Despite being 

more than a decade old, the data is clear. Table 4 reproduces McCabe’s findings, where 

the student numbers speak for themselves, and those associated with faculty represent 

cases where the latter observed cheating.153 

 

                                                
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Adam, “Student Perspectives on Plagiarism,” 522. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Ibid. 
153 McCabe, “Cheating among College and University Students,” 6. 
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Table 4: Cheating on Written Assignments 

 Undergraduate Graduate Faculty 

Working with others on an assignment when asked for 
individual work 42% 26% 60% 

Paraphrasing/copying few sentences from written source 
without footnoting it 38% 25% 80% 

Paraphrasing/copying few sentences from Internet source 
without footnoting it 36% 24% 69% 

Receiving unpermitted help from someone on an 
assignment 24% 13% 44% 

Fabricating/falsifying a bibliography 14% 7% 34% 

Turning in work copied from another 8% 4% 38% 

Copying material almost word for word from a written 
source without citation 7% 4% 59% 

Turning in work done by another 7% 3% 45% 

Obtaining paper from term paper mill 3% 2% 29% 

 

 During my last twelve years of university teaching, at least 24 plagiarized papers 

that I know of were submitted to me and penalized according to institutional guidelines 

in different universities. Reasons for plagiarizing varied from the usual, “I didn’t know,” 

“It’s not that long,” “It came from the notes of a class at my previous university,” “It’s 

not that big of a deal,” to the extreme, “I was too preoccupied with my husband’s 

kidnapping” (which turned out to be true, while still being plagiarism). These are just 

some examples from undergraduate classes in economics, political sciences, and 

philosophy. Keeping in mind that efforts to inform, teach, remind, and warn about 

plagiarism were made, I still had students who took chances, some groomed me into 

thinking that their writing progressed (plagiarizing a little bit more on each assignment), 
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others even plagiarized in my ethics classes (at two different universities). So, despite 

the official warnings that “the actual benefits are minimal. Plagiarism is a waste of 

time,”154 something else is amiss. 

 In the 2008 collection Student Plagiarism in an Online World, scholars devote 16 

chapters to nuance the phenomenon beyond the mere idea of cheating and stealing. 

Maddox’s “Plagiarism and the Community College” first gives breath to the idea that 

plagiarism is a general problem of higher education by appealing to the University of 

Alberta’s explanation why students plagiarize: “Lack of research skills; Problems 

evaluating Internet sources; Confusion between plagiarism and paraphrasing; Careless 

note taking; Confusion about how to properly cite sources; Misconception of plagiarism; 

Misconception of intellectual property, copyright, and public domain; Misconception of 

common knowledge; Perception of online information as public knowledge; Poor time 

management and organizational skills; The commodification of knowledge and 

education.”155 Each explanation warrants greater attention, but for my purposes, it is 

sufficient to note the reserved tone, which puts plagiarism in a Socratic light, where no 

student errs willingly. Studies and surveys validate such a judgment, justifying the need 

to teach—not only inform—about plagiarism. They also reveal how critical thinking 

skills guard against the temptation to plagiarize,156 which calls forth intellectual virtues. 

                                                
154 University of New Brunswick, “Plagiarism.” 
155 Maddox, “Plagiarism and the Community College,” 128. 
156 Ibid., 133–134; Bhattacharya and Jorgensen, “Minimizing Plagiarism by Redesigning the Learning 
Environment and Assessment,” 198. 
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 The last two reasons that the University of Alberta lists for why students 

plagiarize are of particular relevance. First, good time management is central to 

intellectually virtuous practice. As students enter higher education with different levels 

of time management skills, lack of time or bad planning may lead to plagiarism as a 

solution of last resort. Hence, just as being forced to deal with a time-sensitive moral 

issue can lead to a hasty—and bad—decision, students faced with looming deadlines and 

competing interests may plagiarize. Since time and attention are students’ main scarce 

resources, not being aware how they influence their journey can be catastrophic. Finally, 

as ICTs vaporize time and erode attention, time management becomes their next victim. 

 The second essential point on plagiarism listed by the University of Alberta is the 

“commodification of knowledge and education.”157 Also picked up by Heresey, this fits 

into neoliberalism. She notes that, “When capitalist market values and political vision 

fuse together and are transferred and embedded into post-secondary education through a 

corporate model of governing, the university assesses success by the corporate model of 

the market: return-on-investment,”158 which echoes Kay’s obsession that students reach 

their “economic potential.”159 Economic pressures, with technological support, backed 

by ideological demands, open morally murky waters for students. 

 To really grasp the economization of education we need to keep in mind the 

long-standing pressures of professional, government, and vocational interests that 

influence students in the name of the economy, and that knowledge itself is a motor of 

                                                
157 Maddox, “Plagiarism and the Community College,” 128. 
158 Heresey, “The Business of Online Plagiarism in Post-Secondary Education,” 751. 
159 Kay, “21st Century Skills,” xxi. 
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the knowledge economy. The commodification of knowledge rests on a minimal 

morality, one of transactional trust, which sometimes takes a back seat. Quick or 

effortless gains are powerful incentives to bypass traditional and laborious practices of 

building an upstanding business or obtaining a good degree. While the fraudulent 

business may flourish, a student may not. In contrast to the business, the student does 

more than merely aim for a product like a piece of paper, a diploma. She embodies 

knowledge, skills, and virtues. Student intellectual vices play out differently, because 

they attend to goods internal to a practice. Technology and economic pressures may 

endanger this journey, where the learning ecology now includes the lucrative 

international market of contract academic cheating. 

6.2 Contract Academic Cheating 

 Exchanging money for products and services is at the heart of economics, which 

also applies to higher education. Contracts with educators normally include teaching and 

grading student performances, essays, and presentations. The transaction between 

student and educator is one where the former supplies what the latter demands. This 

relationship, however, isn’t closed. As we saw, plagiarism can breach this contract. 

While parents, friends, colleagues, and tutors have helped students to understand and 

revise academic work, this service has not only been outsourced, it has been 

professionalized and scaled up. Identified as an up-and-coming field of research by 
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Heresey in 2008,160 Newton and Lang’s 2016 “Custom Essay Writers, Freelancers, and 

Other Paid Third Parties,” confirms what she saw on the horizon. 

 Newton and Lang summarize what was on offer, as of 2014, in Table 5 below.161  

Table 5: Contract Cheating 

Type Description Current Examples Notes 

 
Academic custom 
writing 

 
Student contacts 
company with 
assignment details, 
which are passed on to 
custom writer via an 
internal auction 

 
UnemployedProfessors
.com; 
UKEssays.com  

 
Online labor markets 

 
Student posts details of 
assignments, which 
writers then bid to 
complete 

 
Freelancer.com; 
Transtutors.com 

 
Online labor markets 
do not exist solely to 
provide academic 
writing and offer many 
other services 

Prewritten essay banks Searchable repositories 
of prewritten essays. 
Students either pay a 
subscription or submit 
essays of their own to 
gain access 

Studymode.com; 
123helpme.com; 
OPPapers.com 

 

 
File-sharing sites 

 
Similar to essay banks 
but not specifically for 
essays 

 
Baidoo.com 

 
Sites like these do not 
exist solely to provide 
academic writing 
services 

 
Paid exam takers 

 
Students pay someone 
to sit exams on their 
behalf, either online or 
in person 

 
Boostmygrades.com; 
Allhomework.net 

 
These sites offer 
additional services 
besides exam taking 

 

All the websites were still operational as of 2018, except for OPPapers.com, which has 

been taken over by Studymode.com, and Baidoo.com, which is now Dr. Isaac Kwame 

                                                
160 Heresey, “The Business of Online Plagiarism in Post-Secondary Education,” 751. 
161 Newton and Lang, “Custom Essay Writers, Freelancers, and Other Paid Third Parties,” Table 1, 251. 
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Baidoo’s official faculty website. As for the file-sharing platform that Baidoo.com did 

offer, too many have stepped in as replacement to count. From the world famous 

Piratebay.org, to Torrentz.eu, and IsoHunt.to, these websites cater to millions of visitors 

each month and offer platforms to share all sorts of content. 

The reasons for which students opt for purchasing academic work are the same 

as those for plagiarism. Citing the work of Dave Tomar, an insider who worked for a 

decade as a third-party supplier of academic work, Newton and Lang focus on the 

student institution relationship. Problematic fit, student disappointment, language 

barriers, and the mixing of signals where capacity to pay tuition doesn’t mean capacity 

to learn, these are some reasons that explain contract academic cheating.162 Such 

shortcuts complement the explanations of plagiarism given by the University of Alberta. 

 Underneath this discussion is the idea that those who contract out their work do it 

willingly, and thus are morally—and intellectually—responsible. But are there, as in the 

case of plagiarism, mitigating circumstances? Does a grim learning environment fraught 

with economic pressures and technological shortcuts break already fragile learners? The 

questions point toward a deeper issue when we look at Unemployedprofessors.com’s 

frequently asked questions section, as Newton and Lang do.163  

Two questions are of interest. First, “IS IT UNETHICAL FOR ME TO BUY AN 

ESSAY?”164 The business replies, “If a tree falls in the forest, does it make a sound? 

                                                
162 Tomar in Newton and Lang, “Custom Essay Writers, Freelancers, and Other Paid Third Parties,” 256. 
163 Ibid., 255. 
164 Unemployedprofessors.com, “Faq.” Capitals in original. 
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Only you can answer that question.”165 Of course, institutions, scholars, and many 

people believe that this is a bad response. As for Janus, he laments the missed occasion 

to have purchased an essay on that topic, proving that not only the buyer can answer 

those questions! Second, to the query, “ISN’T IT REALLY UNETHICAL FOR YOU 

TO BE WRITING THESE ESSAYS FOR CASH?”166 their answer is, “Incredibly so, 

and because the academic system is already so corrupt, we’re totally cool with that. We 

even all have matching tweed t-shirts.”167 The intersection between seller and buyer 

captures the lure of vice; for the student, this exchange is Faustian. 

 Contract academic cheating is part of the learning ecology. In a world where 

cheating is expected, learning is that much more challenging. Beyond falsifying 

achievements, contracting out learning artificially raises the bar for other students. 

Additionally, the increase and professionalization of outsourced learning may normalize 

the behavior. Newton’s 2015 UK survey of 459 students found that close to 90% of 

them felt that the institution was too strict on contract academic cheating; and, most saw 

that the student should fail the assignment, not be expelled.168 Will this become the new 

normal? Will the new professors take as much umbrage to contracting out as their 

predecessors? Could contract academic writing become a legitimate job option? As 

discussion in and around this reality continues, it will force the ongoing revision and 

development of what it means to be a good student practitioner.  

                                                
165 Ibid. 
166 Ibid. Capitals in original. 
167 Ibid. 
168 Newton, “Academic Integrity,” 492. 
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6.3 Digital Downloads, Copyright, “Illegality,” and Openness 

Much of the recent discussion has revolved around the question of access. To a 

certain extent faculty has been stripped of its control of academic knowledge, because of 

the emergence of ICTs. The management of learning has been thrust outward, where 

some might say that there’s no management at all, only anarchy. 

While I have spoken about the misrepresentation that plagiarism and contract 

academic cheating incarnate, what of downloading academic content from the Internet? 

Each semester students from around the world post links to websites that offer all sorts 

of textbooks for free, in exchange for advertising, or for a nominal fee. Booksc.org (The 

world’s largest scientific articles store. 50,000,000+ articles for free), ebook3000.com, 

2020ok.com, freeetextbooks.com, and so on in English, Russian, Chinese, French, 

Spanish, and German offer content to fill several lifetimes. 

On February 3, 2016, rancidbaka posted a list like the one above on Imgur.com 

(The world’s largest image sharing site) with the title: “Links to help you find free pdf 

versions of college textbooks. Save that money!”169 The post elicited 723 comments, 

with the most popular coming from (supposedly) a student lamenting that none of his 

books were ever available for download. The second most popular comment, by 

Fathersuperior, stated that “Every professor that’s made me buy ‘their’ book; I’ve put it 

on torrent,”170 meaning that the person put the book on a file-sharing site. The discussion 

that flowed from rancidbaka’s initial posting touched on free education, the feeling of 

                                                
169 rancidbaka, “Links to Help You Find Free Pdf Versions of College Textbooks.” 
170 Ibid. 
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being gouged, even one signaling that, “Half the time my professors just pirated them 

for the class.”171 Of course, one should be skeptical about the trustworthiness of these 

comments. However, after verification, many of these websites are still active. 

In “More Students are Illegally Downloading College Textbooks for Free” 

Strauss confirms many online grievances. He points to tensions with publishers like 

Pearson, Macmillan, and John Wiley & Sons, noting that while some universities 

prohibit downloading, they never enforce it.172 Given that lack of money is a recurring 

student complaint since medieval times, downloading textbooks isn’t expected to end. 

Scholarship has caught up with this subject in 2017 with “Student Practices in 

Copyright Culture: Accessing Learning Resources.” Czerniewicz analyses a survey of 

1,001 undergraduate students in South Africa, and centers on the practice of 

downloading, which goes well with my use of MacIntyre’s notion of a practice. First, 

she specifies that there is little research on this type of piracy, a surprising fact given its 

prevalence, as we shall see. Second, she determines that textbook piracy is almost 

mainstream, worldwide, and for some banal. Third, she sees how piracy opens another 

conceptual space where students don’t identify as pirates or free content crusaders. 

Many are just students. 

So how prevalent is it? In contrast to lamenting Imgur commenters, Czerniewicz 

indicates that in the UK 38 of the 50 most important students textbooks are available for 
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illicit download.173 Her analysis reveals that almost one out of four students (in law, 

media studies, and health sciences) obtained all of their content illicitly; one out of five 

legally; and, over half of students downloaded modest to significant numbers of 

books.174 All of this requires some technological savvy that points to a practice.175 It is a 

practice because it has an end, requires technological know-how, relies on knowledge, is 

supported by a community, and is fuelled by intent. Becoming a downloader only 

requires the Internet; and when the instructions therein aren’t clear, other students help. 

Putting downloading into practice reveals three patterns says Czerniewicz. First, 

distancing. Some students don’t feel the moral itch when it’s Google that leads to this 

“free” content. Technology influences students’ behavior by its very nature by creating a 

world where students live by proxy. The second pattern is pragmatic. As one student in 

the survey said, “because you’re taking the thing, and it’s illegal, yes, but you’re using it 

for your good, which is still illegal, so I should actually just shush.”176 Finally, the third 

is principled. Students reveal a range of justifications, from economic to academic, 

including the desire to obtain a diploma. A discerning student reported that:  

I was just gonna say, on the whole profit of the author’s…listen, I need to get my 

degree. Honestly and truly, I’m gonna prioritise what I need to do, to get what I 

need to get, over his profit. Like, I’m not concerned about that. Like, I’m really 

not. He wrote his textbook, thank you! It’s there, but I need to get my education. 
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176 Ibid., 178. 



 

 252 

But that’s the story. And I think in Africa, it’s a really sad thing that people fail 

to get education simply because of textbooks. Simply because of resources; 

that’s ridiculous in this day and age. So, kudos to him for his textbook, but I need 

a degree. Sorry!177 

There is contrition, but claiming an education speaks to the greater value of a degree 

than moral or legal concerns. The students conclude that minimizing downloading and 

facilitating education are achievable by encouraging open access, leveraging advanced 

students’ dissertations, and having lecturers upload notes. 

 Economic needs and technological developments blur copyright lines, as they 

drop off the radar for many students claiming an education. This zeal to learn helps 

some of the previous students surveyed to differentiate between downloading and 

plagiarizing. Some students overlook moral discomfort of downloading to learn and will 

cite sources appropriately. Are they intellectually vicious? Can a line be drawn if 

prosecution is mostly non-existent? To explore this, let me look at one exemplary case. 

Aaron Swartz was an ephemeral student at Princeton and Fellow at Harvard. His 

life is documented The Internet’s Own Boy and culminates in his suicide on January 11, 

2013. The excerpt of The New York Times obituary illustrates that he was also an 

exceptional learner. But was he an intellectually virtuous one?  

At 14, Mr. Swartz helped create RSS, the nearly ubiquitous tool that allows users 

to subscribe to online information. He later became an Internet folk hero, 

pushing to make many Web files free and open to the public. But in July 2011, 
                                                
177 Ibid., 179. 
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he was indicted on federal charges of gaining illegal access to JSTOR, a 

subscription-only service for distributing scientific and literary journals, and 

downloading 4.8 million articles and documents, nearly the entire library.  

Charges in the case, including wire fraud and computer fraud, were 

pending at the time of Mr. Swartz’s death, carrying potential penalties of up to 

35 years in prison and $1 million in fines.178 

JSTOR didn’t press charges. Instead, it eventually offered controlled access to 1,200 of 

its journals, providing 4.5 million articles for public access179 two days prior to the 26-

year-old’s suicide. During the trial US attorney Carmen M. Ortiz, responsible for 

pushing the case against Swartz, made this common admonition: “stealing is stealing, 

whether you use a computer command or a crowbar, and whether you take documents, 

data or dollars.”180 And Swartz was accordingly condemned; his project stopped. Yet 5 

years down the line, sharing and downloading have become routine. What of Swartz? 

Was he intellectually virtuous? The answer comes in the next chapter. 

Recognizing economic and educational needs, Czerniewicz concludes that 

publishing practices must change. With sharing and piracy normalized, she recommends 

lowering prices, creating user-friendly access to books, textbooks, and journal articles.181 

And institutional digital subscriptions and e-books loaning may lead to large-scale 

savings. Otherwise, we shall see that change is happening through the push for open 
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access. Finally, this imminent analysis shows how responsive, and reflective, students 

are with regards to the mixture of real life and online—“onlife”182—learning. Real and 

alleged vices help to understand the goods internal to a practice as set in the infosphere, 

where boundaries, intellectual behaviors, and traits are in flux. All of this, as we shall 

see next, also applies to intellectual virtues. 

7. Intellectual Virtues on the Horizon  

Between truth and hype there is much to promote the growth of intellectually 

virtuous students. First, there is tapping into quality online material. From classics to 

blogs, static images to Internet-enhanced art, learning material has never been more 

accessible. Second, online tutorials, wikis, and forums open up classrooms. Third, 

transcultural, international, and multilingual content of MOOCs and distance learning 

promote knowledge sharing, as well as critical confrontation. Fourth, Locke’s ideal 

personal tutor may become a reality for the masses thanks to artificial intelligence. 

Pointing to the horizon will help to identify, especially in the final chapters, novel 

strategies and areas in which teaching for student intellectual virtue can be nurtured. 

7.1 Open Access 

Since 1665, scholars have collaborated in a unique intellectual endeavor. Over 

350 years ago, the Philosophical Transactions and the Journal des sçavans set the tone 

for scholarly research by not paying authors to publish their work in the spirit of the 

wide distribution of ideas and keeping costs low. “No economists in those journals, I 
                                                
182 Floridi, The 4th Revolution, chap. 2, “Space: Infosphere,” section, “Life in the infosphere.”  
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guess,” muses Janus. Access to the journals, and the many that would follow, was 

housed by learning institutions, libraries, and associations, paid for with public and 

private funds. Since then, fee-paying students have benefited variously from their 

institution’s subscriptions. 

It took over 300 years for Internet-savvy scholars to change those terms. In the 

early 1990s, physics professor Paul Ginsparg, at Cornell, needed a way to get drafts to 

colleagues faster than print, cheaper than subscriptions. This was the birth, in 1991, of 

arXiv.org. A few years later, the Scientific Electronic Library Online launched in Brazil 

to provide visibility and access to the region’s scholars. In 2013, it shared over 1,000 

journal titles across Latin American and elsewhere, and had a 16-country membership. 

At the same time, the US medical community launched PubMed, which allowed open 

access to bibliographies and abstracts, including the latest research. Finally, the last 

significant push in my short history of open access came from—once again—the world 

of physics. In 2007, Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire (CERN) created 

Sponsoring Consortium for Open Access Publishing in Particle Physics (SCOAP3) to 

host, publish, and review the best research in the world in high-energy physics. 

The arguments that surrounded the emergence of open access (OA) were 

established during the 2002 Budapest Open Access Initiative (see the Glossary for the 

official definition). The integrity of the scholarly tradition, in which authors, reviewers, 

and editors give their services for free, is maintained and even augmented, as the true 

quest for knowledge and understanding becomes global. 

 The fact that OA was the initiative of, and catered to scholars doesn’t diminish 

its benefits for students, and people in general. When scholars are in tune with the latest 

research, they are poised to be better educators. Students can benefit directly through 
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access to a greater number of journals. Otherwise, piracy is the default option. This 

explains the reasoning behind one of the world’s most important, and illegal, scholarly 

research repositories in the world, Sci-Hub, established in 2011 by Kazakhstani graduate 

student Alexandra Elbakyan. She recounts that, “When I was working on my research 

project, I found out that all research papers I needed for work were paywalled. I was a 

student in Kazakhstan at the time and our university was not subscribed to anything […] 

There was no big idea behind the project [Sci-Hub], like ‘make all information free’ or 

something like that. We just needed to read all these papers to do our research.”183 As of 

July 2018, Sci-Hub housed 69,000,000 papers, accessed through a search engine, 

bridging piracy, and open access.184 Studying Sci-Hub users, researchers noticed how it 

was scholars in richer institutions, in better-off regions that downloaded the most papers, 

many of them to which they already had institutional access.185 This anomaly reflects the 

fact that pooling research resources under one international scheme achieves the same 

end as Google; it puts as much content as possible in the same room. Sci-Hub has no 

sign-in, no terms and conditions, no limited access. Search. Click. That’s it. 

 Students have been pushing for widespread OA to cut costs. For scholars this can 

also mean a higher profile, promotion, greater impact factor, as well as funding and 

collaboration opportunities. In some cases, economic theory has also shown to be 

successful in terms of having OA foster new financing models. This is the way SCOAP3 

                                                
183 Elbakyan in Ernesto, “Sci-Hub Tears Down Academia’s ‘Illegal’ Copyright Paywalls.” 
184 Sci-Hub. 
185 Moody, “Open Access,” 9. 
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functions, by choosing to pay publishers directly, rather than subscriptions.186 Another 

important feature of scholarship is that taxes and institutions already pay for research, 

such that charging for access, via publishers, inflates prices and creates inefficiencies.  

The 2015 study, “The Oligopoly of Academic Publishers in the Digital Era,” is a 

case in point. The application of oligopolistic theory and bibliometric analysis of almost 

45 million scientific articles between 1973 and 2013 establishes a concentration of 

knowledge in the hands of a few publishers. For instance, in natural and medical 

sciences, the top five publishers account for 53% of papers; while for the social sciences, 

the concentration is higher, at 71%; and finally, the humanities come in at 20% 

concentration, explained by slower digital adoption, varied and localized interests, as 

well as a higher dependence on books.  

In light of extremely high profit margins obtained by dictating subscription 

prices Larivière, Haustein, and Mongeon question the relevance of publishers. For the 

long-standing tradition of submitting and reviewing scholarly works is provided for free 

by the academic community, and is made even easier with free software and the 

Internet.187 In classic economic theory it is widely accepted that an oligopoly is 

inefficient and disproportionality benefits a few firms in power. In the case of Reed-

Elsevier, Wiley-Blackwell, Springer (“Hey! Sam! Hypocrite! Didn’t you publish with 

them!” barbs Janus), and Taylor & Francis, this means that they rival the most profitable 

companies in the world, alongside Pfizer, Hyundai Motors, and Industrial & 

                                                
186 Ibid., 5. 
187 Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon, “The Oligopoly of Academic Publishers in the Digital Era,” 12–13. 
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Commercial Bank of China. Reed-Elsevier, the leader in academic publishing, made 

record profits of 2 billion $US in 2013, for services that Larivière, Haustein, and 

Mongeon,188 as well as many others question. So what to do? 

 We saw how Aaron Swartz responded to this oligarchy by illegally downloading 

JSTOR material. This took considerable talent. More urbane practices, from sharing 

USB keys with course material, exchanging institutional passwords,189 emailing specific 

texts, responding to requests on Facebook, Twitter (#icanhazpdf), and using online 

forums such as Reddit (co-founded by Swartz)190 all point to tensions between those 

who want knowledge and those who control it. Google has made important strides in 

digitizing much in print content, striking questionable agreements191 with libraries 

around the globe. But this still remains in the hands of a private company. Alternatives 

like the Project Gutenberg, with its 54,000 open access books, the Classiques des 

sciences sociales (Classics of social sciences) hosted by the Université de Québec à 

Chicoutimi, and Marxist.org, which freely offers much of Marxist-related research (pre- 

and post Marx) are additional ways in which learners are benefitting from open access. 

Finally, the irony is that the push for 21st-century skills and knowledge includes 

computer coding. Used to create, share, and break boundaries; just like education, 

computer coding sows its own seeds. Such open-endedness thus calls forth student 

responsibility as they infuse intellectual virtues in wielding OA content. 

                                                
188 Ibid., 10. 
189 Swartz, “Guerilla Open Access Manifesto.” 
190 Moody, “Open Access,” 5. 
191 Singel, “Critics: Google Book Deal a Monopoly, Privacy Debacle.” 
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7.2 Online Tutorials, Wikis, and Forums 

The preceding sections have tracked the emergence of teaching initiatives that 

leverage ICTs in ways that are free, scalable, international, and self-improving. One of 

today’s hallmarks of success for assisting learners comes from the Khan Academy. 

Initiated in an off-the-cuff manner by Salman Khan, as he created math tutorials via 

YouTube for his younger cousin, the Khan Academy now boasts thousands of videos, 

and millions of viewers from around the world, who benefit from tutorials in 40 different 

languages. Video topics include math, science, engineering, arts, humanities, computer 

sciences, economics, and finances, all with the aim to offer the best possible education to 

anyone, regardless of where they live.192 As a non-profit organization since its 2006 

inception, it compliments learning from K-12 and helps learners prepare for higher 

education. Moreover, this platform is adaptable for college and university studies. 

 The flexibility afforded by the Khan Academy is reflected by Salman Khan’s 

own higher education journey. Pushing received wisdom, he recounts how, “What I did 

by virtue of skipping a lot of classes was get two undergraduate degrees [science; 

mathematics] and a master’s [science] in four years […] It wasn’t slacking. There were 

much more productive ways of learning everything than sitting in lectures,”193 at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology.194 This personally tailored approach is part of 

what explains Khan Academy’s success; it works in accordance with students’ needs. As 

the Academy grows, so do its ambitions to improve the pedagogy behind the videos, as 
                                                
192 Khan Academy, “About.” 
193 Noer, “One Man, One Computer, 10 Million Students.” 
194 Solomon, “Sal Khan is Commencement Speaker.” 



 

 260 

well at the content. In terms of intellectual virtues, the Academy invites learners to 

surpass themselves through different means. Curious or highly motivated students have 

another space that allows them to learn as much as needed, as much as possible. 

 This thirst for learning expands in the online world as forums and wikis put in 

contact novices and experts in almost every field. For instance, Shaik et al. studied 

online transparency, democratic governance, and credibility in the world of heavy metal 

music. Focus on collaboration, development of expertise, transparency, and external 

validation reveal the intellectual dispositions that transform music fans into fanatics; that 

is, experts. Inspired by Dewey’s belief in openness and transparency, Shaik et al. 

conclude that forum users take ownership of content to explore, confront, validate, 

examine, and critique points of view, even methods, to arrive at judgments.195 While the 

forum’s open and democratic qualities may clash with certain values, the varied 

backgrounds of the contributors show how people explore content together following 

norms associated with good practice. 

 Congregating in this way is facilitated by the Internet’s flexibility, which allows 

almost anyone to create communities around a subject. For instance, the 1995 

emergence of the Wiki software guarantees this, with its open structure, easily editable 

content, and user-friendly interface.196 Such openness brings me back to the origins of 

higher education when students sought out professors to claim an education. The lack of 

enduring buildings, halls, or rooms didn’t stop students from learning. Content and the 
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professor mattered. Today, this intellectual congregation happens online. Classes even 

create their own wikis as pedagogical practices to master content and digital literacy. 

 From the Khan Academy to wikis, students organize to learn with or without 

support. Minimal technological know-how and free access remove many barriers to 

learning. Freedom to choose topics, flexible time slots, varying levels of involvement, 

and feedback all result from the motivation to know. In Annas’s words this motivation 

illustrates a “drive to aspire,”197 an essential feature of virtues I visit in the next chapter. 

This drive is also charged by technologies that create new interactions,198 including new 

ways to be intellectually virtuous. Finally, when this technology is scaled, polished, and 

made by professionals, students can reach new plateaus. 

7.3 MOOCs 

While the virtual dust has settled since The New York Times dubbed 2012, “The 

Year of the MOOC,”199 reaching out to online students around the world continues to be 

fulfilled through MOOCs’ structure: Massive, Open, Online, and Course.200 The 

provider can be for profit or non-profit, supported by star institutions like Harvard, la 

Sorbonne, Tokyo University, or lesser-known ones that leverage ICT infrastructure. 

Course content varies more than any single higher institution can hope to offer. MOOCs 

cater to everyone, from the University of Tokyo’s—via edX—“Visualizing Postwar 

Tokyo,” to the University of Birmingham’s—via FutureLearn— “What is Character? 

                                                
197 Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 16. Italics in original. 
198 Shaikh et al., “Technological Transparency in the Age of Web 2.0,” 105. 
199 Pappano, “The Year of the MOOC.” 
200 Sokolik and Zemach, How to Be a Successful MOOC Student, 65–69. 
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Virtue Ethics in Education,” which I took in 2016, to “A Beginner’s Guide to Irrational 

Behavior,” through Duke University—which Janus will take via Coursera. Registration 

varies from free to hundreds of dollars, depending on the need for a certificate. 

 In Higher Education in the Digital Age considerable time is devoted to analyzing 

the impacts of MOOCs. As a former naysayer, Bowen is prudently optimistic. Despite 

the success of MOOCs in getting students enrolled, many don’t persevere and complete 

the course. Also, the MOOC’s strength in scalability is also weakness. To reach 

thousands, content becomes generic: adding 3,000 students kills customization. This 

doesn’t point to the death of MOOCs, but we need, says Bowen, to track them. 

 Tracking is easy, because all the information is on servers. Leveraging Big Data, 

MOOCs suppliers can mine all of the information to harness all of the learning habits, 

online comments, time spent, cross references, links to outside sources, and every other 

indicator to improve overall experience. For Boys this means that student digital 

footprints are linked to the websites they visit, as well as the data broadcast by mobile 

devices. Institutions can respond knowingly to their students’ learning.201 Because 

accumulating data is almost free once the system is in place, monitoring student 

performance is only limited by pedagogical imagination. 

This reality has given rise to learning analytics. To situate this new area of 

research Boys refers to this definition:  

Learning analytics currently sits at a crossroads between technical and social 

learning theory fields. On the one hand, the algorithms that form recommender 
                                                
201 Boys, Building Better Universities, 147. 
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systems, personalization models, and network analysis require deep technical 

expertise. The impact of these algorithms, however, is felt in the social system of 

learning. As a consequence, researchers in learning analytics have devoted 

significant attention to bridging these gaps and bringing these communities in 

contact with each other through conversations and conferences.202  

Key ethical questions quickly appear concerning confidentiality, transparency, 

anonymity, consent, commercialization, security, AI and algorithm responsibility. 

Finally, agency becomes confusingly complex, as MOOCs enchain and enhance learners 

with Big Data, tracking, and automated tutors. So are students free to learn, and can they 

really become intellectually virtuous if autonomy isn’t what students think it is? 

7.4 Big Data, Tracking, and the Tireless Tutor 

 Perhaps a solution will come from taking each student more personally. But 

customization depends on information. Lots of information. Another dramatic change 

caused by the Internet is the transition from a world that works to remember—through 

the study of history, building museums, and creating archives—to one that works to 

forget—by deleting content, writing ephemeral posts, and enacting laws on the right to 

be forgotten. Because storing data is practically costless, transforming these bytes can 

lead to valuable knowledge. It’s done to learn about clients, terrorists, patients, children, 

and even wildlife. Why not students? 
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 Back in the 17th century, Locke recommended that students would be best taught 

by tutors. Of course, this was for the privileged few. Leaving aside the question of 

whether Locke was right, personal tutors surely help. What if tutors were affordable, 

even ubiquitous? In a sense, they are. Each time the software Word underlines recieve, 

I’m informed that I’ve got it backwards, again. The word processor teaches as it reminds 

and corrects, and some can also track, and learn from my mistakes. My Word knows me. 

But as it learns, I can become lazy or ignorant of my mistakes. In that sense, Word 

doesn’t care. Each of us feeds information by using software and the Internet, and even 

just by going to buy a carton of milk (captured by signal lights sensors or bus pass 

reader, credit card use, and finally by cameras). This data shows patterns we ignored. 

Applied to education, we can instantly see higher drop-out rates per class through the 

historical data of one institution or pool the information of nationally-linked institutions 

at the same time. When student ID is linked to Big Data by AI, tireless mass 

customization is operational. 

 One large-scale illustration of student tracking is the Predictive Analytics 

Reporting Framework. Launched in 2010, it works with the records of two million 

anonymous students associated to 20 million course specific records, all of which are 

mined from 350 universities and colleges.203 Data collected on 77 variables range from 

race to course style delivery (online, in class, or mixed), including the status of the 

lecturer, as professor or adjunct.204 The program aims to remove superfluous classes, 
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evaluate student aid, predict at-risk students, and assess the impact of budget cuts.205 

This always-on software is programmed to analyze specific patterns in a student’s higher 

education journey to increase her chance of successfully finishing her degree.206 

 As research progresses in computer sciences, Big Data and algorithm software 

are fused with AI. As technology is used in warfare, to conduct drone attacks, and in 

business, to manipulate consumers, we are witnessing the approaching of AI such as Siri 

and Google Assistant in education for questionable ends. As a response, in Building 

Intelligent Interactive Tutors, Woolf et al. try to set the agenda by indicating areas where 

AI can help students. Surveying different AI programs, such as WHY (coined the 

Socratic Tutor because of its questioning-style), they argue that these tutors can help 

students. But progress is slow, because learning is so complex.  

Woolf et al. still maintain the need for more AI in education. They see how it 

“affects growth and productivity in many sectors (for example, transportation, 

communication, commerce, and finance). However, one painful exception is education; 

specifically, very few AI-based learning systems are consistently used in classrooms or 

homes.”207 While it has changed for homes, AI hasn’t taken over education. Yet. 

Progress is ongoing and may lead to Woolf et al.’s Intelligent Tutor. How intelligent? 

Their tutor would lead the student to the zone of proximal development; assess the 

efficiency of different learning strategies, offering feedback to the student and the 
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educators; and, ideally, it could help develop cognitive and emotional awareness.208 

Even if such aspirations are not fully met, students are ushered in that direction. This 

greater integration of student and AI is studied by Pritchard, as we shall see. But for 

now, these changes challenge our convictions concerning agency, responsibility, 

motivation, compliance, knowledge, and what it means to be a good student. 

8. Conclusion 

This seven-part chapter began by arguing in favor of virtue epistemology’s 

emphasis on agency in order to best capture the meaning of intellectually virtuous 

students today. As my focus on students was directed on their intellectual side, I then 

presented and defended my appropriation of MacIntyre’s notion of a practice. Students 

were redefined as practitioners that sought to develop internal and external goods 

associated with this practice, which was vouched for as socially complex by the learning 

institutions that upheld student life in a bid to promote and develop human ends. 

This structuring of student practitioners was then further solidified by 

discounting reliabilist ideas in virtue epistemology in favor of responsibilist theories. 

Intellectually virtuous students must rely on themselves internally to nurture 11 essential 

virtues, but they are also influenced by external realities that help or hinder their 

subjective appropriation of these virtues. Taken together, these two initial dimensions of 

student life set up the ensuing analysis of higher education today. 
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Each following section thus reaffirmed, through examples and arguments, the 

elements of a responsibilist view of intellectual virtues, as they are incarnated in higher 

education student practitioners. This led me to retrace the birth of the medieval 

“university attender”209 to show how students evolved and has positioned the research to 

go beyond mere attender status, with the 11 virtues defended in the next chapter. Then, 

because student life has changed and is affected by external demands, such as lifelong 

learning, deconstructing the student to reconstruct the learner revealed learning’s global 

appeal, as facilitated by the Internet. With a clearer view of the overall trajectory of 

student life, I indicated subsequently how current higher education has witnessed a 

redistribution of power: less for educators, more for IT departments, management, and 

international organizations, while students are left somewhere in between. Such external 

changes were shown to not only help determine the nature of intellectually virtuous 

students, but also indicate how the students should prepare themselves. This awareness 

then led me to account for the economic pressures and technological progress that have 

intensified tensions, revealing the spread of vices like plagiarism and contract academic 

cheating. Alternatively, I concluded with the positive opportunities for intellectual 

virtues development emerging from the digital economy. Online tutorials, wikis, Big 

Data, and automated tutors are some of the tools that students marshal as they claim an 

education. As we turn to the argumentative chapter, I characterize and explicitly argue 

for the 11 essential student virtues that I have voiced, putting to use the historical and 

immanent analyses to understand good students today.
                                                
209 Schwinges, “Student Education, Student Life,” 202. 
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Chapter 6: Argumentative Structure 

This chapter argues for my view of intellectually virtuous student practitioners. I 

combine Holma’s philosophical reconstruction with critical realism and virtue 

epistemology to incorporate student reality. First, I identify key student features, which 

are relevant to intellectual virtues. Second, I apply MacIntyre’s concept of a practice to 

students. Third, I argue for a shortlist of student intellectual virtues. Fourth, I qualify the 

shortlist. Finally, the extended defense of my shortlist showing how my conclusions are 

immune to relativism, situationism, and pluralism is given in the Appendix E.  

1. Key Concepts Relevant to Intellectual Virtues in Education 

Virtue epistemologists have argued that arriving at truth and understanding is a 

function of how we secure knowledge. When knowing is seen an activity, we can assess 

this process. As philosophical reconstruction recommends, I must ascertain the key 

concepts that are germane to solving the problem of determining the intellectual virtues 

associated with good students in higher education. I have selected 9 concepts based on 

the historical and immanent analyses that make possible the emergence of good students. 

They are key in that the absence of any of these elements bars us from fully 

understanding the good student. Each opens a door that completes the picture of the 

good student. From Aristotle, I draw on the fundamental desire to know, without which 

no educational journey may begin. Then, in light of my analysis of reliabilism and 

responsibilism, coupled with the educational requirement stemming from education, I 

marshal student responsibility. This ties in with the desire to know with aspirations to 

grow intellectually, as well as taking ownership for learning. Since student agency has 
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been made central in these ways, the next logical step is to point to intellectual virtues 

contributions to successful students in terms of getting at the truth and fostering an 

understanding. Yet, because virtues have been shown to exist in a dynamic world, which 

distinguishes virtue ethics from competing theories, special attention is given to the 

responsive nature of virtue ethics as such. This openness unfolds virtue epistemology, 

and student virtues to reveal the place of dilemmas and development. These two key 

components stress the significance of time, changes, and tensions that exist in life, and 

therefore should be included in student intellectual virtues as a dynamic process. The 

responsiveness of virtue epistemology points to a trio of concepts that have been with us 

throughout the research. Skills, and skills education has been shown to be a close parent 

of the virtues, and a central aim in education. And since skills point toward the outside 

world, they create the bridge to economic and technological realities. Even without this 

bridge, these last two key concepts have received independent validation through the 

role they have played in securing a place for students as practitioners in societies, which 

have supported them with their socially sanctioned institutions. Finally, the economy 

and the technologies that permeate the latter represent two dimensions that make 

education possible, as well as the external goods to which most students aspire. 

In this section, I develop nine concepts associated with understanding the nature 

of intellectually virtuous students in 21st century higher education. They are: (1) desire 

to know; (2) responsibility; (3) success; (4) responsiveness; (5) dilemmas; (6) 

development; (7) skills; (8) economy; and (9) technology. 
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1.1 The Desire to Know 

The first key concept has been secured by historical and immanent analyses; that 

is, we all desire to know. We can’t rest on Sosa, Greco, and Turri’s mechanically 

oriented analysis that focuses on low-grade, passive knowledge. As Zagzebski argued, 

there is no reason to favor low-grade knowledge (e.g. I know I’ve got dust in my eyes, 

because I can feel it) over high-grade knowledge (e.g. virtue epistemology is difficult), 

mainly because the former is reliable. Low-grade knowledge is just that, lowly. It’s the 

tip of the iceberg in getting at the truth. For, even to use one of Sosa’s capacities like 

proper deduction to reach a conclusion relies on intellectual motivations and intellectual 

virtues. For why should she want to deduce properly? Intellectual virtues recognize 

motivations and desires associated with learning. Going further back, even Plato put 

knowers first when he decried the use of books, fearing that people would mistake 

access to knowledge for understanding. By putting the knower first, the desire to know 

shows the value of knowledge for her. Knowledge can be used instrumentally, to 

accomplish a task (measuring CO2 emissions); or fundamentally, to understand a 

problem (climate change) and grow into the type of student that she wants to be. 

Detaching knowledge, understanding, and people reduces all parties; the sum is greater 

than the parts. 

Yet desiring to know continues to be alleviated by ease of access. We have seen 

how automation and reliance on the Internet negatively change our relationship to 

knowledge, understanding, and the development of intellectual skills. This feeds the 
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“cognitive miser”1 in us, because shortcuts to content are everywhere, since the advent 

of ICTs. A dystopian view presents this form of extended knowledge as leading us to 

choose key words, do multiple choices, tick the right box, and only refer to search 

engine results. A utopian view trumpets a new era of enhanced humans with extended 

knowledge facilitated by ICTs that afford deep understanding.  

Either way, agency and context determine the time and effort given to learning, 

as learning is reflected by desire. Individually, the student desires to understand for the 

most part, balancing quick access and in-depth knowledge with measured responses. 

Collectively, society’s desire to know is amplified with the Internet, just like it was 

through books and learning institutions. The monumental increase in student numbers 

and the radical changes brought on by ICTs affect the desire to know globally. We see 

how our desire for access, speed, and a frictionless life challenges our desire to know, 

which calls for patience, slowness, and tolerating complexity. 

1.2 Responsibility 

Closely associated with the desire to know is the second key concept under 

study, that is, the responsibility linked with knowing. Because there are an infinite 

number of things to know, choosing where to put our attention entails becoming 

responsible for devoting intellectual energy and various resources. This reality further 

reinforces my rejection of Sosa, Greco, and Turri’s approach on account of its reliance 

on mostly mechanical processes. Although deduction and recollection can show skill, 
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this leaves agency unattended and discounts the role of responsibility. Furthermore, 

substituting their so-called virtues by software is too easy, and claiming to understand 

makes little sense, being responsible, even less. A focus on high-grade knowledge 

signifies that there are many areas where ICTs cannot take the lead. Finally, taking 

responsibility for one’s studies matters: learning to heal an injury or how to water board 

a prisoner is ethical. A dark shadow always follows the light of learning. 

For instance, the problem of responsibility is taken up with the case of a 

“courageous” Nazi soldier.2 The question is whether the virtue of courage makes the 

soldier better on account of it being a virtue, or worse, because it makes him more 

ruthless. While Zagzebski argues that it puts the soldier in a better position, because he 

only needs to change his target, I contend that it makes him worse. It also matters that 

the Hitler Youth (Hitlerjugend, 14 to 18 year-olds) couldn’t be on the road to becoming 

intellectually virtuous, even if they showed great analytical skills. Flourishing of this 

sort of cannot lead toward a virtuous life. It does matter what the Hitlerjugend study, and 

they are responsible for that. By extension, higher education is vetted not only for the 

instrumental reasons that it leads to certain type of professions, but also because it 

shapes students as persons. “So shouldn’t philosophy students be Socratized?” asks 

Janus, “Oh, that’s what becoming a barista is!” 

The other part of responsibility associated with virtue epistemology goes hand in 

hand with the idea of education. Jane Roland Martin brings this to light when she recalls 

Adrienne Rich’s invitation for women students to claim an education. The former 
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highlights the distinction between “acting and being acted upon,”3 to stress that 

education is more than just a question of basic learning, treating students like banks,4 or 

forcing “inert” knowledge upon them.5 Because of male and Western biases, Martin 

heeds Rich’s warning that there is a danger of “becoming mere receptacles for a 

university learning that excludes their experience and thought, women’s lives can be 

damaged beyond repair.”6 Taking responsibility for one’s education fosters awareness 

and self-consciousness, which helps shape what sort of person one wants to be. 

Being responsible for one’s education also shows ownership, mastery, and an 

understanding of a field of knowledge. This is why educators, institutions, and even 

software validate student competency. Obtaining feedback on a performance, a passing 

grade, or a diploma depends on the fact that the student is responsible for it. This 

responsibilist feature of intellectual virtues also demarcates the level of contribution that 

ICTs, tutors, and search engines can offer before taking all the credit.7 Finally, the term 

credit captures students’ reality as it grew from the Latin credere, “to believe,” to 

include the economic meaning of the French, crédit, and to emerge as the credit hour. 

1.3 Success 

With the role of responsibility tied to the good student, we can see its extension 

and application in the third key component, success. In the same way that Zagzebski 
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argued for the need of intellectual virtues to flow from acts of the will, they need to be 

reliably successful. This aligns with one traditional aim of epistemology, to map out the 

ways in which we come to know what is true. If a student had mastered an apparent 

intellectual virtue that never helped in getting at the truth, then it wouldn’t be a virtue. 

Requiring success of virtues answers to two preoccupations.  

First, it is meant to deal with Gettier problems, and Evil Demons. These are such 

cases where a person appears to know, but only has the right answer because of luck or a 

demon. The demand here is that a valid theory of epistemology should be able to deal 

with these scenarios, without falsely claiming that the person knows. While Zagzebski 

attempts to solve these problems, I will stay with the idea that Gettier problems and Evil 

Demons don’t populate higher learning institutions. “Really?” mutters Janus. 

The second element associated with the success component is that intellectual 

virtues actually help us to better understand the world and how to live in it. This success 

component holds skepticism at bay by asserting that there is in fact a world out there, 

beyond our minds; it links virtue epistemology and critical realism. The latter provides 

the ontological foundation for reality that the intellectually virtuous may come to know. 

Critical realism allows for many approaches to understanding, but which always 

includes a critical stance. It embraces a revisable or fallible position with regard to 

knowledge, as Buddhism recommends. It also protects against the epistemic fallacy that 

what we know corresponds to what exists. The success component of intellectual 

virtues, aligned with critical realism indicates that through the use of the former, with 

support by the latter, we progressively understand the world in which we live. 

And yet there is more to success than truth. Because intellectual virtues have an 

ethical dimension, which dispositions and emotions students call upon matter. Assessing 
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for the possession of intellectual virtues challenges educators and students. For Kotzee 

this means lowering the expectation that we can assess, with granularity, intellectual 

virtues. He illustrates this with giving feedback on student work, where, “It is exactly by 

being subject to criticism of their own work that students can (1) become aware of the 

possibility that academic work can be judged for excellence and (2) become motivated 

to strive for such excellence in their own work (provided, of course, that the criticism is 

well-directed and well-handled.)”8 Successful development of the virtues may take time, 

maybe appearing only after the student has left the institution, but that doesn’t stop them 

from eventually appearing.9 Finally, Kotzee offers indicators, to which I attend later, that 

may roughly attest to the presence of intellectual virtues. 

The success component thus has multiple roles. First, it underlines the fact that 

using intellectual virtues helps to get at the truth. Second, it recognizes assessment as 

partly self-regulating. For instance, the virtuous learner reveals information, behaviors, 

and testimonies that help determine if an intellectual virtue, such as open-mindedness, is 

embodied and delivers the right answer. Third, the success component is also external in 

being assessable by the learning community. Finally, it secures the possibility of 

progress, as we shall see, in a way that is responsive to reality. 

1.4 Responsiveness 

The fact that my theory is built along the lines of critical realism provides the 

backdrop against which intellectual virtues emerge, remain, or even disappear. This 
                                                
8 Kotzee, “Problems of Assessment in Educating for Intellectual Virtues,” 146. Italics in original. 
9 Ibid., 145. 
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means that such virtues are responsive to context and reality. What critical realism posits 

is the existence of a world independent from us, which we can come to know by degrees 

and in different ways. Reality is stratified such that we can employ diverse types of 

investigation in relation to the domains, whether in the sciences, humanities, or the arts. 

Whatever the type of analysis, it points to the underlying structures of reality; that is, we 

reach the intransitive level. For example, through chemical analysis, we know that the 

formula for water is H2O. It is an intransitive truth. In general, intransitive truths explain 

how the universe—including humans—works. But because truths are open to revisions, 

the theories backing them reveal their social aspects, which bring us back to the 

transitive realm. For example, previous to Lavoisier’s 18th century formulation of water 

as H2O, water was thought of as an element as such.10 So, we see that it’s people who do 

research, offer competing theories, validate data, analyze results, and draw conclusions. 

As for intellectual virtues, the transitive realm captures much of where change 

and stability manifest themselves. Because what emerges out of the stratified reality into 

the transitive realm is the product of reflection, intellectual virtues may change. For 

instance, the intransitive truths associated with climate change align with the emergence 

of environmental virtues. The staying power of these virtues coincides with what was 

there in potential (i.e. environmental virtues), but is actualized because of human actions 

and thoughts. This is how my history of the intellectual virtues tracks the responses of 

the virtues to the intransitive and transitive realms. 

                                                
10 Needham, “The Discovery that Water is H2O,” 207–210. 
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This responsiveness, however, doesn’t entail relativism, which I have already 

explained as being self-defeating. Rather it echoes the mechanisms that play between the 

intransitive and transitive realms. One example of the discovery of such mechanisms is 

given by a discussion of Otto Loewi’s 1930 analysis of electronic and chemical nerve 

reactions.11 Briefly stated, Loewi concluded by way of experiments that chemicals had a 

strong explanatory role in muscle function. This role, a causal one, illustrates one of the 

mechanisms at working between the intransitive and transitive realms. Reality was there, 

Loewi intervened experimentally, and the mechanism was found and understood. 

As for the mechanisms of intellectual virtues, they too can be approached with 

critical realism and its duo of intransitive and transitive realms. Given that humans live 

and act in the world, they belong to the two realms and manifest mechanisms. In terms 

of critical realism, this means that, “Another reason why conceptualization is so 

important has to do with another distinct characteristic of social worlds, mentioned 

above. Societies are changeable in a way that nature is not. As human beings, ‘knowing’ 

and reflecting subjects, we continually evaluate the experiences we are making, which 

may lead to changing our actions and practices in various respects.”12 So, at one end of 

the spectrum, the natural desire to know belongs to our intransitive side. And at the other 

end, considerations of competing intellectual virtues touch on the transitive side. In other 

words, my historical and immanent analysis have shown how intellectual virtues have 

been thought of variously through the ages, but have endured as emerged mechanisms. 

                                                
11 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 19–23. 
12 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 35. Italics in original. 
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Even if intellectual virtues are mechanisms, they may vary in accordance with 

some societal realities. This is due to the fact that ontology outstrips epistemology, 

which means that there is always a possibility that epistemology changes in response to 

changes in reality. Furthermore, and in accordance with Aristotle’s delimitation of 

ethics, the gap that exists between ontology and epistemology entails that there will be 

frictions between theory and practice. Such frictions require that we don’t expect a 

theory of virtuous students to explain everything. Because each student is unique, the 

theory that will attempt to capture the constant (i.e. transfactual, in terms of critical 

realism) elements that belong to every student will be put in tension. Just as abstraction 

requires smoothing out some rough edges for the sake of a theory’s clarity, this doesn’t 

remove the real complexities of student intellectual life. It just brings the main elements 

in focus. For instance, abstractions that fixate on high grades and employment, two 

dynamics of higher education, downgrade legitimate preoccupations about what a 

student is learning and the roles of the workforce. The reduction and instrumentalization 

of education may be forgotten in an age of frictionless desires that pursue distraction, 

automation, algorithmic outsourcing, Big Data use, and easing access to information.13 

In layering the responsiveness to our environment, we risk reducing ourselves to a 

culture of proxies, quantitative assessments, and crowed-sourced evaluations. 

                                                
13 Williams, Stand Out of Our Light, 90. 
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1.5 Dilemmas 

In opposition to a digital gloss-over of society and knowledge, the existence of 

dilemmas retains its importance. Dismissed as non-starters in utilitarian ethics, where 

everything can be accounted for in terms of pleasures and pains, dilemmas get recycled 

into utilitarian calculus. For, I can find dilemmas interesting, and therefore pleasurable 

in a way that makes my seeking them out the good thing to do. In deontological theories, 

dilemmas get left out of the equation, as the good thing to do is either logical or illogical. 

But dilemmas in ethics and knowledge are important. They are the product of 

different ways of being, feeling, and understanding. Where some find that the existence 

of dilemmas reveals a theory’s inadequacy, virtue ethics and virtue epistemology explain 

their presence through the value that they accord to the lives of everyone. For no one 

lives the same life as another, such that the degree of complexity of a life may lead to a 

plurality of ways to deal with a situation, which creates a dilemma. 

Accepting that these tensions are real, Hursthouse studies dilemmas along three 

lines. First, she draws attention to false dilemmas. False dilemmas are due to superficial 

analysis or sophistic arguments that exploit another’s intellectual weaknesses. In these 

cases, careful analysis is expected to clear the air and dissolve the dilemmas. Second, 

Hursthouse reminds us how we feel more acutely dilemmas with negative impacts, than 

positive ones. For instance, all else begin equal, we wouldn’t be really troubled between 

choosing to give a friend concert tickets for a singer that she enjoys to hear or offering 

her a day at the spa. On the flip side, imagine two friends who need to decide whether to 

cut off life support or to opt for an experimental therapy for an ailing parent. Each may 

choose differently, but equally well. Third, Hursthouse isolates tragic dilemmas. 
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Imagine a student who is threatened by his “friends” if he doesn’t publish pictures of his 

nude partner. No good outcome is possible. Often seen as a failure of virtue ethics to 

always guide the virtuous, Hursthouse reminds us that there are circumstances beyond 

our control that limit or jeopardize our possibility of remaining virtuous. This isn’t a 

failure of theory, but a fact of life. 

Dwelling on dilemmas belongs to the key components associated with 

intellectually virtuous students, because of the multifaceted nature of student life. There 

are competing interests that tug at students’ attention in such ways that it may tear at the 

seams. From dedicating time to a subject, which implies neglecting others, to cultivating 

her intellectual virtues to the detriment of her moral ones, there are tensions that may 

lead to questionable choices, and ways of being. Applied to plagiarism, recognizing true 

and false dilemmas is a way of approaching a situation with greater attention, or with the 

knowledge that it unfortunately leads to a tragic outcome (the student is caught and 

expelled). When students attend to their obligations outside of class, matters just become 

more complex. Paying attention to dilemmas invites students and educators to slow 

down, and increases the likelihood of dissolving false dilemmas or of dealing with real 

ones appropriately.  

At a broader level dilemmas align with a critically realist ontology. On the basis 

of a stratified and diversified reality that outstrips epistemology, dilemmas allow for 

unique distinctions in what the virtuous person would do in a given circumstance. This 

means that the intellectually virtuous student can use different perspectives or theories to 

arrive at her conclusion. Indeed, integrating various perspectives invites different, 

possibly competing ways of being and seeing the world that may clash, as Nietzsche 

voiced. Through the desire to know, intellectual virtues’ transfactual nature appears. 
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1.6 Development 

From the desire to know to dilemmas there are multiple developments. Now, 

development is essential to gain and shape knowledge, as well as to explain how we 

know. As with the features of responsiveness, success, and dilemmas, the role of 

development is key in that it allows for change. 

In studying the intellectual virtues of students in higher education I have chosen 

to focus on a period when these individuals show (“Ahem, some” intervenes Janus) 

moral maturity and autonomy. Referring to Aristotle, where he states that virtues require 

time and experience,14 I pick up on the arrival of moral awareness. This presupposes that 

students have acquired some moral and intellectual habits and virtues of mind. 

The mastery of the virtues requires taking ownership of them, or as Annas states, 

appropriating what educators cultivate. At a basic level, she sees that, “A virtue is a 

lasting feature of a person, a tendency for the person to be a certain way. It is not merely 

a lasting feature, however, one that just sits there undisturbed. It is active: to have it is to 

be disposed to act in certain ways. And it develops through selective response to 

circumstances.”15 It is essential that the development of intellectual virtues be 

acknowledged as an ongoing process. It is ongoing in that no one is born virtuous, 

intellectually or otherwise; and I want to avoid the Stoic oddity that a person is either 

vicious or fully virtuous all at once, and instantly. The role of developing intellectual 

                                                
14 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1103a14; 1103a26–31. 
15 Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 8. Italics in original. 
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virtues highlights the dynamism of building intellectual character, of determining what 

sort of student and person one wants to become. 

Understanding virtues this way, as developing, includes errors and failures in its 

ecology that allow for assessment and guidance, as well as self-reflection. Furthermore, 

because virtues respond to their environment, they are slow moving targets. This fact is 

attested by my historical analysis of virtues throughout the ages and regions. Again, one 

reminder of this is the emergence of environmental virtues in light of the challenges we 

face with regard to climate change and pollution. With respect to 21st-century students, 

the proliferation of ICTs as well as the Internet are changes which are sufficiently 

significant to warrant an inquiry into the emergence of new virtues and e-virtues. But for 

this to be possible, the theory of virtue epistemology needs conceptual space to grow.  

Finally, I would be precluding any modification of the virtues as such, if I didn’t 

refer to the underlying mechanism that permits change, as critical realism defends. 

Furthermore, the role of development in intellectual virtues emphasizes the importance 

of being in an environment that is conducive to their growth. All students have the 

potential to develop intellectual virtues; but many don’t live in conditions where this is 

easy, or even possible, despite access to higher education and having many skills.  

1.7 Skills 

Focus on development in this way leads to a better understanding of virtues and 

skills. In preceding chapters I called attention to the blurring of boundaries that the skills 

development literature creates. The quoted authors lumped together skills, intellectual 

habits, emotions, virtues, and states of mind to rebrand them as “21st century skills” 

without providing a robust concept of a skill. 
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With a foundation in virtue epistemology, I can make use of Aristotle’s strategy 

of likening the exercise of virtues to that of skills. As we’ve seen in the historical 

analysis, Aristotle divides the intellectual virtues into five: techne (craft or art), episteme 

(knowledge or scientific knowledge), phronesis (practical wisdom), sophia 

(philosophical wisdom) and nous (comprehension or understanding or mind or 

intellect).16 Depending on the task, these virtues are interdependent.  

With regard to techne, Aristotle indicates that it belongs to the category of things 

that are made, rely on knowledge, and are contingent.17 In his study of phronesis, Dunne 

compares and contrasts this virtue with techne and episteme to better understand, as well 

as fill in Aristotle’s ideas. Techne is distinguished from episteme and phronesis by the 

fact that it deals with what is made, while episteme deals with what is knowable, and 

phronesis with what is to be done. The guiding principle in the category of techne is that 

the person has an idea of something to be done and to the extent that it reaches the 

standard, it is well done. Examples of cobblers and builders show this, especially as 

masters of their craft. Importantly, Aristotle specifies that the value of the product gives 

value to the skill, and lastly to the person. In other words, the worth of the skill lies in its 

end. Furthermore, what is to be done depends on the circumstances. A builder need not 

always build houses, only when it suits her or made to do so. This feature of techne is 

essential, since it determines the instrumental and contingent sides of this activity. 

                                                
16 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1139a15–18. 
17 Ibid., 1140a15–24. 
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Now, the formal definition of a techne is “a reasoned state of capacity to 

make,”18 which is concerned with bringing things into being. Applied to house building, 

cobbling, or welding as it is in some of today’s community colleges, this sounds right. 

But Aristotle’s inclusion of reason, as it should be, enables the entry of episteme. For to 

rely on reason demands knowledge, of say geometry for the builder, and even of 

phronesis, because it is good to know when to rely on a certain skill. Furthermore, this 

understanding of techne means that its content is teachable, and assessable, in a way that 

students can demonstrate and explain. 

What of other activities? Aristotle offers gymnastics, music playing, navigation, 

and the medical profession as examples of techne. In those cases, making has another 

meaning, which is material and immaterial; it is broadly a state of affairs. Performing a 

triple somersault, hitting a B#, arriving at port, or medicating a body can all be done 

skillfully in all the same ways as specified with builders and cobblers. This even bodes 

well for applying this view to the economy today, where services like coding and 

consulting are slowly replacing the material economy. And because Aristotle infuses 

skills with knowledge, I can now bring techne and episteme even closer together, as it 

relates to theory (i.e. the general) and practice (i.e. the particular). 

Both techne and episteme are of greater worth to people, because they rely on 

reason, and are of greater generality than having mere experience. It is possible to 

successfully bake one type of bread without understanding how yeast works; but, the 

baker fully understands bread yeast, even cultivates it from the air, and adapts his 
                                                
18 Ibid., 1140a5. 
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recipes to the gluten content of the flour. Both techne and episteme provide sufficient 

distance from the particular (bread or shoe) to enable people to adapt or address different 

issues, depending on what they want to do or know. 

So, what to people want to do? To answer that question Dunne suggests that we 

begin by seeing Aristotle as saying that, “techne is reason as source of purposive change 

in the world.”19 Dunne illustrates the role of purpose with someone who makes a 

passable table for a poor person in contrast with a flute player who performs very well 

for Nazis in Auschwitz.20 Excellence may manifest itself in both techniques, but only 

one is virtuous. Echoing Augustine, Dunne states that techne can be infused with the 

moral virtues, helping persons to flourish. 

Without this infusion, techne remains mostly instrumental. Aristotle notes this 

distinction, which Dunne highlights, with the observation that techne “may be forgotten, 

but phronesis cannot.”21 Or as Peter Goldie so elegantly said, in contrast to virtues, 

“Skills and abilities are the sorts of qualities that can go on ‘holiday.’”22 Avoiding being 

honest or open-minded is blameworthy in a way that differs from refusing to recite 

Dylan Thomas’s Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night or fixing a chair. Skills and 

abilities are called forth by the virtues, as they mutually re-enforce one another. This 

process is captured by Annas when she states that, “the skill analogy, with its emphasis 

on development, enables us to avoid problems that arise if we think solely of ‘the 

                                                
19 Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 251. 
20 Ibid., 265. 
21 Aristotle in Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 264. 
22 Goldie, “Seeing What is the Kind Thing to Do,” 351. 
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virtuous person’, forgetting that we are always dealing with people at various stages of 

development.”23 The same applies for students in higher education, where intellectual 

virtues are tested and enabled to flourish. 

Such an integration of Aristotle’s techne further qualifies the role of skills with 

regard to intellectual virtues. Because he externalizes objects in relation to a person’s 

skills, that is, by distancing her from what she does, Aristotle creates a second level of 

reflection. Assessing a product or performance requires referring to standards, which can 

be very clear. For example, coding software is assessable by reference to the design, 

welding two pipes together is assessable through stress tests. But, says Aristotle, 

evaluating whether the doer—as a person—is acting or thinking virtuously cannot be 

expected to reach the same degree of granularity. 

Applied to students, this has broad implications. For, in going beyond techne, the 

actor “can never possess an idea of himself in the way the craftsman possesses the form 

of his product; rather than his having any definite ‘what’ as blueprint for his actions or 

his life, he becomes and discovers ‘who’ he is through these actions.”24 These actions 

call forth the community; it is responsible for his education. Students will grow as they 

shape their identity, as they learn skills by interacting with educators, administrators, 

professionals, and, as we shall now see, their economic and technological environment. 

                                                
23 Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 164. 
24 Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 263. 
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1.8 Economy 

Just as with epistemology, I have opted for an agent-centered view of economics. 

I work from a conception of economics as a “science which studies human behavior as a 

relationship between given ends and scarce means which have alternative uses.”25 

Inherent in this idea is the desire to solve problems associated with reaching human 

ends, which includes higher education. Tuition, lodging, food, and clothing are 

obviously important for students, but the scarce means at their disposal is attention.  

Few in the history of virtue ethics have created a fundamental link between 

virtues and economics; and when it was created, it was mainly to illustrate a virtuous 

relationship with wealth or a lack thereof. But so many economic factors go into 

generating, disseminating, and acquiring knowledge. We have seen this with the history 

of higher education, through its institutions, the people that fund it, as well as the 

professional aspirations that it has instilled. Blending intellectual virtues with economics 

grounds, gives breadth, and provides meaning to skills, practices, and education. 

Now, Aristotle was keen to point out that some wealth is essential to be virtuous. 

While this may offend, because it may preclude de facto many from becoming 

intellectually virtuous, it should be kept in mind that it isn’t an attack on the poor and 

marginalized. Rather, it is a call to create the material conditions so that developing 

virtues is open to everyone. The way in which Annas explains this difference is through 

“the circumstances of a life and the living of a life.”26 The first part captures all that a 

                                                
25 Robbins, An Essay on the Nature and Significance of Economic Science, 15. 
26 Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 92. Italics in original. 
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person has received and much of what she doesn’t control, which includes parents, 

culture, genetic heritage, and an education system. As for the second part, it is what a 

person does in those circumstances. Ultimately, how a person negotiates these two 

aspects of her life will help or hinder her flourishing. Annas builds on this idea to tease 

out the metaphor whereby, “the circumstances of your life are the material you have to 

work on, and living your life is working on these materials to make a product.”27 It is 

thus used to illustrate the affinity of virtues and skills; one can skillfully shape oneself 

with one’s material. My position is to take the circumstances of life even more seriously, 

not as a metaphor, nor as objectification, but as something infusing the virtues. 

One way to see the importance of economics, and its theory, is to ask what would we 

miss if the economy didn’t exist? We would stand outside of time, have no needs, no 

desires, in short, be immortal; or, we would be grunting back in the state of nature. 

Because economics compels us to think about the best uses of our time and attention, 

and pay attention to scarce resources, because it provides motivations to flourish, 

because it puts so much emphasis on decisions, economics affirms our existence to give 

meaning to intellectual virtues. Neglecting economics doesn’t just push us toward 

universal ideals; it condescendingly discards a key motivation for considering higher 

education: getting a job.  

Yes, Marx and Engels dreamt 200 years ago that workers would one day freely 

flutter from one occupation to another,28 and Stiegler muses that employment will be 

                                                
27 Ibid., 93. 
28 Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, in “Part I,” section, “Private Property and Communism.” 
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replaced by intelligent use of automation,29 but for now—and the foreseeable future—

we need jobs. This is part of the circumstances of life, and it affects which virtues 

emerge. And, to get the most out of those circumstances, to live a life, education is key. 

Insisting on the relevance of economics recognizes the need for greater access to 

education to foster better circumstances for all. Of course, there are risks of monetizing 

education, especially in the era of neoliberalism; but there is still more to education than 

money.  

The fact remains that “Knowledge is our most important business,”30 and to this 

extent economics belongs to epistemology, and vice-versa. Higher education investment 

in time and resources—including the allocation of attention—has helped to develop 

economic thought, understand systemic biases, and analyze workplaces. As the educated 

population grows, it matters exponentially what and how people learn, not only because 

of the vast number of graduates, but also because of the impacts on knowledge itself.  

But isn’t honesty just honesty, whether defended by John of Damascus, Marie le 

Jars de Gournay, Nietzsche, Bill Gates or Janus? No, for there can be an economic cost 

to telling the truth. Circumstances matter. What of open-mindedness, humility, and 

thoroughness? Are they qualified by how many books a student has bought (and read), 

plays seen, websites consulted thanks to a high-speed Internet connection? Being 

thorough doesn’t mean the same thing if you possess five books or 50. Yes, intellectual 

                                                
29 Stiegler and Kyrou, L’emploi est mort, vive le travail! 
30 Menand, The Marketplace of Ideas, 13. 
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virtues are conditional on access to knowledge. And when access spills over, as we see 

next, information overload and ICTs bring new dimensions to intellectual virtues. 

1.9 Technology 

We are a long way from the abacus. Blackboards, electronic books, ICTs, and the 

Internet have all pushed students to evolve. Critical thinking takes a whole new and 

potentially worldwide dimension when it is mediated through a class blog. Tracking 

every student move, potentially every thought, affords new possibilities to improve 

learning or point to ongoing failures. Where memorization has always been a staple of 

student life, the externalization of content to computers changes this relationship to our 

environment and ourselves. As automation, technological nudges (e.g. receiving positive 

SMS texts for good work), and intelligent tutors develop, many argue that this lessens 

the burdens of thinking, freeing us to think better.31 

But we are the ones thinking. So it makes sense to follow Mumford’s long and 

holistic view of humans as our own and first technology. In our capacity to intelligently 

use other bodies, as well as our own, as objects, we can effect change in the world, 

which makes us tools of our own devising. In a view that tracks intellectual virtues, 

Mumford argued that, “man is preeminently a mind-using, symbol making, and self-

mastering animal; and the primary locus of all his activities lies in his own organism. 

Until man had made something of himself, he could make little of the world around 

                                                
31 This now ubiquitous vision, as Dr. Ellen Rose kindly pointed out, is the product of Vannevar Bush’s 
concept of the information society that was published under the title, As We May Think, in 1945. 
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him,”32 just as for women. Using the body and bodies in a form of biotechnics shows 

how we hunted together, farmed, created rituals and so forth, such that “At its point of 

origin, then, technics was related to the whole nature of man,”33 and woman.  

What is especially relevant in my study is the transition from the collective use 

of minds and bodies to form social organizations, accomplish architectural feats, and 

create armies. It is the emergence of the technology that Mumford calls the 

Megamachine. This may seem far-fetched, and far from intellectually virtuous students, 

but it points to our ongoing relationship with ourselves, the tools we create, and how this 

affects us. Furthermore, Mumford’s naturalism broadens the argument with regard to 

developments in biotechnics and bioengineering. Arguing from our mind and body, 

Mumford sees a stripping away of our biology through the growth of the Megamachine. 

We know that higher education exemplifies self-organization, as it deals with 

minds and bodies to create knowledge, nurture skills, and facilitate understanding. But is 

it a Megamachine? Is higher education a technology? Mumford’s concept from 1966 is 

strikingly relevant today. Mumford’s prescient analysis deserves to be quoted in full:  

If man indeed owes his intelligence mainly to his tool-making and tool-using 

propensities, by what logic do we now take his tools away, so that he will 

become a functionless, workless being, conditioned to accept only what the 

Megamachine offers him: an automaton within a larger system of automation, 

condemned to compulsory consumption, as he was once condemned to 

                                                
32 Mumford, “Tool Users vs. Homo Sapiens and the Megamachine,” 384. 
33 Ibid. 
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compulsory production? What, in fact, will be left of human life, if one 

autonomous function after another is either taken over by the machine or else 

surgically removed – perhaps genetically altered – to fit the Megamachine?34  

Extrapolating in this way may have seemed fanciful 50 years ago. But with progress in 

genetic engineering, the domination of neoliberalism, the increasing use of Big Data, 

and the automation of society, the question is valid. 

This reduction of human life through the erosion of our roles is possible, because 

of ICTs, which situate us in Floridi’s infosphere. The emergence of the infosphere aligns 

with critical realism’s explanation of emergent realities, which implies new properties, 

new relationships, and potentially new intellectual virtues. Big Data, computer viruses, 

mash-ups, instant messaging, total recall, 3D printing, ultra-high speed financing, 

continuous monitoring are some of these candidate phenomenon.  

In closing, let us look at Aristotle, not the historical figure, but an AI nanny for 

toddlers and children, which was built by the transnational company Mattel in 2017. The 

product has “the ability to soothe a crying baby, teach A B C’s, reinforce good manners, 

play interactive games and help kids with homework,”35 and is aimed a market that 

ranges from toddlers to adolescents, and eventually adults.36 Pushing Mumford means 

seeing this as an illustration of a tool that erodes the role of parents and changes the 

learning landscape for everyone—as the Megamachine would direct. 

                                                
34 Ibid., 387. 
35 Rabin Peachman, “Mattel Pulls Aristotle Children’s Device after Privacy Concerns.” 
36 Pskf, “Mattel’s Aristotle is a Voice-Activated Baby Monitor and Nanny.” 
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Despite an enthusiastic announcement, public pressure incited the company to 

cancel its 2018 launch.37 From privacy concerns, to commercializing childhood, and 

lack of knowledge on the impact of child development, many parties opposed this 

technology. Expert analysis by Turkle warned that, “The ground rules of human 

beinghood are laid down very early,” and with Mattel’s Aristotle, “intimate machines” 

are changing “the ground rules of how people think about personhood.”38 This means, 

according to Turkle, discarding empathy and the erosion of social relationships. If 

empathy needs defending, a quick consideration of the state of the planet should suffice. 

Further, we’ve seen how Battaly and Greco believe that cultivating empathy goes hand 

in hand with developing intellectual virtues. So if that emotion and others are altered to 

align with AI, some intellectual virtues may change or even disappear. It seems as if the 

Megamachine and personal AI are converging to take “care” of us. 

The nine key concepts identified to begin the argumentative structure frame my 

conception of intellectual virtues: (1) desiring to know; (2) responsibility; (3) success; 

(4) responsiveness; (5) dilemmas; (6) development; (7) skills; (8) economy; and (9) 

technology. With this in mind, let us see what this implies for student practitioners. 

2. Students Embodying a Practice 

In the previous chapter, I outlined MacIntyre’s theory of a practice and gestured 

toward its applicability to higher education students. Here I argue for this, as well as 

address potential objections that MacIntyre could make, for he is against the idea that 
                                                
37 Rabin Peachman, “Mattel Pulls Aristotle Children’s Device after Privacy Concerns.” 
38 Ibid. 
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even educators embody a practice. Finally, the appropriation of this status for students 

consolidates their role and identifies certain standards to which they can hold themselves 

accountable, as well as being held accountable. 

2.1 Students as Practitioners 

To get at the heart of the argument it is useful to recall MacIntyre’s definition of 

a practice, which is:  

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 

activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the 

course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate 

to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human 

powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods 

involved, are systematically extended.39 

By establishing practices in society MacIntyre allows for variations, both in their 

creation and content. This explains how history, traditions, and narratives function in 

determining which activities are practices. 

Such openness puts practices in time and culture, to offer meaning for those who 

embody or observe them. Beyond registering practices, it is also essential to critically 

tether this theory by anchoring it to emergent realities. We know from critical realism 

that the world is stratified, diverse, and non-reducible. As such, part of the social realm 

that emerges from nature and human interactions is real and, to a certain extent, 

                                                
39 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187. 
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enduring. Human agency and the structures through which people interact reinforce 

certain practices. On the human side, Dunne makes a case that educators manifest a 

practice, which I will show applies equally to students. On the structural side, as we 

have seen, higher education’s 1,000-year history testifies to its structural longevity. With 

critical realism, I argue that higher education students embody a practice, which has 

emerged from the medieval “university attender.”40 

In contrast to the examples of practices MacIntyre provides, such as chess 

players, chemists, and heads of families, some might worry that the concept of a student 

is too open-ended, only showing various interests that lead to a diploma. As a first line 

of defense, I recall critical realism’s conclusion that social reality is open-ended. For 

example, think of the many incarnations of a family. In contrast to natural sciences, the 

variables and mechanisms at play concerning the family aren’t fully controllable.  

For education, as a semi-closed system, this means that the concept of a student 

is reified through enduring institutions and human activity. Critical realists analyze this 

state as one in which,  

Any type of social organization, such as the judicial system, the organization of 

working life, family, the educational system or the health care system, are 

examples of such pseudo-closed systems – they are the result of a conscious 

striving to make society (and nature – nature’s mechanisms are inevitably 

involved) more controllable in relation to people’s different aims. The closure 

achieved, however, is always of a spurious kind, and far from the natural science 
                                                
40 Schwinges, “Student Education, Student Life,” 202. 
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experiment’s artificial closure – change and renewal are part of human society’s 

constituent characteristics.41  

And change was sought as medieval students and professors created institutions of 

higher education, while renewal would enable such institutions to exist up to today. 

The other factor in pseudo-closed systems touches on facilitating control. The 

identification of a practice helps to control the activity by setting up characteristics and 

credentials to testify that a person is a lawyer, plumber, nurse, or teacher. Such controls 

align with what society wants, and feed into the Megamachine. What is more, the use of 

Big Data, student tracking, and learning analytics all push toward greater control and 

predictability. Brought to its logical conclusion, forcing the closure of educational 

systems entails closing the concept of the student, and the student as such. 

The other side of the student educator relationship, which critical realism helps to 

clarify, is through identifying different types of relationships. Substantial relationships 

are real relations that entail the existence of one another. For example, the landlord-

tenant relationship is substantial.42 Formal relationships, on the other hand, are 

contingent: for example, that two persons are in their thirties.43 When applied to 

students, I could adopt the broad view, ranging from the autodidact to the personally 

tutored, to break open the relationship with the educator. But let me look at the narrower 

traditional view, where students and educators need one another to exist. 

                                                
41 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 68. My italics. 
42 Ibid., 45. 
43 Ibid. 
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Without answering the question, “What is an educator?” it is safe to say that it is 

much more than what MacIntyre allows. In a surprising interview, he claimed that:  

What I have said implies that teaching itself is not a practice, but a set of skills 

and habits put to the service of a variety of practices. The teacher should think of 

her or himself as a mathematician, a reader of poetry, an historian or whatever, 

engaged in communicating craft and knowledge to apprentices. It follows that 

you cannot train teachers well, until they have been educated into whatever 

discipline it is that they are to transmit.44  

For anyone who has taught, there is something strange, or “aloof,”45 in this argument. 

Menand gets it right when he identifies professors as the vocational professional of 

universities. 

Now, Hogan isn’t content with a light dismissal of MacIntyre’s judgment. For he 

sees a deeper problem if a thoughtful defender of a theory of practice, an educator no 

less, doesn’t understand his own profession as a practice. Hogan’s arguments are also 

important for my case, given students’ substantial relationships with educators. After 

denying MacIntyre’s view, Hogan goes on to question R.S. Peters’s understanding of 

education as parasitic of other disciplines; in other words, that education brings nothing 

philosophically new under the sun. Peters fails to capture the nature of education as 

“precisely a sui generis undertaking, or more plainly, a coherent practice in its own 

                                                
44 MacIntyre and Dunne, “Alisdair MacIntyre on Education,” 5. 
45 Hogan, “Preface to an Ethics Of Education as a Practice in Its Own Right,” 96. 



 

 298 

right”46 (which is consistent with a critically realist ontology). Hogan appeals to the 

ethics in education that crystallize in the student educator relationship. From teaching 

strategies to generating trust between student, teachers, and parents, he brings forth 

much of what makes teaching a practice. 

The history of education, argues Hogan, can go a long way to undermine this 

conclusion, as legions of educators have lost their autonomy under the tutelage of many 

masters. Kings, Church, and governments have all made educators answer to them such 

that it could jeopardize the idea that teaching is a practice. However, without going into 

the details concerning the foundations of autonomy, I believe that Hogan overstates the 

case. Rather, control over teachers and students enforces the idea of both belonging to 

practices; law, medicine, engineering, and other disciplines have depended on society 

for stability. It isn’t only the internal aspects (of autonomy) that are relevant to a 

practice, but also the external ones (of control). Educators and students answer to both. 

Another instance where Hogan’s use of autonomy is slightly overstated is in the 

educator’s relationship to students. Having begun with the traditional view of education, 

we can now see how it is also possible to be a student without a teacher (while the 

converse isn’t true). This asymmetry reveals an empowering reality for students—as the 

young Salman Khan exemplified, and, which pleads in favor of a practice, because 

students have some control over external goods like accreditation. Knowledge of this 

asymmetry also helps students understand why some educators feel threatened or 

dismayed by the turmoil in higher education caused by ICTs, adjunct lecturers, and 
                                                
46 Ibid. Italics in original. 
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temporary assistants. Focus on practice explains the historical rise of the student, her 

activism, as well as changes to her status, identity, and social role. 

In addition to the social value of students, there are internal and external goods to 

account for. At its core, although not unique to students, the defining internal goods are 

learning and understanding. Hours spent thinking, working through, questioning, 

revising, writing, explaining, defining, drawing, gesturing, concentrating, performing are 

just some of the activities associated with obtaining these internal goods as a student. On 

the skills side, time allocation, digital literacy, communication, and money management 

can emerge during student life. But doing it excellently requires practice, guidance, and 

discipline to develop the proper tools, methodologies, emotions, and dispositions. 

By interpreting and recontextualizing student life, that is, by using abduction I 

can look for common internal goods to their practice. What is different and unites 

student practitioners are the emergence and integration of critical thinking. The changes 

are so important, as Vos concluded, that society expects students be critical thinkers. It is 

part of the unique features of education, in that learning entails a critical mindset. Efforts 

of domination throughout the ages have sought to deny people, most often women, an 

education because of education’s role in change. It is a gift and a gamble to educate. 

Education partakes of expected goals like professionalization, but also disrupts through 

queer theory, anti-colonial thought, creative destruction, and environmental activism. 

If I proceed by retroduction, if I remove critical thinking from the student, then 

we revert to the transmission or banking model of education. Here, students are viewed 
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as empty bank accounts, as critiqued by Friere,47 or the antiquated blank slates view, as 

Locke defended.48 But this denies students’ agency as thinking beings and uniqueness as 

biological beings. Even Whitehead’s popular theory of “inert ideas”49 fails to take full 

account of students’ judgment; the inert ideas that are taught are judged boring and 

useless, which shows that there aren’t really inert ideas by the mere fact that inert ideas 

invite reactions and deliberations concerning matters of education. Furthermore, 

removing critical thinking from the conception of students helps the massification and 

automation of education through the widespread use of Big Data, algorithmic software, 

and one-size-fits-all education. The emergence of the infosphere makes it possible to 

dismiss or reduce critical thinking education through software design, even if critically 

thinking students are still working behind the scenes. 

Pursuing the retroductive strategy, if I remove honesty and understanding from 

the internal goods associated with being a student, plagiarism is legitimized. Already a 

common occurrence, plagiarizing students might get an excellent grade, even grants, or 

free time to dedicate to other activities. However, plagiarism goes to the heart of student 

practice for she hasn’t demonstrated understanding or honesty. Of course she could, but 

this is in the realm of the potential and there is a difference between being a student and 

having the capacity of being so. The former is an actualization, the latter a potentiality. 

Being student practitioner signals to others that standards have been met. Furthermore, it 

establishes guidelines as per the degree of involvement that other people, and 

                                                
47 Friere, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 72. 
48 Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book II, chap. 1, 64. 
49 Whitehead, Aims of Education, 1–2. 
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increasingly AI can contribute before the person gets demoted from her student status. It 

makes her responsible, as a student. 

The external goods are easier to identify for these belong to the public discourse 

on the benefits of claiming an education. Most obviously, obtaining a diploma testifies 

to content proficiency, signals learning aptitudes to prospective employers, opens doors 

for volunteering, generates interest for the seeking of advice, and provides some upward 

social mobility. At the family and community levels, going into higher education may 

foster praise, idolization, esteem, courage, and inspiration. Other external goods touch 

on the relationships students build between themselves, as well as with certain 

educators, and all of the contacts that one creates during a higher education program. 

Finally, there are financial benefits, such as tax exemptions, services for daycare, 

counseling, as well as rebates on retail. 

Whether it is for a short or long program, students also gain by becoming 

members of a community of learners. The public and institutional sanctioning of this 

status offers another means by which the person’s performances, productions, or ideas 

are heard. As history has shown, this isn’t the case for everyone, since exclusion on 

account of race, gender, religion, ethnicity, and ideology have all been used to silence 

those who wished to contribute to society’s flourishing. Identifying external goods helps 

to understand the risks and benefits of becoming a student. Finally, the circumstances of 

life will determine which external goods are available from one generation to the next. 
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This last point leads me to the final aspect of MacIntyre’s notion of a practice, 

whereby successfully embodying a practice may aid “human powers to achieve 

excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically 

extended.”50 But what is education if not an effort to improve oneself? “Well, it’s 

accepting to do what you’re told, becoming credulous, buying the illusion that you’ll 

climb the economic ladder, finding a partner (I guess, sort of an improvement), in short 

it’s a nice organized way to calm your imagination. Is that enough?” asks Janus. Or, it is 

because we naturally desire to know that the practice of being a student has such force. 

Whether under the guidance of the Megamachine, or simply through human 

initiative, education signals to the world that it is essential to our development, to 

changing ourselves. The ends and goods involved in being student practitioners align to 

encourage all of those who adopt this way of life, for whatever period of time, to 

improve. The evolution of the status and expectations of students shows collective 

concern as per what it means to be good students. Far from the days when being present 

in class was optional, today’s mobile, modular, and constantly tracked students enable us 

to rethink the original meaning of student life and edify it to the status of a practice. 

Pointing to the “human conceptions of the ends and goods involved”51 reaffirms 

the place and roles of virtue epistemology and critical realism. While MacIntyre refers to 

grand narratives and a collective (i.e. Western) heritage to pave the way for his theory of 

moral virtues, I draw from virtue epistemology and critical realism. This provides a 

                                                
50 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187. 
51 Ibid. 
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focused, yet dynamic assessment of which goods are associated with student practice. 

Improvement, flourishing, a drive to aspire, and critical thinking all contribute to the 

emergence of student practitioners. Claiming an education comes from within, through 

the ideas, voices, and actions of students; and from without, through educators, 

governments, community leaders, businesses, parents, friends, and family. 

Where things become more complicated with regard to MacIntyre’s theory is the 

idea of systematic extension. For extension can lead to exhaustion when cultivating 

excellence leads to a breaking point. This is the case of students committing suicide 

when they don’t succeed,52 sacrificing everything to be a student, or becoming 

hypercritical. Extension can also lead to flourishing, in terms of intellectual capacities. 

As we shall see, this isn’t just from students putting in the hours, for extending cognition 

now includes the Internet, neuro-enhancing drugs, and even biological manipulations. 

Systematically extending capacities may promote research oriented toward 

pedagogies and institutions that foster the best students. But this can also turn to 

exploitation in the age of the infosphere. From constant surveillance to incessant 

feedback, systematic extension is the undoing of students. Drawing hard boundaries, 

building rigid structures, and programing can pigeonhole a student and turn them into 

automates answering to systems and the Megamachine, rather than to themselves. 

With critical thinking at their core, students are equipped to question their own 

trajectory, as well as deal with the pressures that may rob them of internal and external 

goods. In this sense, students may fight against too strong systemization by refusing to 
                                                
52 Coughlan, “Student Suicide Figures Increase.” 
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be reduced to a student ID, denouncing too high tuition fees, and critiquing awful 

educators. What is more, as students entertain nontraditional routes of higher education, 

they may gain freedom in leaving some educators and institutions behind. Finally, 

students obtain additional leverage as practitioners when they ask for more of their 

educators, better support services, other ways of accreditation, greater funding for their 

institutions, and blended classrooms.  

2.2 Student Practitioners in the Neoliberal Infosphere 

Because my approach to virtue epistemology is responsive to societal change in 

order to remain relevant, but not relative, tracking the economic and technological 

landscapes offers a better picture of student practitioners than an outside of time and out 

of touch theory. While a complete analysis of the co-evolution of economic and student 

realities would reveal deeper ties between the two, I will only focus on the last decades, 

that is, during the emergence of neoliberalism.   

As the name suggests, neoliberalism is an offspring of classic liberal analysis 

where individualism, free market, open competition, and long-term equilibrium were the 

guiding tenets. It was argued that pursuing individual economic goals would lead to 

greater collective welfare.53 What neoliberalism brings to the table is a revision of this 

economic view. It is argued that individual economic interests are at still the fore, but 

now society must adapt, as the mercantilists did from the 16th to the 18th century.54  

                                                
53 Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of The Wealth of Nations, 485. 
54 Leshem begins much earlier in his The Origins of Neoliberalism: From Jesus to Foucault. 
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Today, neoliberalism insists that governments should focus on maintaining, 

increasing, and protecting markets, since capitalism is seen as the technical regulation of 

markets that bypasses political and ethical questions.55 We need to be aware of the vices 

‘economism’ and ‘free-marketism’ in the neoliberal sphere as they contrast with the 

broader domains of the free market economy and its ethical components. This is why 

claims to, and arguments in favor of efficiency, cutting waste, and maximizing profits 

are used to justify austere reductions in funds, products, and services offered by 

governments and institutions. Also, both Busch56 and Harvey57 point to the neoliberal 

effort to create markets where there was none. We saw this when the Singularity 

University viewed solving the world’s problems as opportunities to map out and capture 

new markets. Public goods and education are seized as markets by neoliberalism. 

True to modern economic theory, rethinking society is manageable when 

quantified. With neoliberalism, boosted by ICTs, this practice is amplified. Students are 

affected as they make their way in an economic climate where flexibility, accreditation, 

surveillance, and compliance are the hallmarks of the neoliberal state. So despite public 

calls for critical thinking, tensions emerge with what higher education institutions offer. 

Of course, this isn’t new. Totalitarian states, religious or otherwise, demanded the same 

type of compliance of their students, but for different reasons.58 What is at stake in the 

21st century is the commodification of students.  

                                                
55 Busch, Knowledge for Sale, chap. 3, “Liberalisms and Neoliberalisms.” 
56 Ibid. 
57 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 3. 
58 See also Busch, Knowledge for Sale, chap. 11, “Remembrance of Things Future.” 



 

 306 

Throughout history, economists Adam Smith, Johann von Thünen, Theodore 

Schultz, and Gary Becker did refine economic analysis by way of speaking of “human 

capital,” as investments in ourselves. Early definitions had the merit of nuance, of 

avoiding reducing people to marketable products; Schultz in particular was conscious of 

the aura of slavery that it evoked.59 The latter’s 1960s view of human capital pointed 

toward good health, a successful primary, secondary, and even tertiary education, as 

well as skills development, and the capacity to move where the jobs were.60 

While there is truth to this, there is still a risk of reducing students—like 

everyone—to capital worth, the branding of life, as we become little bosses to sell 

ourselves.61 By focusing on finances, higher learning institutions “produce docile 

students without critical thinking abilities, who are fully enrolled in ideological notions 

of individuality and personal success, irrespective of and largely blind to any social costs 

this entails,”62 graduating with some skills, and a keenness to obey.63 “Please don’t hold 

back,” pushes Janus, “are you talking of student slavery, prostitution, or both?” Either 

way, this aligns with the need for constant renewal, where lifelong learning becomes the 

burden of students64 as they struggle to adapt to the volatility of neoliberal markets.65 

The lines between student, learner, and worker are blurred, as humans become capital. 

                                                
59 Schultz, “Investment in Human Capital,” 2. 
60 Ibid., 9. 
61 Peters, “The Brand Called You.” 
62 Fraser and Taylor, Neoliberalization, Universities, and the Public Intellectual, 5. 
63 Giroux, “Neoliberalism, Corporate Culture, and the Promise of Higher Education,” 449. 
64 Coffield, “Lifelong Learning as Social Control.”  
65 Hyslop-Margison and LeBlanc, “Post Neo-liberalism, Education and the Principles of Democratic 
Learning,” 190. 
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Such a flattening of character is illustrated by the often heard and thinly veiled 

goal of higher education to breed flexibility. Students get swept into the neoliberal 

scheme of deregulation, a pillar of this economic current,66 where assets are all 

interchangeable. Add to this a skills-oriented education, within a technophile mindset 

and it is the genesis of the commodification, massification, and automation of student 

learning, as well as students themselves. A clear example of this trend is illustrated by 

the story of Chris Barrett and Luke McCabe.67 

In 2001, these prospective students needed a way to finance their education in 

light of high (deregulated) tuition fees, and sought to become advertisers for whoever 

would sponsor their education. After launching ChrisandLuke.com, the duo selected who 

would finance them. Of a number of suitors, the credit card firm First USA became their 

official sponsor. Giroux uses this case to reveal the relative apathy surrounding such a 

capitalist move, which he states, only skims the surface of neoliberalism’s assimilation 

of economics and education.68 

But we know from critical realism that neoliberalism is a changeable and open 

system. Change begins with critique, such as when Harvey asserts that, “Neoliberalism 

has, in short, become hegemonic as a mode of discourse. It has pervasive effects on 

ways of thought to the point where it has become incorporated into the common-sense 

way many of us interpret, live in, and understand the world.”69 Change follows when we 

                                                
66 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 3. 
67 Giroux, “Neoliberalism, Corporate Culture, and the Promise of Higher Education,” 426. 
68 Ibid., 455–456. 
69 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 3. 
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see how every economic theory relies on morality; that is, were trust and honesty absent, 

there wouldn’t be an economy to speak of, no market to conquer. So there is an ethical 

nugget built in neoliberalism—and every economic ideology—that enables critique.  

When neoliberalism doesn’t heed to its own theoretical underpinnings, embraces 

self-contraction, and resorts to pragmatic solutions, then it is a question of power.70 

Students can be insulated from such manipulations, since they can form pockets of 

resistance, as interconnected, global, self-organizing, and self-aware practitioners. 

Probing deeper into this self-awareness calls forth the intellectual virtues that center on 

people, rather than on markets and disincarnated truths. Students aren’t merely capital 

inputs of neoliberalism or the Megamachine.  

From this, we can secure spaces for ethical, critical, and creative students in 

diverse economies. While some economic ideologies are more congenial to student 

flourishing than others, the basic reality is that economic theory relies on people. As 

these people are educated, virtues may flourish in a manner that student practice is an 

antidote to many, but not all, repressive regimes. When thinking about practices we can 

see how some, like carpenters and nurses have endured and changed throughout the 

centuries, being shaped and shaping ideologies. As I argue for the inclusion of the 

students as practitioners, they obtain greater security on account of the identification of 

internal and external goods. Whatever pressure neoliberalism exerts on students, it can’t 

change the internal terms of their existence, that is, erase their critical mind. Of course, 
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neoliberalism and its defenders can minimize and instrumentalize their learning, but 

education as I’ve argued has a way of breaking its own mold; it is open-ended.  

When it comes to the larger role that economics play with regard to nurturing 

intellectual virtues, it has something positive to contribute if we think of Robbins’s 

foundation of economics on behaviors, means, and ends. Maximizing profits in the 

neoliberal state characterizes higher education differently than if we had as an end the 

maximization of learning, which can be a legitimate economic goal. As Busch argues,  

Markets need not be performed with economic efficiency in mind; they can be 

and are often performed so as to promote energy efficiency, equity or fairness, 

the use or avoidance of various substances, safety, minimizing pollution, and so 

on. Each of these values will lead to different market outcomes. One implication 

of this is that the neoliberal assertion that the market mechanism is based on an 

irrefutable logical model is false.71  

Therefore, if it is desired, intellectual virtues and economics may mutually re-enforce 

themselves without fearing the wrath of the economic gods. 

Since both education and markets depend on information, the role of ICTs is 

central. As the immanent analysis has shown, ICTs have been thrust upon the world of 

education and students. A key driver in this respect has been neoliberalism, in so far as 

gathering data is believed to make markets more efficient and help maximize profits. 

Due to the commodification of students, as well as the massive introduction of 

management staff in higher education institutions, ICTs are brought in and developed to 
                                                
71 Busch, Knowledge for Sale, chap. 4, “Beyond Neoliberalism.” 
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accomplish much of this information gathering and tracking. This redeployment aligns 

with neoliberalism’s concentrated reliance, use, and expansion of ICTs.72 Technology’s 

entrance into education means greater commodification, but also many other things.  

From increased access to mountains of information, to live conversations, 

asynchronous learning, distance education, and tailored curriculum, technology has also 

undermined some of neoliberalism’s hegemony in education. For instance, two books I 

purchased from a business aligned with neoliberalism argue in favor of open access, and 

epistemic resistance;73 and a third even critiques Amazon from whom I ironically bought 

the book.74 Making money off those who critique, or teaching about critical thinking, 

shows hubris as it sets the foundation for change and claiming an education. 

In contrast to the historical worry that educators fulfill their teaching obligations 

(remember the monetary deposit that medieval professors needed to provide before 

leaving town), ICTs offer their own kind of power reversal. While much of market-

driven learning and neoliberal pedagogy leverage surveillance, the countervailing force 

of sousveillance (a neologism derived from the French surveillance and sous, meaning 

under) has emerged. In terms of a practice, adding sousveillance as a disposition of good 

students means that they possess a critical awareness of their journey.  

One way to characterize this aspect of student life is to reaffirm the market credo 

of buyers beware, without reducing students to consumers. For education provides many 

goods that go beyond the market place, like a sense of accomplishment, a desire to 
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74 Malet, En Amazonie. 
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know, and an open community of inquiry. ICTs offer student practitioners the possibility 

to follow colleagues, educators, and institutions to enhance their education. Trust is then 

rehabilitated through technology, because of some mutual distrust. This bleak or cynical 

picture is a response to the world inside and outside of class, as a plea in favor of 

transparency and openness, both of which are touted as virtues. 

In addition to the push for tracking, predicting, and efficiency, neoliberalism and 

ICTs are combined to speed up everything. High-frequency trading can mean the 

making or unmaking of international firms, the cornering of markets, the exploitation of 

the tiniest financial information to make millions of dollars, whatever the consequences. 

The culture of speed infects education through the increased use of instant messaging, 

quick access to material, cut-and-paste editing, and instant feedback. In the recent past, 

students in this vortex of learning were praised as multitaskers.75 Built on the bad 

analogy of a computer hard drive, multitasking students who sent text messages, while 

working on an Internet-based editable group project and listening to a podcast, were 

seen as exemplary. The allure of connectedness and speed seduces many into believing 

that greater contact leads to better learning. However, as Carr, Jackson, and Williams76 

have argued we are nurturing an educational culture of constant partial attention. 

The value of understanding students as practitioners solidifies the idea that 

competency and mastery take time. Students do have access to vast quantities of 

information, but without having devoted the time and intellectual energy necessary to 
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understand it, that information is just data. Where sophisticated software has been 

programmed to deal with Big Data, students are still largely made up of the same human 

cells like their medieval forebears. This tension of expectations creates an educational 

culture of skimming and superficial efficiency. Barring the use of neuroenhancing drugs, 

there just isn’t enough time to assimilate and digest all of the content on offer. While one 

historical answer to this was the emergence of Coles Notes, short summaries with the 

salient points of the work, today, in addition to contract academic cheating, there are 

other licit means to surf the waves of information. RSS feeds, news alerts that go 

directly to one’s mobile phone, email lists from groups and organizations, Twitter feeds, 

and scholars’ webpages are some of the tools students use to remain in the loop. 

But there is no way to keep up. Hence, the emphasis on knowing how to get the 

information. Yet students still need time to understand what they found. The frantic pace 

at which students are expected to learn attacks the core principles of education in the 

name of success, competition, and efficiency. As Giroux remarks, “In many ways, what 

we are seeing are students, who are using digital technologies in a way so rapidly, and 

consuming so quickly, that what gets erased are the conditions for what we might call 

the extra-sizing memory. So that instead of memory, we get assaulted by information, 

and we quickly try to figure out exactly what it means.”77 Being assaulted is the apt 

word; because once signed up for, content keeps coming, and coming, and coming.78 
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In reaction to this onslaught some pushback is emerging from “slow” movements 

such as the Slow Food movement. In a bid to fight against industrialization, 

neoliberalism, and the depreciation of the quality of life, an international organization 

was born to claim back our intimate relationship with food and all that it implies. This 

movement has led to its first official application in academia in 2016 with The Slow 

Professor: Challenging the Culture of Speed in the Academy,79 although Montessori had 

already argued for a slow and meditative approach to pedagogy over 100 years ago.80 

Without rehearsing the arguments in The Slow Professor, it is enough to know that as 

long as educators are pushed to work faster, students will be swept away in this torrent 

of “productivity.” As few technologies fight this trend, it’s worth noting that ICTs and 

neoliberalism affect the learning ecosystem in this way, so that students can see the 

academic river for what it is. 

Of the technologies used to deal with this onslaught of information we have the 

emergence of some data management software. This includes tools protecting students 

and ICT users from ICTs themselves. For example, the Pocket Points application 

rewards students for not using their phone, and the Zenware movement builds software 

to engineer simplicity, flow, and focus around applications like a word processing 

program or an Internet browser. Such computerized scaffolding is a response to the 

overwhelming world of ICTs. But as ICTs become ubiquitous in the infosphere what lies 

ahead is unclear. Focus on student practice sustains her agency, which can be lost or 

                                                
79 Berg and Seeber, The Slow Professor, vii. 
80 Frierson, “Maria Montessori’s Epistemology,” 782–786.  
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attenuated if she isn’t supported through the digitization of student life. Some support of 

student agency has come from Postman and Jandrić’s critiques of technologies.81 And as 

we shall see in the next chapter, agency receives a boost when Kotzee underlines the 

ethical and technical background associated with learning how to use technologies. 

Finally, the appropriation of MacIntyre’s idea of a practice creates a dynamic, 

porous, and customizable identity for students. As I argued for the internal and external 

goods associated with this practice, the value of students became clear, as well as the 

standards to which they can hold themselves, and be held. But this value isn’t strictly 

economic, as neoliberalism would intimate. Student life is given the intellectual space, 

whatever the program, to develop critically. This will vary, but with the advent of ICTs 

students have more power than ever, even if the stakes are high. What we see is that 

students of the infosphere are afforded a greater place— despite attempts to reduce it—

to determine what sort of students they want to be. 

3. Intellectual Virtues of 21st-Century Student Practitioners 

The catalogue of intellectual virtues obtained from my historical analysis shows 

many intellectual virtues that students can nurture to determine what sort of student they 

want to be. An informed selection of these virtues is necessary. Hence, I begin this 

section with the results of my survey of all of the intellectual virtues encountered to 

build a shortlist. I appeal to authority, use induction, deduction, abduction, and 

retroduction, to set the 11 intellectual virtues I defend within the structure of 

                                                
81 Postman, Technolopy; Jandrić, Learning in the Age of Digital Reason. 
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MacIntyre’s notion of a practice. Then, I analyze intellectual virtues associated with 

ICTs, where I also take the time to address Pritchard’s extended cognition theory that 

minimizes the impact of the arrival of ICTs. Finally, I combine the conclusions of the 

two previous sections, and add Wittgenstein’s idea of family resemblance to present my 

understanding of higher education’s intellectually virtuous students today. 

3.1 Students’ Intellectual Virtues 

a) Descriptive Analysis 

 The historical and contemporary tables of intellectual virtues I presented earlier 

identify the candidate virtues to choose from. Because intellectual virtues have been 

identified and defended throughout the centuries, across many regions and faiths, as well 

as representing both men and women, I can begin by a descriptive analysis without fear 

of too much bias or missing certain virtues. Counting the appearance of each virtue 

across the authors studied, with a few adjustments with regard to synonyms, the top 

intellectual virtues I have found are in Table 6. It is, however, essential to keep in mind 

that the exact meaning of the terms belong to each thinker and may show variance, as it 

was addressed in the historical analysis. 

While more research into each conception 

would be probative, for the purpose at 

hand, and with the allotted space, I keep to 

the general meaning of the virtues as they 

apply in a contemporary setting. For the 

most part, the definitions kept are Baehr’s, 

which are in the Glossary. 

Table 6: Intellectual Virtues for Students 

Intellectual Virtue Frequency 

 
Courage 

 
15 

Perseverance 11 
Honesty 11 
Humility 8 

Open-mindedness 7 
Autonomy 5 
Impartiality 4 

Care 4 
Attention 4 
Industry 3 
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These ten virtues are shortlisted out of the over 80 candidate intellectual virtues 

(see Appendix C). Having already encountered Baehr’s nine essential student 

intellectual virtues,82 in the Chapter 2, I rely on his expert identification to distill the 

broad list, and while still considering other candidates. Yet, in keeping with the 

approach to virtue ethics, this list holds for the most part. Otherwise, I will argue that the 

intellectual virtue of patience deserves to be added to the shortlist. Other intellectual 

virtues, such as adaptability and insight are on the horizon and aren’t excluded. As for 

wisdom, practical wisdom, and humanness (ren), which somewhat overlap, and were 

ubiquitous, they are dealt with separately. Finally, I consider intellectual virtues that 

didn’t make the cut, and those that Hogan proposed. 

b) Inductive Analysis 

Mere description is not sufficient to justify a final list of intellectual virtues, for 

many believed at one point that women were incapable of higher education. Even the 

progressive dean of Harvard, Charles Eliot didn’t want his institution to risk including 

women; only money and annexing women in a specific college devoted to them 

convinced him.83 People have been wrong systematically, so the descriptive analysis 

needs to be supplemented in order that intellectual virtues fully find their footing.  

The next step could concern looking at the instances of students who exemplified 

the shortlisted virtues and were accordingly praised. With induction we can move from 

                                                
82 Curiosity, intellectual humility, intellectual autonomy, attentiveness, thoroughness, carefulness, open-
mindedness, tenacity, and courage.  
83 Davidson, The New Education, 34. 
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instances of students who persevere when faced with difficult problems, or that pay 

attention to what is taught in class or on the computer. Each shortlisted virtue survives 

this type of evaluation, and instances of each can be found or thought of with little 

strain. While I have leveraged induction, for instance by presenting exemplars in the 

historical and immanent chapters, and again in the pages that follow, it cannot stand 

alone. Induction can point toward false generalizations, and it lacks the cohesiveness 

that I need for virtuous students. We need something more general. 

c) Deductive Analysis 

Working at the opposite end, a universal definition of the good student would 

solve the cohesiveness problem if we had a closed understanding of the student’s nature. 

But students—unlike logical proofs—aren’t closed. Despite being anchored in 

ontological realism and espousing a form of naturalism, there are too many aspects of 

persons that we ignore to be able to fully deduce the nature of the good student. Also, 

since students are self-conscious and changing, living in societies where there are 

emergent properties and structures, understanding the good student must be dynamic.  

At best, deduction closes off certain interpretations. For example when someone 

would try to deduce that the intellectually virtuous student could be a cheater. At worst, 

it defends a universal, ahistorical, sterile, and biased conception. There needs to be an 

account between the particular student and the universal student category. 

d) Abductive Analysis 

Moving beyond induction and deduction, I avail myself once again of a tool 

afforded by critical realism. It is abduction, which serves “To interpret and 
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recontextualize individual phenomena within a conceptual framework or a set of ideas. 

To be able to understand something in a new way by observing and interpreting this 

something in a new conceptual framework.”84 My first interpretational move concerned 

my use of intellectual virtues as a conceptual framework. Retrospectively, throughout 

my research, these concepts have enabled me to anchor, outline, and understand the 

nature of good students within a perennial and evolving ethical tradition. My second 

interpretational step was to investigate students analytically through MacIntyre’s notion 

of a practice, which has never been accomplished before. 

My first recontextualization concerned placing higher education students in a 

neoliberal economic climate, such that it informs their practice differently than 20th-

century welfare state economics. My second, novel, recontextualization emerged from 

analyzing the student within the infosphere. Changes brought on by ICTs, surveillance, 

AI, quantification, and living by proxy invited us to consider students anew. 

 The fact that I have chosen intellectual virtues at large as my interpretive 

framework means that it transcends my research. As far as the abductive step, virtue 

epistemology revealed its findings by offering a list of intellectual virtues that I could 

appeal to in order to understand good students. This step was accomplished to arrive at 

the long list. To shorten this list, I turned to a descriptive analysis, and referred to 

Baehr’s recommendations, the results of which are now tested against MacIntyre’s 

theory of a practice. 

                                                
84 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 80; 88–95. 
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Reinterpreting the student as practitioner shows how students can aspire to learn 

through the structure of higher education, and how the intellectual virtues shortlisted aid 

in attaining this goal. In terms of internal goods, from courage to industry, these 

intellectual virtues answer to issues of mastering new content, collaborating when 

necessary, and being willing to be corrected in a way that other intellectual virtues, like 

Hume’s wit or Daoism’s tranquility, may not. Conversely, enrolled students may find a 

fertile ground, as MacIntyre’s theory suggests, in higher learning institutions to develop 

these intellectual virtues. Perseverance, honesty, and autonomy are cardinal virtues of 

students who wish to excel; and, it can be expected that most higher education programs 

rely on them. In terms of a practice, honesty receives a premium, because it is definitive 

of what it means to be a student, as well as provides a standard to which to aspire. 

 While attention did not receive much attention in the descriptive analysis, this 

may be due in part because lack of attention wasn’t as big a problem historically, as it is 

today in our interconnected world. Pointing to a practice emphasizes the importance of 

action, in paying attention. Whether in class, in a lab, in front of a computer, or in any 

other learning setting, being able to sustain and devote attention is an intellectual virtue 

that is central to possess. This is also illustrated in higher education’s focus on the basic 

unit of education, the credit hour. Although critiqued as of late, we still revert to it to 

broadly establish the foundation and duration of education. The parallel appeal of a 

practice in this case is that if competency is proven, then the credit hour can be assumed 

to have fulfilled its function. Still, this doesn’t diminish the relevance of attention, for 

the student will now be held to higher standards and require attention to reach them. 

 Turning to the external goods that validate my shortlisted intellectual virtues, the 

success component of virtue epistemology is reinforced by institutional demands. The 
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appeal of external goods associated with a practice legitimizes students’ efforts. 

Evaluations, assessments, and accreditation are there to validate student competency and 

at the same time exert control over excesses in courage, open-mindedness, and humility, 

all of which can derail students’ learning efforts. As for measuring the presence of 

intellectual virtues, there will be challenges, as we shall see. Yet this is only a problem if 

we adopt the reductive view that only assessable content deserves educational attention. 

Finally, in terms of a practice, the signal transmitted to students, as for 

practitioners in general, is that they are responsible for what they do, for what sort of 

person they become. This is an advantage of a virtues-based approach, because it attends 

to the intentional aspects of their actions, thoughts, and character traits. The climate of 

trust that is required, as virtues depend on internal dispositions, favors the development a 

sense of ownership concerning the skills and virtues that students learn. 

Now, recontextulizing the student in a neoliberal climate also reveals that this 

ideology is hostile to good students and their flourishing; courage, autonomy, and open-

mindedness aid in their development. Fighting commodification and ideologically 

guided educational outcomes is easier when relying on these virtues. Care, humility, 

honesty, and attention are also essential virtues that speak to the internal worth of 

students, lest they become merely human capital. Finally, the virtue of industry may be 

used to think oneself through difficult situations or benefit from offerings made 

available through neoliberalism. Of the former, we can think of an English major who 

tutors younger students to build her proficiency, help other students, and pay for her 

education. Of the latter, neoliberalism has helped to develop ICTs, shape MOOCs, 

facilitate international contacts and opportunities for work, because of its push for 

fluidity and massification. Industrious minds use this to further their intellectual journey. 
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This leads me to the final recontextualization, which is to situate my shortlisted 

intellectual virtues in the infosphere. The first attraction here is to heed to Floridi, Carr, 

and Lanier’s worry of creating a culture of proxies. Because much of student life is 

mediated by ICTs, there is a risk of forgoing deep and authentic education. By skimming 

content, relying on MOOCs and online classes, or purchasing essays, students deprive 

themselves of greater goods afforded by education. Focusing on courage, perseverance, 

open-mindedness, autonomy, humility, care, attention, honesty, and industry creates 

awareness that reality can’t be reduced to the infosphere. The seamlessness that 

companies and programmers offer betrays reality’s concrete roughness and complexity. 

On the positive side these intellectual virtues help to sift through the vast 

quantity of true and false information for which students are responsible. This is a new 

challenge society faces. In the past, only the select few who were learning in great 

institutions would be regularly confronted with multiple views, ways of knowing and 

doing. With the advent of the Internet, there has been a democratization of information, 

and a massification of education that requires millions to develop dispositions of open-

mindedness, autonomy, and humility. Because of the breadth of content, and also on 

account of the array of students in real or virtual classes, these last intellectual virtues 

serve students who wish to benefit most from their education. Rather than having 

institutions and educators close-off avenues of research and learning de facto, through 

institutional or curricular means, cultivating intellectual virtues empowers students to 

thoughtfully bring new and different content to class. In other words, intellectual virtues 

answer to the fact that educators are no longer the gatekeepers of knowledge; they are 

the mechanisms through which new forms of communities of inquiry emerge. 
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e) Retroductive Analysis 

In addition to the fourfold analysis provided by abduction, using retroduction, as 

sanctioned by critical realism, offers another means to understand good students. While 

I’ve already used this tool in reconstructing the learner, I recall that retroduction goes 

“From a description and analysis of concrete phenomena to reconstruct the basic 

conditions for these phenomena to be what they are. By way of thought operations and 

counterfactual thinking to argue towards transfactual conditions.”85 This method was 

also used when I reconstructed the student in terms of a practice, as well as when I 

framed my research with virtue epistemology. Yet retroduction is even more useful now 

as I argue in favor of my shortlist of intellectual virtues. Of the many strategies that align 

with retroduction, counterfactual analysis, pathological circumstances, and extreme 

cases are especially relevant.86 These three strategies shed light on the underlying 

conditions that make the existence of intellectually virtuous students true. 

First, in terms of counterfactual analysis, the idea is to proceed by asking the 

question, “If the intellectually virtuous student didn’t have this quality, would she still be 

virtuous?” Applying this line of questioning to the long list, and explicitly now to my 

shortlist reveals that some virtues are closer to the core of the good student than others. 

Without courage, perseverance, autonomy, honesty, and attention no good student can 

emerge. Surmounting challenges, facing time constraints, and getting at the truth all 

point to the necessity of these virtues.  

                                                
85 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 80; 96–106. 
86 Ibid., 101–106. 
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Without humility, open-mindedness, care, impartiality, and industry, the answer 

is less straightforward. Because perseverance is a virtue associated with maintaining the 

course, it will sometimes be in tension with humility and open-mindedness. For if, and 

this is an important if, the course or goal has been properly set, for example that a certain 

performance must be learned, humility and open-mindedness fall on the back burner. 

However, the opposite isn’t true when the course or goal is unjustified. Here open-

mindedness might be called for in order to get the most out of a bad education. 

As for care, impartiality, and industry, context and content will determine to 

what extent they are solicited. The intellectual virtue of attention captures some elements 

of care and impartiality, while industry might arrive at the culmination of perseverance. 

For example, where content has been mastered, a new way of understanding a theme 

may show industry, or through perseverance, an industrious solution may emerge.  

Finally, the intellectual virtues of courage and autonomy protect against 

indoctrination, the possible encroachment of neoliberalism, and complete absorption into 

the infosphere. Intellectual courage ties to the fundamentals of student agency, which 

gives space to exercise critical thinking and nourishes emancipation. 

This short counterfactual analysis reinforces the basic features of intellectually 

virtuous students in a sufficiently flexible way. It is faithful to Aristotle’s notion of 

ethical precision, as what is true for the most part; it allows for different virtues to be 

emphasized according to the person and the context; and, it is fairly open, as a critically 

realist ontology and epistemology require. This will also prove useful in arriving at a 

more determinate, without being rigid, understanding of the intellectually virtuous 

student in higher education that I defend in the next section with Wittgenstein family 

resemblance concept. 
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The second retroductive strategy has already been used by Aristotle, Confucius, 

the Buddha, the Stoics, Mencius, Hume, Locke, and Nietzsche, all the way to Zagzebski. 

Appealing to exemplars is common to virtue theory, because it reveals what is possible 

when certain individuals are held as the best incarnations of some virtues. When applied 

to intellectually virtuous students, the actions of Kazakhstani graduate student Alexandra 

Elbakyan were praiseworthy in a way that stretches our understanding of good students 

(contra Rashdall and Haskins). That is, Elbakyan illustrates how intellectual virtues are 

not reserved for male students, and open access to knowledge reveals a form of 

intellectual industry (as it was for Aaron Swartz) without necessarily conferring the full 

status of an intellectually virtuous student. Salman Khan is closer to exemplar when it 

comes to his courage to skip classes to learn more than the average student, and draw 

from his autonomy. As higher education reaches the masses and expands into the digital 

world, there should be more exemplars on the horizon that inform and inspire us. 

In as much as exemplars attract, pathological cases repel. Looking for and 

considering vicious students also inform the nature of good students. Where the 

university student was historically at minimum registered at an institution, many were 

also often absent. The evolution of student life and the reining in of absences signal that 

good students attend classes or participate online. Today, this reality has opened up 

several areas of research such as in the field of learner presence,87 and mobilized 

tracking software to ensure that students are actually in class (or contributing online). 

                                                
87 Shea and Bidjerano, “Learning Presence as a Moderator in the Community of Inquiry Model”; Gregory 
and Bannister-Tyrell, “Digital Learner Presence and Online Teaching Tools.” 
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The other stream of pathological cases that we encountered concerned students that 

plagiarized, or hired out their work in the form of contract academic cheating. Parallel to 

this, Chris Barrett and Luke McCabe were cases that illustrated the dangers associated 

with a non-critical acceptance of neoliberalism in higher education.  

Finally, in contrast to industry, laziness is illustrated in another of Giroux’s 

cases, in which neoliberal ideals cater to the bottom line, and feed into students’ 

potential intellectual vices. We learn that in order to save money, it was decided that 

Introduction to Spanish classes would be taught by a software program, rather than by a 

professor at the University of Missouri. Word quickly got out that the course was really 

easy, which led 500 students to enroll over two semesters. When some of them moved 

on to the next level, it was disastrous, because the students hadn’t learned.88 The vice of 

laziness is cured by perseverance, which belongs to intellectually virtuous students. 

f) “Good things come to those who wait” 

As is common in virtue theory, some virtues need to fight for a place, be 

championed. Patience falls in this category. Taken for granted or accepted as part of 

other virtues, patience belongs to the world of virtues. In a time when speed and 

manipulation play important roles, patience protects agency as no other virtues can. 

Pianalto’s thorough analysis of patience begins by retracing the past praise of 

patience from the Dalai Lama, Augustine, Pope Gregory I, al-Ghazali, and Kierkegaard 

to see it disappear from today’s landscape. Patience is rooted out of life through 

                                                
88 Brodsky in Giroux, “Neoliberalism, Corporate Culture, and the Promise of Higher Education,” 435. 
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business, entertainment, and a hoard of distractions so that people don’t know and don’t 

even think that they’re waiting. Patience in education seldom appears in theory, because 

of our focus on efficiency, multitasking, and goal-driven outcomes. Impatience and the 

thirst of getting things going now are sold as 21st-century virtues. 

So what is patience? After studying multiple views, Pianalto offers the following 

definition, which exhibits patience’s complexity and worth: “Patience is the disposition 

to accept unavoidable burdens as well as those avoidable burdens that one can 

reasonably judge it to be wise to accept.”89 Minimally, it occurs when students wait their 

turn to ask a question or offer time to the instructor to reflect on an answer. “Maximally, 

it’s suffering an overly long PhD dissertation,” says Janus. Either way, patience isn’t just 

passively waiting, but knowing when and how to wait, and for what reason. 

Patience in the intellectual realm equips students to deal with less than perfect 

online platforms. It enforces a rhythm that lets understanding and creation thrive like 

Aristotle’s praise of leisurely thought. Closer to us, poet and President Vaclav Havel saw 

patience such that: “I believe we must learn to wait as we learn to create. We have to 

patiently sow the seeds, assiduously water the earth where they are sown and give the 

plants the time that is their own. One cannot fool a plant any more than one can fool 

history. But one can water it. Patiently, everyday. With understanding with humility, but 

also with love.”90 While the plant analogy resonates with Mencius’s sprouts metaphor, it 

                                                
89 Pianalto, On Patience, 54. Italics in original. 
90 Havel in Pianalto, On Patience, 13. 
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also situates us in time in order to heed to a rhythm. It is a lack of patience that makes 

cheating or skimming content acceptable in an attempt to fool knowledge. 

g) Wisdom, Practical Wisdom, and Humaneness 

The theme of patience puts the cultivation of all the virtues in perspective, and 

especially wisdom, practical wisdom, and humanness. These last virtues are uniquely 

difficult to bring under the same umbrella, despite the fact that most of the thinkers 

surveyed endorsed a version of them. Were the subject of my research the wise student, 

it would need to cover both ethical and intellectual virtues, and as such, be unwieldy 

given the complexity of the subject. Additionally, I would still need a theory of 

intellectually virtuous students, which I aim to complete. Finally, there is the question of 

whether a young adult entering higher education could become wise after a short period 

of time. For Aristotle this is simply impossible, because these students simply lack 

experience, which can only grow with time.91 Working toward wisdom is feasible in the 

long-term, following Aristotle, or Swanton’s more recent developmental analysis.92 

At best I can gesture at the need to have in mind the possibility of the existence 

of wise students. Common to the defenders of wisdom is the argument that wisdom is a 

holistic regulator of all the other virtues. It is a unifying disposition that helps to 

determine which virtue is appropriate in which circumstance. For example, is it more 

virtuous to cultivate a friendship or spend more time working out a problem in an 

anthropology class that could lead to an industrious solution? Is it wiser for a student to 
                                                
91 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1142a12–21. 
92 Swanton, “Developmental Virtue Ethics.” 
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do volunteer work that could inform his program or spend that time studying? These 

types of questions require some form of wise deliberation, and all of the authors studied 

have something to offer. But in a two or four-year program, there is little time to become 

wise; rather, the intellectual virtues contribute to this long-term goal. 

Finally, none of today’s scholars to whom I’ve appealed include wisdom as an 

attainable goal of intellectual virtues education. At best Zagzebski devotes a subsection 

of Virtues of the Mind to the issue of wisdom. She tackles the question of the unity of the 

virtues, the link between moral and intellectual virtues, the possibility of being wise, all 

of which testifies to the profundity of the concept of wisdom. I will therefore need to 

suppose the existence of a nascent wisdom as a guiding principle based on this argument 

by Zagzebski: “the ability to mediate between and among the individual moral virtues 

must itself be a virtue. Phronesis is defined in part as the virtue that has this function.”93 

Wisdom largely understood bridges the intellect with the wider world of action. This is 

relevant to higher education students, since their studies are in tune with the world, and 

linked to skills associated with fulfilling certain jobs. For now, however, I leave this 

theme open until I achieve a robust theory of intellectually virtuous students. 

h) Remainders 

The dynamic aspect of intellectual virtues means that discarding virtues once and 

for all demands rigorous arguments, as well as real contextual changes that support those 

conclusions. Despite the fact that Aristotle and Nietzsche didn’t count humility as a 

                                                
93 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 222. Italics in original. 
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virtue, the latter seeing it as a vice, it doesn’t mean that we all should. Therefore, the 

long list of intellectual virtues (in the Appendix C) is a background that testifies to the 

wealth and variety of ethical traits to which students can aspire. Affability, being 

communicative, candor, engagement, knowing your audience, perspicuity, and other 

virtues add to the complexity of flourishing. 

This long list of virtues can also be contrasted with Hogan’s learning virtues, 

which he has developed during the last decade. They are: 

(1) a commitment to renewed effort in the pursuit of fluency, while recognizing 

that fluency in any subject is a matter of degree, rather than a matter of 

something final or absolute; 

(2) recognition that learning is most important as a form of enquiry and 

discovery, and that this calls for tolerance and active co-operation among 

learners, in relation to each other’s attempts and contributions; 

(3) a commitment to method, review and revision in one’s efforts to study and

 understand (i.e. to pursue enquiry fruitfully); 

(4) acknowledgement of the necessity for balance in the exercise of critical

 judgment as the fruits of learning emerge; 

(5) acknowledgement of the necessity for equity where the opportunities and

 entitlements of all learners are concerned; 

(6) receptive openness by learners to what is decently addressed to them; 

(7) readiness to ask pertinent questions or raise critical queries; 
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(8) willingness to take responsibility for one’s own learning.94  

Each of these detailed virtues surely helps learning, and what it means to be good 

students. Their rich descriptions direct as well as explain what is expected of virtuous 

learners. However, the richer the detail, the poorer the adaptability. Also, increasing the 

conditions and granularity for calling upon these virtues compounds their complexity. 

For instance, is “(3) a commitment to method, review and revision in one’s efforts to 

study and understand (i.e. to pursue enquiry fruitfully)” always or even sometimes 

compatible with the “acknowledgement of the necessity for equity where the 

opportunities and entitlements of all learners are concerned”? While laudable ideals, they 

seem unduly complex. To this end, the longer list may reveal how students can arrive at 

some of Hogan’s richer scenarios by combining some intellectual virtues. 

 Finally, perhaps Hogan’s list points toward something else, new virtues. For 

according to Aristotle many virtues or “states also have no names, but we must try, as in 

the other cases, to invent names ourselves so that we may be clear and easy to follow.”95 

Intellectual courage and humility are shorthand for complex and subtle virtues that have 

come to be known by many, across generations, and groups of people. The life of virtues 

is dynamic and embedded in a changing social reality. This is why we must push further 

than Hogan and investigate the implications of ICTs and the possibility of new 

intellectual virtues. The next section embarks on this journey, as we find Vallor on her 

way to defend technomoral virtues. 

                                                
94 Hogan, “The Ethical Orientations of Education as a Practice in Its Own Right,” 35. 
95 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1108a16–18. 
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3.2 Technomoral Virtues, the Infosphere, and E-virtues 

To date, Shannon Vallor has developed the most robust attempt to link virtue 

ethics and new technologies. Her foundation rests on traditions that emerged from 

Aristotle, Confucius, and the Buddha, and as such is compatible with my research. 

However, her focus is on moral virtues strictly speaking, leaving aside intellectual 

virtues and education, which creates space for really new electronic, or e-virtues. To get 

there, let us look at Vallor’s arguments that lead her to focus on technomoral virtues. 

 From the ancient traditions noted above, Vallor isolates seven tenets of moral 

habituation. They are habituation, exemplarism, repeated moral practice, accustomation, 

joy, commitment, and integration.96 Each is a common aspect of the virtue tradition that 

informs Vallor’s 21st-century recontextualization. With her theory in place, she then 

applies these tenets to point to the road of the virtues. Here, “relational understanding, 

reflective self-examination, and intentional self-direction of moral development,”97 

express the means by which we flourish. 

 One by one, Vallor investigates these last personal components as they relate to 

exercising virtues in technology-rich environments. She shows how the ancient 

traditions still support the flourishing life, if we pay attention to “increasingly rapid, 

transformative, global, unpredictable, and interdependent technosocial change.”98 Vallor 

then leverages the ongoing stability of the ancient virtues traditions instead of looking 

for new virtues. Her conservatism shouldn’t be seen as a weakness, but a strength. 
                                                
96 Vallor, Technology and the Virtues, 74. 
97 Ibid., 76. Italics in original. 
98 Ibid., 119. 
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 This conclusion explains why her list of technomoral virtues is quite familiar. 

The relevant virtues are: honesty, self-control, justice, courage, empathy, care, civility, 

flexibility, perspective, magnanimity, technomoral wisdom. Vallor’s analysis secures a 

place for these (mostly) ancient virtues in our hyper-connected societies, with 

conceptual as well as case-based support. Her list also gives weight to the perennial 

nature of virtue ethics. Vallor even addresses the openness of virtue ethics, and contends 

that “as technosocial conditions changes over time, our virtues will have to evolve with 

them.”99 This resonates with Tressie McMillan Cottom who launched, at Virginia 

Commonwealth University in 2016, the first degree in Digital Sociology in the United 

States. Digital life will be implicit in sociology sooner than later. Echoing Floridi’s 

defense of the infosphere, McMillan Cottom asks rhetorically, “What in the world 

doesn’t have some online component?”100 But in the end, I only salvage from Vallor’s 

analysis the general relevance of virtues, as they apply to 21st-century life.  

Education comes into focus in Pritchard’s analysis of the impact of ICTs in 

virtue epistemology, as he explores the tensions in using these tools as substitutes or 

extensions to thinking. Pritchard begins by specifying his view of education, which 

strives to nurture cognitive faculties (i.e. being able to reason) and develop cognitive 

capacities (e.g. solving arithmetical problems), both of which are encompassed by 

intellectual virtues (e.g. critical reflection, autonomy, and conscientiousness). Adding 

the use of ICTs to this view of education, argues Pritchard, merely extends cognitive 

                                                
99 Ibid. 
100 McMillan Cottom in Davidson, The New Education, 128–129. 
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capacities. ICTs don’t transform capacities, either because of their pure instrumentality, 

as in accessing Wikipedia content, or their basic extension of capacities, when students 

use a calculator instead of a pencil and paper. 

 As for intellectual virtues, they are the foundational dispositions that need to be 

cultivated according to Pritchard, because they foster understanding. Arguing for this 

means in part that, “there is simply no technological substitute for intellectual virtue.”101 

It therefore becomes a question of intrusion versus facilitation of technology in 

pedagogy. His solution to the presence of ICTs in education revolves around enabling 

educators to integrate them in classes, in keeping with the development of intellectual 

virtues. For instance, he suggests that educators consider if using a technology pacifies 

students or not; such as, using software to correct grammar or learning the rules. If the 

technology reduces knowledge, it shouldn’t be used. This is a step in the right direction. 

 A problem emerges when Pritchard draws hard boundaries between cognitive 

faculties, capacities, intellectual virtues, and the outside world. In order to conclude that 

ICTs play mostly an instrumental role, he appeals to cognitive science’s theory of 

extended cognition. This approach integrates the agent’s environment to explain how 

she thinks; it is an anti-individualist theory of epistemology. Pritchard appropriates 

arguments found in social epistemology to develop his own technological epistemic anti-

individualism. Because knowledge and understanding are social, Pritchard argues that 

ICTs mirror the effects of people, experts, and communities of inquiry. This means for 

technology and intellectual virtues that, “What is important is rather that the student 
                                                
101 Pritchard, “Intellectual Virtue, Extended Cognition, and the Epistemology of Education,” 118. 
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takes cognitive ownership, via her intellectual virtues, of the information source in 

question. This means that in practice a virtue-theoretic approach to educational practices 

will tend to lead to extended cognitive processes.”102 There is more than mere extension, 

however, of the cognitive process. For as Pritchard also argues for a deeper change in 

education, his theory provides that “a subject’s cognitive process may incorporate 

features of her technological environment.”103 I believe that this is precisely the point to 

make. But for unknown reasons, Pritchard doesn’t attend to the nature of the “features of 

her technological environment.” He hasn’t gone far enough. 

 In previous chapters I analyzed how technology is value-laden, like our social 

theories. So when Pritchard appeals to a version of social epistemology, he must go all 

the way. And in so far as technologies—with their values—are absorbed into the 

emergence and cultivation of our virtues, they aren’t just instrumental as presented. For 

instance, Davidson reminds us after correcting her students of the idea that Guttenberg 

invented the printing press (it was Bi Sheng in 1040, BCE), “Technology is ideology. 

Technology is epistemology. How we know shapes what we know,”104 to which I add, 

who we are. Pritchard’s rendition of technological epistemic anti-individualism allows 

virtually no place for changing intellectual virtues, despite its open structure. He will 

eventually deny that extended cognition aligns itself straightforwardly with intellectual 

virtues, which bodes well for my arguments.105 Finally, when Battaly revisits extended 

                                                
102 Ibid., 124. 
103 Ibid., 119. 
104 Davidson, The New Education, 111–112. 
105 Pritchard, “Extended Virtue Epistemology,” 640. 
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cognition and responsibilism, she shows some compatibility, in terms of open-

mindedness.106 Yet this comes with the cost of reducing individuals, to make room for 

external technologies.  

This survey shows that there is room for innovation in coupling ICTs, virtue 

epistemology, and education. Besides following Battaly, one road leads to the Hogan 

and Vallor approach that offers richer descriptions of conditions for virtuous to flourish 

in the 21st century. The other road leads to consider new e-virtues at the horizon. 

The way by which I have explored the possible emergence of e-virtues has been 

analogous to the emergence of environmental virtue ethics. That is, I have searched for 

new phenomena made possible by ICTs. For example, instead of environmental 

deterioration, the emergence of nuclear mutually assured destruction would count as 

extending our virtuous (or vicious) framework. In terms of ICTs, computer viruses, 

instant messaging, high-speed algorithm, Big Data, digital anonymity, trolling, clickbait, 

souveillance, hacktivism, Face-stalking, gait analysis, e-learning, DDoS attack, proxy 

culture, Quantified Self, Internet of things, nanotechnologies, cyberbalkanization, AI, 

and neuroenhancing are just some sociotechnological realities that call for attention.  

 Applied to virtue epistemology and education my research has failed to reveal e-

virtues, although the conditions are there. Building on four years of research and work in 

new technologies as a radio columnist for Radio-Canada up to my study of books like 

Emerging Issues in Smart Learning, and Learning in the Age of Digital, nothing has 

revealed any new virtues on the horizon. Yet just as for William’s study of attention, 
                                                
106 Battaly, “Extending Epistemic Virtue.” 
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distraction, and manipulation in the age of the Internet, where “We currently lack a 

language for talking about, and thereby recognizing, the full depth of these problems. At 

individual level these problems threaten to frustrate one’s authorship of one’s own 

life,”107 my theory is open enough to make room for new descriptions and new virtues. 

3.3 Using Epistemic Virtues to Interpret and Recontextualize Students 

So what is an intellectually virtuous student in higher education? First, she 

exhibits virtue, a “deep and enduring acquired excellence of a person, involving a 

characteristic motivation to produce a certain desired end and reliable success in 

bringing about that end,”108 where the excellence in question is intellectual. This 

framework by Zagzebski also entails that the student is responsible for her intellectual 

goals, and that relying on intellectual virtues will reliably help her to achieve them. 

While little has been said of emotions, they too belong to virtuous students. The 

emotions are associated with the “desire to know”109 to guide good students. Love of 

knowledge and curiosity are the foundational motivators that help learners, contrary to 

traditional epistemology that removes emotions from seeking truth and understanding. 

Including emotions into the makeup of intellectually virtuous students reflects the whole 

person in order to respond to her or his reality. Furthermore, intellectual courage, 

humility, care, and so forth would be unthinkable without emotions.110 

                                                
107 Williams, Stand Out of Our Light, 88. 
108 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 137. 
109 Aristotle, Metaphysics, I. 980a25. 
110 For a full theory of emotions, see Goldie’s The Emotions, which aligns with Battaly’s integration of 
emotions and intellectual virtue in “Acquiring Epistemic Virtue,” and Smart and Shadbolt’s introduction 
of emotions in epistemology and the Web in “World Wide Web,” section, “Epistemic Feelings.” 
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Intellectually virtuous students are also practitioners, which impose internal and 

external conditions upon their flourishing. On the internal side, virtuous students seek 

understanding, are motivated to learn, honest, gain competence in various subjects, 

develop numerous skills like time management, communication skills, critical thinking, 

digital literacy, money management, reading, and writing (as those collected in Table 2). 

On the external side, intellectually virtuous students belong to communities of inquiry, 

to classes, learning inside or outside of institutions, directly of virtually. They are also 

successfully recognized for their intellectual achievements, the degree to which depends 

on institutions, and their broader socioeconomic context. Their journey in higher 

education is validated and leads to some form of public certification. 

Student practitioners pick out intellectual virtues shaping their road to higher 

education success, defining what sort of student they want to be. Claiming an education 

means they are developing many, if not all of the shortlisted intellectual virtues of: 

impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, autonomy, 

patience, perseverance, and industry. “Oh, you mean, iCOACH HAPPI. Better get the 

trademark and website!” snickers Janus. That aside, seeking additional intellectual 

virtues (see Appendix C) can nurture the uniquely good intellectual character of each 

student. Aspiring students are also possibly seeking the advice of or emulating other 

inspiring students. Historical and contemporary models can guide them. Finally, 

developing these virtues is assisted by and assists the growth of wisdom. 

It is in the bridging of wisdom and the outside world that the intellectually 

virtuous student creates a place for the embodiment and exercise of these, and new 

virtues. Such contact with the world requires a minimal awareness of the socioeconomic 

and technological climate within which she finds herself. In this sense, intellectually 
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virtuous students maintain a critical disposition that has come to be expected of their 

higher education journey. The risks and benefits of studying in a neoliberal infosphere 

invite the same type of vigilance that individuals may face in other hostile environments. 

Exercising intellectual virtues means that good students are responsive to those realities 

to reinforce their agency, and possibly even lead to emancipatory behavior. 

 Intellectually virtuous students are therefore always developing. Through their 

personal contacts in classes, via MOOCs, Internet forums, and e-learning platforms, as 

well as all the various content they encounter during their education, they expand, refine, 

redefine, reassess, and criticize their own flourishing in a self-regulating manner. 

Intellectually virtuous students can therefore change their family of predominant virtues, 

depending on where their education takes them. 

 This conception and these changes lead us to collect the 11 core intellectual 

student virtues under the concept of Wittgenstein’s family resemblance. The three 

elements of this theory are as follows: 

I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than “family 

resemblances”; for the various resemblances between members of a family: 

build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross 

in the same way. – And I shall say: ‘games’ form a family.111 

To which he adds: 

for instance the kinds of number form a family in the same way. Why do we call 

something a “number”? Well, perhaps because it has a direct relationship with 
                                                
111 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 32. 
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several things that have hitherto been called number; and this can be said to give 

it an indirect relationship to other things we call the same name. And we extend 

our concept of number as in spinning a thread we twist fibre on fibre. And the 

strength of the thread does not reside in the fact that some one fibre runs through 

its whole length, but in the overlapping of many fibres. 112 

Such that: 

I can give the concept ‘number’ rigid limits in this way that is, use the word 

“number” for a rigidly limited concept, but I can also use it so that the extension 

of the concept is not closed by a frontier. And this is how we do use the word 

“game”. For how is the concept of a game bounded? What still counts as a game 

and what no longer does? Can you give the boundary? No. You can draw one; 

for none has so far been drawn. (But that never troubled you before when you 

used the word “game”.)113 

When solving the problem of what it means to be an intellectually virtuous student in 

higher education today, it is essential to keep this analysis of Wittgenstein, which 

echoes114 Aristotle’s early provision in the Nicomachean Ethics that what follows holds 

for the most part. Having individual virtues create the thread of the intellectually 

virtuous student respects both the integrity of the thread, as the virtues chosen do uphold 

the identity of student practitioners. However, it does not make absolute which fiber 

must be in the thread. To be sure, some fibers are weaker than others, just as some 

                                                
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid., 33. Italics in original. 
114 See also Wittgenstein’s analysis of looking at a photograph, Philosophical Investigations, 34. 
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virtues, like wit, are less significant in nurturing student intellectual virtues. But beyond 

historical, immanent and argumentative analysis, it must be left to students to choose 

and develop the virtues in accordance with their aspiration to determine what type of 

student they want to be. This happens in experience. 

4. Conclusion 

The argumentative structure began with nine key concepts that provided a thick 

context and connections wherein intellectually virtuous students could find their place. 

The desire to know, responsibility, success, responsiveness, dilemmas, development, 

skills, economy, technology are all part of students’ learning ecology. Appropriating and 

defending MacIntyre’s practice—as it applies to students—established student life.  

Leveraging the historical and immanent analyses, with critical realism, I arrived 

at a core of intellectual virtues: impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, 

honesty, humility, autonomy, patience, perseverance, and industry. As for wisdom, it 

remained in the background, as a unifying virtue that can grow during student life. 

While I failed to find specific e-virtues, this research still invited me to conceive of 

intellectual virtues as open to their arrival. This openness led me in the final instance to 

appeal to Wittgenstein’s idea of family resemblance to uphold the roughness of 

boundaries associated with the 11 virtues to respect the nature of virtue epistemology, as 

well as the uniqueness of students that choose this way of being. All other qualifications 

to the arguments found in this chapter, from dealing with relativism to situationism, 

male bias to transgender inclusion, are in the Appendix E. The final task is taken up in 

the next chapter, synthesizing what living a student life implies, and how student 

intellectual virtues inform pedagogical practices.
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Chapter 7: Synthesis, Applications, and Educational Practices 

While students may not have the time or resources to explicitly develop 

intellectual virtues, many educators do. It is in this context that learners and teachers 

may come together and nurture intellectual virtues in communities of inquiry, such that 

students develop the 11 virtues identified, which makes them good.  

I begin by dealing with three programs that educate for intellectual virtues, and I 

combine these efforts to show how they could apply to all of higher education. The 

second part deals with specific challenges. From online learning to gender-conscious 

education, teaching for intellectual virtues must deal with the present educational 

climate to remain relevant. The third part shows how intellectual virtues assist three 

teaching domains that are already in the works: citizenship education, critical thinking, 

and skills development. The fourth part digs deeper into methodological concerns, since 

applying intellectual virtues to higher education differs from learning at large. The fifth 

part deals with dilemmas, competing demands, identity, and student life to analyze 

themes concerning the type of student and person one wants to be. 

1. Three Models of Intellectual Virtue Formation 

1.1 Battaly’s Intellectually Virtuous Classes 

In her overview article, Battaly introduces and explains intellectual virtues, while 

bridging the gap between epistemologists and educators. Having presented the strands in 

virtue epistemology and argued that intellectual virtues can be taught, she illustrates how 

reliabilist and responsibilist virtues can grow through teaching. Because my focus is on 

responsibilist virtues, I direct my attention there. 



 

 342 

 Building on the works of Zagzebski, Montmarquet, Sherman, Degenhardt, Paul 

and Sandler, Battaly explains that developing intellectual virtues relies on two basic 

elements.1 First there is the need to demonstrate the virtues, for example when a 

professor embodies open-mindedness, or teach them by direct instruction. Second, 

students need to practice intellectual virtues in contexts conducive to their development. 

In combining both, students can develop the habits associated with the virtues, the 

virtues as such, and progressively liberate themselves from instruction. The process isn’t 

necessarily linear, for there may be confrontations with other virtues or a need to change 

other habits before really attending to the virtue, such that more time and attention is 

required. As experience grows students secure their embodiment of intellectual virtues. 

Finally, students may fully realize the value of intellectual virtues, and incarnate them 

with a better understanding of the value of learning and getting at the truth. 

To really nurture intellectual virtues Battaly insists upon the importance of going 

beyond exemplification, for the process can still remain opaque to students. The first 

genuine pedagogical step begins with explaining and detailing the nature of these 

virtues. Differentiations between intellectual motivation (e.g. motivation for the truth), 

intellectual actions (e.g. hypothesis forming), and intellectual emotions (e.g. caring for 

the truth) offer students concepts with which they may work and better understand what 

is taught. This step can involve formal teaching and benefit from class discussions.  

Battaly offers five scenarios, the first of which is quoted at length below, to get 

students thinking about themes surrounding the virtues: 
                                                
1 Battaly, “Teaching Intellectual Virtues,” 203–205. 
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Example 1: Hypothetical: Professor Smart 

Professor Smart has published a revolutionary article in a well-known 

journal. The conclusions of her article undermine the established theory in her field. 

Her conclusions are supported by thorough research and strong evidence, all of 

which is included in the article. As a result, Smart garners a great deal of positive 

attention from her colleagues around the world. She wins a prestigious international 

prize, gets a raise, and becomes a recognized expert in her field. Shortly thereafter, 

Smart receives a message from another expert, in which he raises a reasonable 

objection to her argument. 

What different intellectual actions might Professor Smart perform? What 

might her motivations be? What intellectual action do you think a virtuous person 

would perform in this situation, and why? What motivation would a virtuous person 

have in this situation, and why?2  

Combining this scenario and the questions offers fertile terrain to approach intellectual 

virtues. This heuristic is meant to be part of a bigger program in her epistemology, 

ethics, critical thinking, and introduction to philosophy classes. It is not meant to foster 

intellectual virtues rapidly; as Battaly reminds us, first we must “acquaint”3 students. 

Still, it is of intrinsic worth for students and their understanding of class content. 

Second order development is explored through an ethics class where Battaly 

suggests confronting students with a case to tease out and practice intellectual virtues. 

                                                
2 Ibid., 212. 
3 Ibid., 214. Italics in original. 
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The case is complex enough to elicit different responses, which facilitates using the 

follow-up exercise to develop virtues. The latter is made of the following questions:  

1. Describe an open-minded act that you performed. For instance, did you 

consider an alternative view? Explain. Be specific. What were your motivations? 

In other words, why did you perform that intellectual act? 

2. Describe an intellectually courageous act that you performed. For instance, did 

you defend your view? Explain. Be specific. What were your motivations? In 

other words, why did you perform that intellectual act? 

3. Was it difficult to be open-minded and intellectually courageous at the same 

time? Did these demands come into conflict? 

4. Did you, at any time during the discussion, perform an intellectual act that fell 

short of a virtuous act? If so, describe the act that you performed, and explain 

why it falls short of a virtuous act.4 

The self-reflective part of the exercise increases awareness of what is at stake, the 

emotions in play, and the meaning of being courageous or open-minded. Feedback and 

class discussion then enhance learning, offering more occasions to develop virtues. 

 The previous two exercises reveal Battaly’s strategy to highlight the nature of the 

intellectual phenomenon that is or can be taking place. In addition to pedagogical 

exercises catered to developing virtues, Battaly stresses that much of what already 

happens in class is ripe for the inclusion of intellectual-virtues-oriented activities. 

Because oral presentations, argumentative papers, and class discussions are ubiquitous 
                                                
4 Ibid., 215. 
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in the educational ecosystem, getting the most out of those activities can involve looking 

at, thinking about, and nurturing students’ intellectual virtues.  

Even more room for growth is made in context of long-term activities, such as 

“Virtues Week” and extracurricular events. They are meant to ingrain and foster 

intellectual virtues in the long run, in ways that go beyond answering to professors’ 

approval and getting good grades. This final step aims to help students appropriate 

intellectual virtues as part of their character in accordance with their circumstances. 

As a first series of exercises to teach intellectual virtues Battaly points us in the 

right direction. In fact it seems that most of these activities could be modified to enhance 

a greater variety of classes. Oral presentations, discussions, and essay writing are ever-

present in higher education, such that there is no reason to limit her cases to philosophy 

classes. There should be an overlap between classes, reflecting the idea that open-

mindedness also belongs to law, biology, computer sciences, nursing, marketing, 

welding, and a whole range of higher education courses. Finally, this increases the value 

of intellectual virtues in being transferable to other learning contexts. 

In between teaching for intellectual virtues and students professing to learn them, 

there is one key component missing in this approach: assessment. It is not clear how 

educators are to evaluate the questions 3 above: “Was it difficult to be open-minded and 

intellectually courageous at the same time? Did these demands come into conflict?”5 It is 

true that the student should be able to articulate what went well, and what needs 

improvement, as it is expected that the intellectually virtuous person be able to explain 
                                                
5 Ibid. 
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why she is open-minded. But, given the internal nature of the virtues, a premium is put 

on trust, the ability to read oneself properly, and the virtue of proper testimony. In 

Battaly’s explanation, those challenges aren’t dealt with, and we shall need to wait for 

Kotzee’s analysis, which focuses on assessment. 

That problem aside, Battaly insists that there is no formula, that time is required 

to develop intellectual virtues, and that these heuristics are fallible. It thus seems that we 

shouldn’t expect too much from teaching for intellectual virtues. Class time just isn’t 

sufficient to foster enduring dispositions to highly care for the truth. Everything can be 

in place for students to practice and learn about intellectual virtues, but they can still 

simply fail to integrate them. It is only by multiplying efforts and including the whole 

department that intellectual virtues may gain traction for students. Launching such 

content, with fundamental elements in place—while limited in its scope—is a place to 

“begin.”6 It will take several years, as I stated, for Battaly to briefly open the possibility 

that intellectual virtues be integrated in all higher education classes.7 As an inheritor of 

Battaly’s scholarship, my research expands upon this intellectual movement. 

1.2 Baehr’s Intellectual Virtues Academy 

An important part of Baehr’s scholarly research comes to fruition in his 

Intellectual Virtues Academy (IVA), which is accompanied by the voluminous book 

Cultivating Good Minds. The latter is an introduction and practical guide toward 

teaching for intellectual virtues at the junior and high school levels. Two parts of the 
                                                
6 Ibid., 218. Italics in original. 
7 Battaly, “Acquiring Epistemic Virtue,” 194–196; Battaly, “Intellectual Perseverance.” 
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book are relevant here. The first, spanning seven chapters, concerns the descriptions of a 

school, community, support staff, teachers, and parental roles that are necessary to create 

a positive climate to foster intellectual virtues. The second part of the book, covering 

fifteen chapters, provides pedagogical activities devoted to the teaching of these virtues. 

The 10-year gap between Battaly’s article and Baehr’s book has allowed the 

latter to think and describe excellent conditions required to foster intellectual virtues. 

From boardrooms to bathrooms, Baehr leaves no stone unturned, no practice unrevised 

without looking through the lens of intellectual virtues. “As he should,” interjects Janus, 

“The Origin of Feces, by Waltner-Toews, is revelatory!” That aside, he constantly refers 

to the nine main virtues of the IVA8 to show how they can inform school mission, parent 

implication, extracurricular activities, workshops, and even the hiring of staff. 

Where Battaly speaks of a “Virtues Week,” Baehr promotes virtues growth to 

another level. The IVA has “a weekly ‘Virtues Ceremony.’ On Friday afternoons, the 

student body meets together to recognize students who teachers have seen practicing 

particular intellectual virtues. Teachers briefly describe what they’ve seen and praise the 

students in question for their intellectual activity. The other students at the meeting add 

to this support by chanting together things like ‘Good thinking!’ or ‘Way to think!’”9 

Even if Baehr is aware of the risks of suffocating students with virtues talk, we can 

question if this type of cheerleading really strengthens intellectual virtues. “Oh please, 

can I quote Orwell here?” begs Janus. “Ahem. ‘The horrible thing about the Two 

                                                
8 Curiosity, intellectual humility, intellectual autonomy, attentiveness, thoroughness, carefulness, open-
mindedness, tenacity, and courage.  
9 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 211. 



 

 348 

Minutes Hate was not that one was obliged to act a part, but that it was impossible to 

avoid joining in,’10 in preparation for Hate Week! Thank you.”  

Either way, this gives a glimpse of the institutional support given to create a 

culture favoring intellectual virtues. Or vices.  

At the class level numerous examples show the wealth of means used to develop 

these virtues: from direct instruction, to allowing time to practice, including risk taking, 

Baehr integrates a variety of strategies that trained teachers leverage to teach for 

intellectual virtues. While there is no substitute for reading Baehr’s fifteen chapters 

devoted to teaching for intellectual virtues, I draw attention to his overall strategy. From 

the safe learning environment to deep understanding, Baehr’s presentation of the 

multifaceted, dynamic, and ubiquitous means to introduce and develop intellectual 

virtues reveals much of what very good teachers already do. However, in providing 

tools, and greater focus for everyone, he shows how, “by providing our students—as 

well as teachers and other stakeholders—with direct instruction in intellectual virtues, 

we are equipping them with a shared conceptual and terminological framework.”11 This 

holistic approach is secured by teaching practice, and aligns with my use of student 

practice, both of which focus on intellectual virtues. 

Attention to direct instruction builds on and specifies the terms and concepts that 

deepen and broaden students’ understanding of their mind according to Baehr. Students 

are prompted, prodded, and inspired to nurture their virtues, and those of their 

                                                
10 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, 16. 
11 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 307. Italics in original. 
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colleagues through the recurring, attentive, and creative pedagogical uses of intellectual 

virtues theory. With emphasis on modeling, explicitly showing, and explaining virtues, 

teachers are invited to expose students to what it means to be intellectually virtuous. 

The developmental process, after and in continuance with direct instructions, is 

supported by the Aristotelian ideal of habit formation and intellectual exercise. Practice 

of intellectual virtues can come from their seamless integration into assignments, class 

activities, exams, direct instruction, and thinking routines. For instance, the very 

mundane exercise of asking, “What made you say that?”12 is an attempt through the 

mindful application of intellectual virtues to go beyond “What’s your evidence for 

that?”13 The former has broader reach. According to Baehr, whether the student response 

is fear or repeating a parent’s view, it calls attention to the ways students think, what 

motivates them, and how they feel. Furthermore, even if these responses might not offer 

evidence for the right answer, they shed light on students’ thinking processes in order to 

reach the right answer and improve their understanding. 

Returning time and again to his nine basic intellectual virtues helps Baehr to 

anchor the practice of educating for these virtues as something active and far-reaching. 

Because modeling the virtues is important for teaching, a premium is put on teachers 

who nourish, explain, and exemplify these virtues. There are strong components of 

authenticity and conscientiousness that inform the methods illustrated by Baehr. One can 

see in this type of education that dedication is required for virtues teaching to reach its 

                                                
12 Ibid., 384.  
13 Ibid. 
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potential. This is why the process is reflective, scaffolded, and put into a context of 

reasonable expectations. 

Determining the reasonable expectations is a challenge in itself, for scaring off 

students and educators by being too demanding or poorly explaining the road ahead can 

sabotage the best educational project. This is echoed by Baehr who sees that “it doesn’t 

seem like an exaggeration to say that fear is one of the greatest obstacles to robust 

intellectual growth and maturity for many students.”14 Confronting fear requires 

courage. This idea aligns with my historical analysis, which concluded that intellectual 

courage is the learner’s most important intellectual virtue. It is also presented as the most 

significant virtue for young students at the IVA.15 By factoring in fear and other 

emotions Baehr does justice to the complexity of teaching for intellectual virtues. 

In light of all of these variables, we shouldn’t be surprised if such an education 

appeals to and is only accessible by a minority of students. Stepping outside of the IVA, 

conditions of student life will play a limiting factor in determining points of contact 

between students and intellectual virtues education. From no contact, to perhaps a single 

online course, to multiple encounters over several years, what students in higher 

education will become will vary accordingly. Moreover, the changes inspired by 

intellectual virtue educational priority should be deep and enduring. This means that 

time is necessary for students to process everything, make adjustments, be creative, take 

risks, and gain a better understanding of intellectual virtues and themselves.  

                                                
14 Ibid., 461–462. 
15 Ibid., 460. 
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In a turn of phrase that is seldom heard in our high-paced, efficiency-minded 

environment, Baehr insists that, “Personal change is slow.”16 This leads him to look at 

the horizon of the virtue-minded student as she transforms herself into a lifelong learner. 

Finally, in order to help students along the way, continual reinvestments in the field of 

intellectual virtues may provide ideas, support, and motivation for all educators. 

1.3 Porter’s Intellectual Virtues as Therapy 

Whereas Aristotle approached readers of the Nicomachean Ethics as students 

who broadly shared his ideas, as well as culture, and Baehr’s IVA teaches those who 

desire to become good thinkers, Porter calls attention to the hesitant, broken, frail, and 

defeated students. Understanding intellectual virtues as therapy highlights the process 

and potential of students in ways that breaks the elitist aura of virtues theory. This 

application of intellectual virtue theory reveals occasions to deal with the circumstances 

of a life in order that it can best support the living of a student life. 

If we backtrack from Baehr’s almost ideal IVA to consider other learning 

conditions in higher education, we will arrive at a breaking point. When instruction, 

exemplification, practice, and enculturation fail, what are we to do? This is Porter’s 

driving question: “Would a more in-depth theoretical understanding of virtue formation 

that specifies some of the underlying psychological dynamics open ways to purposively 

engage students beyond the standard approach?”17 It is essential, says Porter, to address 

                                                
16 Ibid., 488. Italics in original. 
17 Porter, “A Therapeutic Approach to Intellectual Virtues Formation,” 225. 
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the fact that some students have attention-deficit disorder, while others live in violent 

areas; in short, that ideal conditions for developing virtues are just that, ideal. 

The integration of such reality explains why viewing intellectual virtues 

therapeutically can only enrich student life, and the theory that defends it. While I have 

analyzed the impact of technology and economics, Porter adds another dimension by 

focusing on student psychology. Understanding the need to foster open-mindedness, 

curiosity, courage, and other intellectual virtues, Porter attends to the self-representation 

of students to show how there might be mismatches or obstacles that stop virtues from 

developing. Hence a therapeutic approach, which is a “careful and sustained attention to 

another’s mind in the attempt to understand this person’s internalized representation of 

self and other that hinder virtue formation with the goal of providing a reparative 

relational experience that will help facilitate virtue formation.”18 In a sense, Porter picks 

up where Maria Montessori left off, showing that there is a need and room for 

pedagogical practices that get closer to the grit of each student’s reality. 

Drawing from psychology, Porter describes most of what children need in order 

to thrive and develop a solid sense of self. These are the usual features of a loving 

environment, safety, emotional support, and comfort which equips children to venture, 

take risks, and learn as best they can. For the most part, however, this isn’t the life of 

many children. Using the idea of students being demoralized, Porter calls forth common 

cases of disheartened students who don’t try, because failure in class leads to rejection 

by friends or being wrong equals being stupid, “Or, called stupid, by me,” darts Janus. 
                                                
18 Ibid., 227. Italics in original. 
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Finally, the prospect of becoming intellectually successful may create resentment among 

some students. Clearly, basic instruction doesn’t help here. Educators in these situations 

can do more, or rather differently, says Porter. 

Leveraging the influence that educators, as adults, have over students, Porter sees 

a way to break psychological patterns that hinder virtues development. Well aware that 

teachers aren’t trained psychologists, he insists that they can intervene without being 

intrusive or overburdened. The first and already practiced step is for teachers to care and 

be mindful of their students. It is in the refinement and reasonable deepening of 

individual relationships that educators can overcome some of the psychological 

obstacles to developing intellectual virtues. Largely aware that this won’t do for every 

student, it may help and positively add to a flourishing class environment. Porter 

suggests a series of psychological reminders to help students as they develop intellectual 

virtues. They include: “I know some things, but I have a lot to learn,” “If I try hard to 

learn, I often succeed,” “When it comes to learning, I have both strengths and 

weaknesses.”19 While these may sound like trite restatements, Porter argues that 

authentic communication conveys the right degree of emotional richness that they entail. 

Corroboration from social sciences comes from the idea that a network of trust 

and support helps students flourish. We are reminded that, “In virtually every domain of 

human endeavor, there is mounting evidence that a network of supportive relationships 

                                                
19 Ibid., 236. 
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facilitates an individual’s motivation, self-reliance, and relative achievement.”20 While 

this is a commonplace truth, we can extend it to point toward other applications. 

For example, knowing that Turkle worries that robots are filling the gap for care 

of children and the elderly, perhaps there is a place for student emotional support? As a 

second-best solution, students could respond positively to the same type of attention and 

affection that these carebots offer to other adults in other circumstances. The partial 

successes of therapeutic AI programs, the ELIZA effect according to Turkle,21 could be 

used to remove psychological obstacles such as lack of confidence, low self-esteem, 

loneliness, and limited concentration. Such an application of AI, however, generates 

dangers of dependence and alienation. Since it is still difficult to gauge the long-term 

effects of relying on AI to help students grow emotionally, what are the risks? Is it an 

indication that we care about students, but not that much? 

Finally, in applying virtue theory with a therapeutic mindset Porter restates the 

need for more research, and the potential for a psychology-informed theory that speaks 

to student preparation to learn intellectual virtues. Yet to reach this goal, he argued in 

2015, that we still need “a robust theory of intellectual virtue and virtue formation,”22 

which challenged scholars in the collection where he published, and those around the 

world. By offering my theory of the intellectually virtuous student, I contribute to this 

endeavor by using the notion of a practice as it applies to contemporary students. 

                                                
20 Ryan, Stiller and Lynch in Porter, “A Therapeutic Approach to Intellectual Virtues Formation,” 235. 
21 Turkle, Reclaiming Conversation, 341. 
22 Porter, “A Therapeutic Approach to Intellectual Virtues Formation,” 237. 



 

 355 

2. Intellectual Virtues Formation, New Challenges, and Contexts 

Considerable effort has been deployed in the course of this research to steer away 

from a privileged view of intellectual virtues development. The theory of good students 

that embodies the virtue of, well, iCOAH HAPPI, (“Ha! I knew it!” chirps Janus), looks 

to the present and future state of higher education. In this section, I confront my model 

once again with critiques already faced, but now with the insights of a deeper theory. 

 First, I illustrate how these intellectual virtues can be deployed and help students 

in higher education today. Second, I show how online education as well as AI create a 

novel learning environment where virtues may grow or whither. Third, I contrast these 

virtues with the growing interconnectedness of a multicultural student population. 

Fourth, I deal with the dynamics of a gender-conscious educational climate. Fifth, the 

challenge of assessment for intellectual virtues is addressed. These areas of exploration 

aren’t exhaustive, but touch on a significant segment of the student population, deal with 

some of the most disruptive changes, and lend an ear to marginalized voices. 

2.1 College and University Students at Large 

The arrival of the letter of acceptance announces the beginning of a new journey. 

The applicant, soon a student, carries assets, attributes, strengths, and weaknesses, in 

short a history that will test her resolve. Because life circumstances vary dramatically, 

understanding the student as practitioner is, to a certain extent, a “shell concept” as a 
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“university attender.”23 Yet since this first effort to prop up the student, a thousand years 

have passed, higher learning institutions have changed, the student population has grown 

and diversified, societal expectations have increased and become more complex. It is 

time to break that shell and let the student practitioner emerge. 

When students understand what they can be expected to embody and what they 

can leverage from their potential as learners, they are better equipped to navigate in the 

tumultuous world of higher education. There have always been some students who have 

managed to get the most out of their education, and themselves. The fortunate few who 

had grown up along the lines described by Aristotle and had developed good moral and 

intellectual habits did and do exist. For them, the journey of learning is easier, without 

being easy. Having the chance to nourish my shortlisted virtues under diligent tutors, 

this minority of students was and is tested by the contingencies of life, discoveries, and 

the implications of their decisions. Pushing the boundaries by embodying intellectual 

virtues infuses the learner’s life in a way that calls forth a greater and ongoing need to 

flourish. From Aristotle to Annas, we ascertain that virtuous students are never at rest, 

for even exemplary persons face new challenges. 

Openly presenting, defending, and researching intellectual virtues strives for the 

same effects as Mary Wollstonecraft’s feminist consciousness-raising, Karl Marx’s 

denunciation of exploitation, Dr. Martin Luther King’s condemnation of racism, which 

is to uncover the mechanisms, which institutions, sociopolitical climate, economic 

reality, and ideology overshadow. Bringing light to student life, recognizing and 
                                                
23 Schwinges, “Student Education, Student Life,” 195. 
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understanding students’ social nature, strengthen their identification with knowing and 

agency as practitioners. In each of the fields of emancipation cited above, a clearer 

indication of what could be claimed was brought forth on the basis of justice and 

dignity; intellectually virtuous students can claim an education similarly. But, in contrast 

to the activists, dissenters, and reformers, learners have an internal access to the 

concepts that will further their objectives. Education, as I have argued, is at its minimum 

critical. Given this greater aptitude to think—and think critically, students may argue 

and push for better conditions in accordance with their character and circumstances. 

As I consider that most students haven’t had the privileged upbringing that leads 

them toward the best institutions with a solid understanding of the intellectual self, we 

are left with a world student population that is often left to fend for itself. Tuition fees, 

expectations, course outlines, institutional codes of conduct, the state of knowledge, and 

varying pedagogical practices await students as soon as they log on or look up to give 

their attention to the professor. While this may conjure up many images of successful 

and struggling students, it is also the case that much of what is lived happens inside the 

student body, of which there are few obvious and simple symptoms. 

While there is a success component associated with intellectual virtues, and I 

deal with the challenge of assessment later, embodying intellectual virtues is largely an 

internal and individual practice. For the intellectually virtuous student, the idea is to 

secure a conception of him or her that builds up a framework that is sufficiently robust 

to offer a foundation, and yet remains flexible enough to offer the student the freedom to 

exercise and implement her own view of the world. Coupling the shortlist of intellectual 

virtues with the internal and external goods to which students can aspire provides 
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enough direction to work through a class, a degree, in short, an education in a way that is 

self-aware, self-critical, and knowingly open. 

This internalism relies on students in a way that puts a premium on trust. Despite 

the numerous and increasing means to track students and survey their work, their 

upbringing, educational climate, and socioeconomic context all inform what they decide 

to do ultimately. A virtues approach associated with the proper checks and balances 

shows the best conditions for a flourishing education. No amount of repression or 

enticement can replace the internal motivations for claiming an education. 

Facing these very broad challenges is helped by scholarship in virtue 

epistemology, and especially Baehr’s thoughtful and freely accessible 583-page 

Cultivating Good Minds. It is in this bridging of theory and practice that students and 

their educational environment may come together in the ideal of a safe, nurturing, 

supportive, open, and learned environment. Inspired by Aristotle’s craft and medical 

analogies, we can say that by promoting students worldwide to the status of 

practitioners, there is hope for greater success as each student embarks on his or her 

journey. In the same way as medical, electrical, clerical, and other practices have 

benefitted from a better conception of their work, students can aspire to similar growth 

in their practice through internal and external scrutiny, as framed by intellectual virtues. 

Just as no unique preparation suffices for doctors, reporters, and engineers who go into a 

war zone, no unique preparation suffices for students that attend equally various, if less 

unpredictable, educational institutions. Yet we know that there are some core virtues that 

better equip soldiers than engineers, and the same applies to students. 
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2.2 Online Learning and AI 

Between excitement and exasperation, legions of students continue to be directed 

toward ICT platforms. Logging on is different from showing up. The asynchronous and 

always-on facets of online platforms demand from students an extra degree of discipline. 

There is only so much we can generalize in virtual education, just as in bricks and 

mortar classes. At the heart of this dynamic, online education requires paying attention 

to be mindful of what participation entails. 

Putting intellectual virtues to practice in this context invites drawing from the 

capacity to be attentive despite the medium. By taking away presence, class dynamics 

lose one form of stimulation that has to be supplemented by something in the online 

platform. Discussion forums, videos, presentations, live chats, trial questionnaires, group 

exercises, automated exercises, and other modes of instruction can replace some of the 

loss of presence. Fostering engagement becomes a challenge for both students and 

educators, who are just learning to navigate with what ICTs offer. In this context we 

have seen that the degree of computer literacy tends to be overestimated, and highly 

skewed in favor of wealthier students. This means that persevering and learning to use 

the basic functions of technological platforms is essential. Also, the complexity of these 

systems requires that perseverance be accompanied by patience. Finally, it also entails 

being wary of becoming manipulated through the technology, as manifested by the 



 

 360 

Hangzhou No. 11 High School’s use of facial recognition, and deprived of the 

possibility to daydream in class.24 

One significant advantage for the student as she masters learning in the 

infosphere is that it allows the creation and tracking of her progress. Volumes of data are 

collected by default and are left there to be analyzed by those who are interested. At the 

student level, having access to past works, log-on times, types of grammatical errors, as 

well as videos of creations and presentations provides rich sets of data. The emergence 

of a meta-perspective was historically difficult to obtain, because of the fragmented 

paper trail of one’s higher education. This raw data can now be analyzed and integrated 

with students’ progress; learning to learn is reaching a new plateau. Today, some 

students can benefit from a complete picture of their files, much like medical dossiers.  

Intellectually virtuous students can use ICT tools to enhance their self-awareness 

in targeting specific virtues to develop. This possibility is already embraced by the 

Quantified-self movement, which tracks data on such items as biometrics, areas of 

personal interest, social interactions, and consumer habits. For students, in addition to 

tracking grades, this approach can involve considering certain descriptive rubrics, such 

as those that Baehr suggests to educators. For example, his rubric “Thoroughness: ‘the 

work demonstrates a firm personal understanding of the material; includes detailed 

explanations of key concepts; does not simply repeat what was stated in class or the 

text,’”25 could be appropriated by the student through ICTs. In using Baehr’s categories 

                                                
24 Kierkegaard, Either/Or, 25–26; Lehrer, “The Virtues of Daydreaming.”  
25 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 416. Italics in original. 
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with my shortlisted virtues, a clearer indication of areas of progress, stagnation, and 

regression could appear. Or, Schueller explores the possibility of using mobile phones to 

support personal and collective virtue development networks.26 In building this type of 

personal intellectual journal, there are, of course, the problems associated with 

introspection biases. Yet with ongoing learning, practice, and critical self-awareness, it 

can be reasonably expected that this type of analysis is worthwhile, as Seneca, Aquinas, 

Rousseau, and Jefferson demonstrated. 

Such self-discipline is rare, which explains why parents, friends, teachers, and 

tutors have played motivational and instructional roles. In the 21st century, this too can 

be outsourced and digitized thanks to progress in programming. While this holds some 

promise, Kotzee asks in a recent article, “When can we and when can we not take proper 

epistemic credit for something that we learn from a machine?”27 The challenge was less 

daunting when notepads and calculators where the main educational technologies. With 

the emergence of AI, the Internet, sophisticated imagery tools, and other technologies, 

all of this questions our relationship with knowledge, learning, and assessment. 

Working alongside the field of extended cognition, Kotzee highlights the dangers 

of acquiescing too quickly in giving credit for knowing something, because students 

have access to it. Even if a student can reliably get to the truth by consulting valid 

Internet sources, pointing to the answer is not tantamount to knowing or understanding 

it. Worse, with the integration of student and machine becoming a progressive reality, 

                                                
26 Schueller, “Virtue in Real Life.” 
27 Kotzee, “Cyborgs, Knowledge, and Credit for Learning,” section, “1. Introduction: Extended 
Knowledge and Education.” 
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who or what do we credit? For, “the question whether a cyborg knows something is a 

different question from whether the cyborg exists.”28 Kotzee stresses that this is essential 

to recognize in education where student knowledge, failings, and successes are assessed. 

As is expected, because Kotzee defends virtue epistemology and favors people, 

he argues that ICTs and extended cognition fail to explain how we come to know. The 

main strategy he uses is to draw from the distinction of artifact cognition (argued by 

Pritchard) and enculturated cognition (defended by Menary). The former uses the causal 

relationship between the person and her tool to understand cognition. For example, a 

student using a calculator can reliably solve mathematical equations. The latter calls 

upon all the knowledge, including the normative side associated with these tools. For 

instance, in using a calculator, we learn to use it in the right way, which may also 

include experimenting by punching in numbers, turning it upside down and reading what 

it says. “Like 1134206,” adds Janus. So, Menary, like Postman, insists upon much of 

what Pritchard’s artifact view of cognition takes for granted. 

Going through several scenarios, from pilots to border security agents, Kotzee 

illustrates that credit goes to the agents for performing their tasks successfully. It is 

wrong to accept that a technology—which enables us to know more—equals a simple 

extension of our cognition. Rather it is the people who have learned to use the tools at 

their disposal who deserve the credit. More formally, “The reason why success in using 

cognitive technology is attributable to us as people is that we have this background 

                                                
28 Ibid, section, “4. Integration Does Not Solve the Credit/Bloat Problem.” Italics in original. 
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knowledge that enables us to practice successfully using the technology.”29 It is in using, 

say Wikipedia, with a reasonable awareness of the biases and potential for errors, as well 

as truthful content, that students obtain credit for citing that source in the proper context. 

As we turn to other technologies, like scanners, meters, grammatical software, it is still 

the students’ responsibility to understand how these tools function. For otherwise, recalls 

Kotzee, technological errors, bad calibration, faulty mechanisms and much more can 

direct students unwittingly in the wrong direction. 

The turn to practice explains why we can trust certain technologies, when used 

appropriately, because we have learned to use them. Kotzee and Menary’s insistence on 

the embedded cultural nature of these technologies restores credit and virtue where they 

belong, in students. They also offer a demarcating point when students know something. 

Yet Kotzee stops short of going all the way by leaving the enculturated technologies 

untouched. I believe that we need to dig deeper and add this normative technological 

factor, which maintains students responsible for their learning, since technologies are 

never neutral.30 Combined with the idea of student practitioners, parts of their 

intellectual tools are progressively mastered to the point of understanding how to 

reliably and responsibly arrive at the truth. ICTs help and assist; they cannot be a 

shortcut to understanding. Proper ICTs use by students is something different and 

unique, which is defined by what students do: learn. 

                                                
29 Ibid, section, “6. Credit for Learning.” Italics in original. 
30 Postman, Technopoly, 4–5; Williams, Stand Out of Our Light, 27. 
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2.3 Multiculturalism 

The relationship between multiculturalism and education is profound and fraught 

with tensions. Used as a way to attack virtue theory, multiculturalism is seen as 

fragmenting rather than uniting. Tied to relativism and pluralism, it makes unifying a 

view more difficult, but not impossible. As for virtue epistemology multiculturalism has 

largely been absent from the discussion, much like in the case of gender theory. So 

where does virtue epistemology stand in this area? How does it apply to education? 

Intellectual virtues may be seen as general and universal attributes, which are 

expressed in particular ways depending on origin and culture. Intellectual humility can 

apply similarly to a Bhutanese student as a Chilean one—for the most part. In 

considering my shortlist of intellectual virtues, a good case is made for that fact. What 

will change, however, is the individual meaning and application of these virtues. In the 

same manner as intellectual courage emerges differently for a librarian than for a nurse, 

it will mean different things for students from various cultures. But instead of dissolving 

virtues into their respective cultures, multiculturalism promotes a thicker understanding 

of intellectual virtues. This is one result of my historical analysis, culminating into 

Nietzsche’s perspectival view, where learning and understanding favor multiculturalism 

within intellectual theory and practice. 

Since students are unified in learning, my framework loosely binds their 

behaviors in accordance with a thick view of education. This means that a critical stance, 

however timid, is within the student such that closing oneself off from all other cultures 

is intellectually vicious; it betrays the intellectual heritage that humankind nurtures. 

From this critical stance, open-mindedness quickly comes to the fore as a means to deal 
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with inspiring or reprehensible contacts. For the advantage of appealing to intellectual 

courage, patience, autonomy, and open-mindedness is that they provide guidelines in 

ascertaining the merit and truthfulness of content. However small the gap between 

received knowledge and thinking about it, multiculturalism opens the curriculum. The 

internationalization of higher education assists these multicultural contacts for the best. 

History is replete with cases of exclusion where manipulation and discrimination 

deprive many of a higher education. For instance, it may be uncomfortable to accept 

that: “The history of Aboriginal people’s experience with education is a compelling 

story of the coercive relations of power and the ethical responsibility of educators to 

acknowledge and expand student identities, challenge those power relations that 

continue to diminish or challenge students’ thinking about themselves and their futures, 

and bring the lives of Indigenous peoples more fully into their education.”31 It isn’t, 

however, less true. Such testimonies come from around the world and highlight the 

normativity of knowledge and education. Agent-centered virtue epistemology redresses, 

opens up, and provides a context for understanding the Eurocentric higher education, 

which much of humanity has inherited. 

As students of the world claim an education built on the immense wealth of 

knowledge generated by scholars, practitioners, researchers, writers, performers, and 

other students, there is already a dynamic in place to further open up understanding. 

While historically many have made the case for cultivating a Eurocentric view of the 

world, the emergence of students from different cultures tests this way of thinking. 
                                                
31 Battiste, Decolonizing Education, 180. 
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Thirst for more and other viewpoints emerge, as is exemplified by classes such as Israeli 

scholar Yuval Harari’s 2013-2014 MOOC lecture, A Brief History of Humankind, in 

which over 110,000 persons enrolled.32 This is but one instance of increasing cultural 

contacts made possible by contemporary education, which shows that facing opposing 

cultural differences is preferred over isolation.33 If we add to that the wealth of online 

learning and distance education, students from other cultures will surely be present. 

Depending on students’ life circumstances, intellectual humility may be best for 

the white Canadian male, while intellectual courage and industry may best serve the 

Maori female student. The flexibility of intellectual virtues allows for a unique tailoring 

of one’s approach and identity with regard to claiming an education, while respecting 

the guiding principles of successfully achieving an understanding. Intellectual virtues 

help navigate these points of contact, not only in terms of tolerance, but actual curiosity. 

Because of the highly interdependent and social nature of knowledge, vying for a 

monocultural education is superficial at best, vicious at worst. When conflicting methods 

or standards of proof emerge, we do best to heed Ess’s recommendations for intellectual 

patience, and trust that even different modes of thought have ways to deal with conflict.  

2.4 Gender Consciousness 

Despite early philosophical claims to equal access and consideration for an 

education, the fight for inclusion and equality is still difficult for millions around the 

                                                
32 Harari, “About.” 
33 See also Smart and Shadbolt, “The World Wide Web,” section, “Personalized Search: Boon or Burden,” 
for possible epistemic benefits of breaking isolation through collective contacts. 
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world. By securing its place in agents, virtue epistemology brings people to the table of 

knowledge. While it is true that Aristotle has done much, and more through his 

successors to exclude women from discussions—like many others in the history of 

philosophy, he cannot monopolize thinking. Furthermore, it may be stated that his 

dedication to good thinking has paved the way for future thinkers, of all genders, to 

rightfully criticize his position. 

With arguments parallel to those offered in the multicultural view of virtue 

epistemology, we can appreciate the fact that the sheer number of women students, and 

increasingly trans- and intergender students, is shaping the ways in which higher 

education is lived. In addition to accepting more students, there is greater room to study, 

learn, and critique content and its delivery. By drawing from intellectual virtues and 

focusing on agents, students get a better understanding of how knowledge emerges, 

where biases may exist, and on what grounds certain fields may deserve more attention. 

In order to shake the convictions of some of my students in education and in 

philosophy, I have shown the following equation and ask them to tell me why it’s sexist:  

PMV = [0.303e-0.036M + 0.028]{(M – W) – 3.96E-8ƒcl[(tcl + 273)4 – (tr + 273)4] – 

ƒclhc(tcl – ta) – 3.05[5.73 – 0.007(M – W) – pa] – 0.42[(M – W) – 58.15] – 

0.0173M(5.87 – pa) – 0.0014M(34 – ta)}34  

Without the definitions associated with the variables, it is impossible to say. But, even 

with the definitions, this formula has stood the test of time and has helped to 

scientifically calculate and regulate thermal demand in buildings since the 1960s. The 
                                                
34 Belluk, “Chilly at Work?” n.p. 
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rub, say the authors of a 2015 study, is that the reference point is a 70kg, 40-year-old 

man.35 This explains in part why so many women feel cold in their place of work; they 

literally aren’t part of the equation. With this explanation in hand, students come up with 

a better understanding of omissions and biases that unwittingly appear. 

Examples such as these are not uncommon, and range from early voice 

recognition software that couldn’t decode women’s voices, because it was programmed 

by men, to standardized student tables for which the reference height was (is) a man. 

Even if cultivating intellectual virtues would only help to correct biases, omissions, and 

depreciation through gendered consciousness, for example by leveraging open-

mindedness and carefulness, this would justify their use. But, we also know that 

traditionally men have set the agenda and determined much of the curriculum.  

In her recent effort to rehabilitate women thinkers in the history of virtue ethics, 

Berges uses Fricker’s notion of epistemic justice to restate and argue for the place of 

Perictione, Heloise, Christine de Pizan, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Sophie de Grouchy in 

the Halls of Philosophy. She observes that, “women are excluded because they are 

judged not competent to represent the important ideas in the history of the discipline. 

They are assumed to be using methods that are not philosophical – mysticism, intuition, 

poetry – or sometimes accused of not being truly universal in their theorising because 

they talk about woman’s condition.”36 To show this, Berges argues that the thinkers, 

identified as belonging to the virtue ethics tradition, thought of and applied their ideas to 

                                                
35 Kingma and van Marken Lichtenbelt, “Energy Consumption in Buildings and Female Thermal 
demand,” 1054. 
36 Berges, A Feminist Perspective on Virtue Ethics, 10–11. 
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their reality. This reality was one of different interests and forced confinements, in 

contrast to what many women living in the 21st century experience. 

Berges’s insight is to shake a pillar of virtue ethics, where to flourish means 

belonging and participating in the polis. This, she says, excludes women de facto from 

full virtue, because of the obstacles stopping women from partaking in politics. But it 

would be shortsighted to only claim the same as for men; it would ignore first and 

foremost women’s experiences, and the other realms of flourishing that are the home 

and the family. Finally, women’s lives—as such, and in relation to men—inform what it 

means to flourish, as Martin argues in her critique of the place allotted to female 

guardians in Plato’s Republic.37 

Given the wider and increasingly varied student population, education must 

apply to more than single male students devoted to their education. It requires going 

beyond mere accommodation to that standard, heading to a gender-conscious approach 

to intellectually virtuous students. An inclusive education is one where a gender-

conscious approach to intellectual virtues caters to student flourishing for all genders. 

Researching and listening to other voices has led to promising developments, 

such as Berges’s use of the feminist theory of care to inform MacIntyre’s theory of 

virtue and notion of practice. From the latter, we are told, “We hold courage to be a 

virtue because the care and concern for individuals, communities and causes, which is so 

crucial to so much in practices requires the existence of such a virtue. If someone says 

that he cares for some individual, community or cause, but is unwilling to risk harm or 
                                                
37 Martin, Reclaiming a Conversation, 11–37. 
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danger on his, her, or its own behalf, he puts in question the genuineness of his care and 

concern. Courage, the capacity to risk harm or danger to oneself, has its role in human 

life because of this connection with care and concern.”38 The place of care is even 

stronger, argues Berges, when we take account of its daily manifestations. It is 

foundational in virtue ethics, because care is what makes relationships and communities 

possible, which in turn makes learning and education possible. 

Finally, Berges and many other scholars who challenge predominant ways of 

thinking embody the virtue of intellectual courage in places that deserve integration. In 

remaining faithful to the perennial question of “What sort of person do I want to be?” 

virtue ethics itself needs to be attentive, caring, and open-minded. Because the 

circumstances of a life matter for identity and education, the economic autonomy that 

Wollstonecraft fought for in the name of women must also extend to the moral and 

intellectual virtues. As present and future students transition toward working life, where 

economic and technological concerns are central to higher education, a better alignment 

between higher education and gender dynamics needs to be achieved. 

2.5 Assessing Intellectual Virtues 

Few things in higher education get in the curriculum without being assessed. 

Why would intellectual virtues be treated differently? Apart from the 2014 conference 

on moral virtues, “Can Virtue be Measured?”, hosted by the Jubilee Centre for Character 

and Virtues, UK, most of what has been written concerning assessment, by others and 

                                                
38 MacIntyre in Berges, A Feminist Perspective on Virtue Ethics, 126–127. 
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myself, has taken a back seat. In fact, it still does. For I am dealing with this issue at the 

end of this research; like Kotzee’s chapter, which deals with the issue in the ninth of 

fourteen chapters on teaching for intellectual virtues; and like Baehr who deals with it in 

the very last appendix in his Cultivating Good Minds. 

We know that Plato asked if virtues could be taught, and part of the 2,000-year-

old heritage of virtue theory has been an effort to answer this question. The first tension 

Kotzee highlights pertains to the intersection of intellectual virtues and education. Tired 

of hearing that students only want a job, many educators, says Kotzee, lament the 

instrumentalization of education.39 It is within this greater context that intellectual 

virtues are a welcome balm for they value learners and learning as such. But when 

teaching for intellectual virtues enters higher education, assessing them to justify their 

presence may just rekindle instrumentalization. This is why Kotzee recommends 

keeping a “sense of proportion”40 concerning what virtues’ assessment can achieve. 

For the strengths of virtues are what jeopardize the possibility of assessing them. 

Responsiveness to context, recognizing the uniqueness of each person, including her 

psychological background, all of this makes assessment problematic. Also, as I stated 

earlier, the developmental aspect and time required to securing virtues dim the prospects 

of testing for them. But this, says Kotzee, applies to other aspects of education, and to 

life in general: in teaching students to be honest, there are no assurances that it will stick, 
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that educators will have had a lasting impact. “Don’t’ vices have a lasting impact?” asks 

Janus, “Would assessing vices be easier?” “Oh wait, Stalin already tried that. Sorry.” 

Such a shot in the dark is a small consolation and of limited use as an argument, 

which is why Kotzee’s survey of psychometric assessments is a step in the right 

direction. Tackling the most obvious approach, self-reporting, we are confronted with 

what we already know, that is, self-reporting is often biased and incomplete. Corrective 

measures are suggested, such as richer descriptions, sampling of different experiences, 

and mini tests, all of which is easier thanks to ICTs. For Kotzee, while these methods 

improve analysis over simple numerical assessment, they still rely on self-reporting. 

To escape the problem of bias and omissions, an external assessment shows 

some promise. Colleagues, friends, parents, and teachers can weigh in, shed light on the 

proximity of students with regard to certain virtues. Third party interviews, reports, and 

self-reporting together may provide a clearer picture of students’ intellectual virtues, 

which in turn can help students understand how they are developing these virtues. 

Despite the relative benefits of the combination of approaches, we are informed that, “it 

is safe to say that such methods are in their infancy,”41 and we must look elsewhere. 

The two areas where Kotzee turns his attention are to the fields of personal 

epistemology and critical thinking. The first emerges from psychology, from Kohlberg’s 

stage theory of moral development, which is the foundation for Perry’s “Scheme of 

Intellectual and Ethical Development During the College Years.” Kotzee’s outline and 

critique of this approach shows the many shortcomings of personal epistemology, as 
                                                
41 Ibid. 
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well as its limited uses for assessment. The dated, 1960s and 1970s, discussion around 

Perry’s conclusion that each student personally makes his or her way toward relativism 

shows the theory’s incompleteness and superficiality. Personal epistemology fails as a 

coherent epistemology and cannot inform assessment. The fact that assessment is built 

upon what students claim about the way they think, rather than how they actually think, 

depends on how they can explain their thinking process, which is another question. 

Finally, there is no principled reason or argument that shows how students go from naïve 

realism to sophisticated relativism during his or her studies. Changes are more likely to 

vary in accordance with the domain, and may reflect alternative positions as learning 

progresses. Once again, Kotzee concludes that personal epistemology “falls woefully 

short”42 as an empirical and developmental theory of knowledge. 

Turning to critical thinking, although not necessarily a virtue, but a skill, it has 

numerous ways of being assessed. While I deal with teaching critical thinking and 

intellectual virtues in a following section, I introduce the avenues for assessment that 

may apply to intellectual virtues. After cataloguing tests associated with assessing for 

critical thinking, Kotzee identifies the need for showing more than the capacity, but the 

development of a disposition. Critical thinking scholars have equally seen this need, and 

conceived of ways to assess the will to exercise critical thinking outside of class, which 

includes focus on habits of mind. The California Critical Thinking Skills Dispositions 

Inventory seems to get a validation from Kotzee, despite it being also based on self-

reporting. What interests Kotzee most is how these critical thinking scholars 
                                                
42 Ibid. 
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progressively include intellectual virtues, like open-mindedness, in their larger 

understanding of critical thinking. While this bodes well for intellectual virtues, as I 

show in the next section, it is less clear how critical thinking assessment is valid. 

The survey of assessments enables Kotzee to put things in perspective by 

restating the aims of education. In comparison to predicting that students will provide, 

for example, the correct answer, he argues that for intellectual virtues we should strive 

for the “inference to the best explanation.”43 With well-contrived assessments educators 

can determine what students are going through during the exam, essay, or performance. 

In lowering assessment expectations, to reflect the complexity and relative opaqueness 

of intellectual virtues in action, Kotzee concludes that: “the teacher only needs enough 

knowledge of whether their teaching is working or having an effect in order that they 

may adapt or change aspects of their teaching to ensure its best success.”44 If some 

students show signs of developing intellectual virtues, then it should be enough to 

include a soft practice of assessing for these virtues. 

In order to get the most out of the available tools, Kotzee argues that it’s 

essential to get off on the right foot. First, educators must be clear concerning which 

intellectual virtues they hope to develop. Second, assessment must follow the “inference 

to the best explanation”45 principle so that memorization or copying cannot stand in for 

the virtue of attentiveness. Following these provisions, Kotzee leverages several 

educational practices to indicate how they can be adapted to include intellectual virtues 

                                                
43 Ibid., 156. 
44 Ibid., 157. Italics in original. 
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assessment. This includes, as we know, self-reporting, diaries, third party testimony, in 

class observations, critical thinking tests, debates, and class projects.46 

Finally, in addition to all the previous reservations with regard to assessing for 

intellectual virtues Kotzee reminds us of the place of virtues. Moral and intellectual 

virtues manifest themselves throughout our life, feed our sense of identity, and are 

context-specific. Therefore, reducing the assessment of intellectual virtues to a grade 

betrays the core of virtue theory. In short, Kotzee is clear that in assessment, “The one 

thing that none of this adds up to is a grade for intellectual virtues.”47  

So, what does it add up to? 

One place where assessment has been faced head on is in Baehr’s IVA. 

Supported by deep, yet developing, theoretical and practical backing of intellectual 

virtues, assessment is tagged on in the end of his guidebook Cultivating Good Minds. As 

a disclaimer, Baehr acknowledges that his five-dimensional approach is a “work in 

progress.”48 These dimensions are: knowledge, self-knowledge, skill/ability, motivation, 

and judgment. They are translated in the following form: 

Standard A-1Students will develop an understanding of what intellectual virtues 

are and why they are valuable.49 

Standard 2-A: Students will develop a rich and accurate understanding of their 

own intellectual character strengths and weaknesses.50 

                                                
46 Ibid., 158. 
47 Ibid., 159. 
48 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 531. 
49 Ibid., 532. 
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Standard 3-A: Students will make significant progress in the skills or abilities 

specific to IVA’s master virtues.51 

Standard 4-A: Students will experience growth in their “love of learning.”52 

Standard 5-A: For each of IVA’s nine master virtues, students will learn to 

reliably identify situations in which these virtues should be exercised.53 

Each item is detailed with an example, and the provision that it is an ongoing process, 

spanning the three years at the IVA. This holistic approach respects students’ 

individuality and complexity, in an environment conducive to the growth of intellectual 

virtues. The resources involved in assessment are considerable, especially in contrast to 

Kotzee’s more modest expectations. Without needing to adjudicate between which 

approach is best, each scholar views assessment in accordance with the resources at 

hand, and both recognize the need for greater research.  

This application of intellectual virtue theory to students in higher education 

continues to challenge the aims of education in exploring new frontiers of what belongs 

in the curriculum. In an age of quantification, intellectual virtues may fall to the wayside 

because they don’t fit the digital framework. Grades and quantification provide a sense 

of safety, which can be broken with the introduction of assessing for intellectual virtues. 

With regard to students and their context, there are risks for instance when a teacher 

concludes that a student isn’t courageous enough, or that she is too intellectually 
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51 Ibid., 535. 
52 Ibid., 538. 
53 Ibid., 539. 
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industrious. Finally, assessing for intellectual virtues must find the mean between two 

extremes and avoid contaminating student life. 

3. Intellectual Virtues Formation and Educational Practice 

The three themes of this section reflect current issues in education that are in 

close contact with intellectual virtues, their development, and what they have to offer. 

Both critical thinking and skills development have a broad appeal. Often promoted as 

key elements of a good 21st-century education, they are deprived of their context, which 

limits their potential and shortchanges students. Finally, citizenship education defends 

the self-sustaining belief that a good society goes with a good education. 

3.1 Critical Thinking 

Ever since the Buddha, a close relationship has been perceived between 

intellectual virtues and critical thinking. The most active scholar in recent times to 

devote attention to critical thinking and extend his research to intellectual virtues is 

Harvey Siegel. He points to the complementarity of both fields when he writes that “I 

support educational efforts aimed at fostering intellectual virtues, including in particular 

those dispositions, habits of mind, and character traits constitutive of the ‘critical spirit,’ 

and have argued this aim ad nauseum, but that it is only part of our proper educational 

task if we are concerned to help students become intellectually virtuous critical 
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thinkers.”54 Intellectual virtues are defended as traits surrounding thinkers, which 

support critical thinking, as a skill. Yet critical thinking, says Siegel, should be the focus. 

Siegel tells us that critical thinking has two sides. The first side manifests the 

ability to assess the validity or epistemic standard of the reasons for a belief. Here 

critical thinking assesses the reasons given to arrive at a truth, “independently of the 

character, disposition, or virtues of the assessor.”55 “So how about no character at all?” 

muses Janus, “That makes even more sense to me. I can just rip into ideas, hand the 

assessor his ass! Who needs people anyway?” While I have reservations concerning 

Siegel’s minimalist view, as it is too mechanical, and Janus’s, because it is dangerous, 

the role that Siegel reserves for the other side of critical thinking nuances this 

independence. 

The second side of critical thinking is the critical spirit. Broader, holistic, and 

emphasizing agency, this spirit has four dimensions that deserve to be quoted in full: 

(1) the dispositions to seek reasons and evidence, to demand reasons and 

justifications for claims advanced, to query and, when appropriate, to investigate 

proffered but unsubstantiated claims, and to engage in open-minded and fair-

minded reason assessment; (2) a willingness and inclination to conform belief, 

judgment, and action to epistemic principle, especially those concerning the 

proper normative evaluation of reasons and evidence; (3) a cluster of related 

                                                
54 Siegel, “Critical Thinking and the Intellectual Virtues,” 95. Italics in original. Kristjánsson argues for 
the same in Aristotelian Character Education, and reminds readers of this that he has also, “harped on 
about it [i.e. critical thinking] throughout the book, almost ad nauseum,” 156. Italics in original.  
55 Siegel, “Critical Thinking and the Intellectual Virtues,” 96. Italics in original. 
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attitudes and character traits, including a rejection of partiality and arbitrariness, 

a commitment to the objective evaluation of relevant evidence and to the 

sympathetic and intellectual honesty, justice to evidence, objectivity of judgment, 

and impartiality with respect to epistemic evaluation generally, even when it runs 

counter to self-interest; and (4) habits of mind consonant with all of these.56 

Left alone, the first side, the assessment side, critical thinking can’t get off the ground. 

As for the second side, the critical spirit, critical thinking comes alive through 

dispositions, willingness, and habits of mind.  

With critical thinking as an ability to assess reasons, Siegel draws a distinction 

between ability and inclination. It is possible to think critically without being 

intellectually virtuous, for instance, by choosing a humiliating time to expose another’s 

thinking flaws that shuts down a discussion. Conversely, it is possible to be intellectually 

virtuous without thinking critically, for example, by being inclined to “judge open-

mindedly but irrationally.”57 As with many skills, intellectual or otherwise, there are 

ways to use them well or badly. This is why Siegel doesn’t dispute the general value of 

intellectual virtues for critical thinking,58 as the former benefits the latter in offering a 

richer description of the critical spirit. Intellectual virtues support traits that have 

intrinsic worth, such as intellectual courage; they also have better psychological, 

dispositional, and normative accounts of thinking in contrast to critical thinking theories. 
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Yet in choosing where to put his support, Siegel sides with critical thinking as 

the aim of education. Fearing that intellectual virtues are too intrusive, carry too much 

philosophical baggage, are heteronomous, he is worried in the end that “one person’s 

excellence is all too often another person’s vice.”59 The basic worth of critical thinking 

according to Siegel is its commitment to see students as deserving “respect as persons 

[…] strives to foster autonomy, independent judgment, and the right to question, 

challenge, and demand reasons for what is taught,”60 as a Kantian would say. 

Such a definition of the ideally educated person is reminiscent of R.S. Peters’s 

view. The student isolated in this way belongs to a community by accident. But we have 

seen the highly interdependent nature of knowledge and education, especially when we 

take care and respect into consideration much more seriously than Siegel. If anything, 

Siegel’s exposé reveals with acute clarity the need for containing critical thinking lest 

we foster anarchist critical thinkers—for which there is room, but can hardly become the 

model for all students. Otherwise, we have to put considerably more weight behind the 

idea that the critical spirit is exercised “when appropriate.”61 Without due foresight 

about the context, what critical thinking may reveal, or how a critical voice may disrupt 

the class there is a void in relying so heavily on such surgical critical thinking. 

So what is the broader picture? In his analysis Kotzee invests critical thinking 

with greater significance in how it plays out in intellectual virtues. He concludes that 

“concepts studied in the critical thinking tradition can play a great role in studying 
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intellectual virtue, provided that what are called ‘thinking dispositions’ at present are 

given their true normative import.”62 Even if Siegel claims that critical thinking respects 

person, he cannot justify this claim without normative support. This is the foundation 

upon which intellectual virtues rest: putting people first.  

Finally, intellectual virtues provide guidance to critical thinkers that is 

historically rooted, contemporarily relevant, and sensitive to individual circumstances. 

The attractiveness of the Kantian universal critical thinker belongs to a discrete 

understanding of students that betrays each’s complexity. It is rather a disrespect for 

persons to insist that students be pushed as embodying unattached and independent 

critical thinkers, a reality that is exacerbated in online communication. Physical and 

intellectual self-reliance echo a life that is “solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short,”63 

when skepticism, mistrust, and critique are heralded as the foundations of an education 

as a disincarnated quest for truth. The politics become even clearer as we turn to 

intellectual virtues and citizenship education. 

3.2 Citizenship Education 

Education is political. While citizenship education explicitly concerns education, 

and political sciences students, higher education deals with students who understand the 

basics of citizenship, but are largely left to their own devices. Yet all students participate 

                                                
62 Kotzee, “Problems of Assessment in Educating for Intellectual Virtue,” 155. Italics in original. See also 
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in civic life, even more so than in previous generations with the emergence of ICTs. So 

in this context, do intellectual virtues have something to contribute? 

The first direct answer is that they already do. Following Berges’s historical 

analysis of moral virtues, her contrast with care ethics reveals the largely pro-political 

stance of virtue theory. While there is nothing overtly problematic with Aristotle’s idea 

that humans are political animals, it is difficult to interpret. Berges reconstructs 

Aristotle’s position as, “That which perfects virtue is ‘law and justice,’ without which 

men become the worst of animals (1253a15). Therefore, a man who does not participate 

in the life of a city is either a beast or a god (1253a15). Since women are not gods, one 

presumes they must be beasts – provided we think that women’s virtue is similar enough 

to men’s virtue that it would in principle benefit from a more direct exposure to law and 

justice.”64 Two things can follow from this argument. First, women cannot become fully 

virtuous, because they cannot participate in all aspects of political life. Second, virtue 

theory is largely oriented toward what happens in the political arena. 

Some ethics of care scholars use this Aristotelian anchoring to discard virtue 

ethics. Such strong focus on civic engagement indeed overshadows much of what 

women and the marginalized experience to the extent of denying them a legitimate 

chance to live a flourishing life. Berges nuances this critique by reminding us that for 

Aristotle, and many other virtue ethicists, the community as such is important. She 

condemns Aristotle’s shortsightedness, but claims that we can improve virtue ethics by 

bringing other voices, specifically those of women, to the discussion. Also, we can insist 
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upon the broad understanding that Aristotle infuses into the political arena, as “man is by 

nature a political animal.”65 Hence, virtue ethics and virtue epistemology, in my case, 

are already politically minded. 

Can this argument explain the paucity of scholarly work in intellectual virtues 

and citizenship education? Is it because it goes without saying that intellectual courage, 

perseverance, autonomy, and attention all contribute to citizenship that little attention is 

devoted to the topic? Apart from modest attention by Paul, Hyslop-Margisson and Sears, 

and Hazlett, only Farrelly has explored these issues directly and very recently.66 

An early analysis of the potential of intellectual virtues to contribute to 

citizenship education comes from Paul. The complexity of civic life and human frailty 

means that we must learn to pay attention and be mindful of the political body. For 

“Many good-hearted people cannot see through and critique propaganda and mass 

manipulation, and most good-hearted people fall prey at times to the powerful tendency 

to engage in self deception, especially when their own egocentric interests and desires 

are at stake. One can be good-hearted and intellectually egocentric at the same time.”67 

Citizenship education educates about social interests, jobs, taxes, elections, schools, 

parks, hospitals, police, in short all that habilitates students as citizens as an invitation to 

contribute to the flourishing of the society to which they belong. 

                                                
65 Aristotle, Politics, 1253a3-4. 
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Perfectionism about Schooling.”  
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Paul builds his theory on the combination of critical thinking, moral integrity, 

civic responsibility, as well as the intellectual virtues of “humility, courage, integrity, 

perseverance, empathy, and fairmindedness.”68 So stated, these virtues coincide with the 

principles of participation and deliberation about many themes and issues that touch 

citizenship. From problems of pollution to challenging racism, the type of education that 

Paul defends is one of active public contribution. The above virtues enhance the depth of 

contributions and develop students’ character and identity. Teaching to awaken a deep 

sense of responsible citizenship involves asking students to be more reflective and 

demanding concerning their circumstances in order to improve them. 

From this inclusive interest in citizenship education, I move to Hyslop-Margison 

and Sears’s arguments concerning future teachers. Preoccupied with the danger that 

these students absorb neoliberal ideology and unwittingly amplify it as future teachers, 

they strike at the root of the problem. Leveraging conclusions from Montmarquet, the 

scholars point to the shortcomings of critical thinking and argue that open-mindedness, 

impartiality, willingness to exchange, intellectual sobriety, humility, perseverance, and 

courage all uphold democratic life.69 Again, this shouldn’t be surprising given the 

participatory nature of democracy, all of which resonates with Paul’s analysis, as well as 

Ess’s argument in favor a plural view of virtues. 

In stating their arguments Hyslop-Margisson and Sears concede that “Although 

we have provided a general framework for this approach, the epistemic virtues cannot be 
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neatly compartmentalized for fragmented instruction, nor can they be clearly marked for 

easy assessment.”70 While consonant with Kotzee’s analysis of assessing for intellectual 

virtues, we now see that there are reasons for optimism. Baehr, Battaly, and Kotzee have 

detailed ways to create pedagogical climates conducive to the cultivation of these 

virtues, and therefore supporting citizenship education. As students become teachers, 

Hyslop-Margison and Sears point to the possible ripple effect of having intellectually 

virtuous teachers as public intellectuals: “Career education teachers who act as public 

intellectuals share an action-based commitment to democratize society by challenging 

the mechanisms both within and outside schools that undermine the informed and 

reflective choices of students.”71 To the extent that educators’ voices are muzzled they 

become tools of propaganda, as will their students; toeing the party- and bottom line 

transforms education into indoctrination.  

As a safeguard against dogmatic and ideologically driven education, including a 

means to support citizens, intellectual virtues help to be skeptical in the right way. In 

researching citizenship education, Hazlett follows Hume to urge students to develop a 

healthy form of skepticism with regard to their knowledge, that of others, organizations, 

and government. Set in liberal democracies, intellectual virtues uphold classic liberal 

principles. These principles include the willingness to debate, ask for clarifications, and 

reveal the limits of certain ideas or practices. Quite generally, “Liberal democratic 

intellectual life thrives only when ignorance is assumed and common knowledge must 
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be earned through critical and open debate.”72 For a healthy democracy, discussions 

must be ongoing, dissent allowed, and thoughts translated into civic agency. Assuming 

the ignorance of others is easy, thinks Janus, “Just look at the comments on the Internet. 

They sure help democracy!” 

In order to teach for civic engagement students are motivated to reveal and 

develop the habits of mind associated with skepticism. Inspired by Hume and even 

Benjamin Franklin, Hazlett suggests we reward students who critically assess their own 

and others’ ideas. Furthermore, the public nature of skepticism provides a valuable 

opportunity for the exploration of differences. It is because “Political liberals—Mill and 

Rawls, among others, come to mind—have always emphasized the political importance 

of recognizing and respecting difference,”73 that skepticism plays an important role. 

Finally, Hazlett’s analysis supports my shortlisted virtues, since skepticism calls on 

courage, perseverance, autonomy, humility, attention, care, and patience. 

By respecting agency and providing students with the intellectual and emotional 

tools to flourish, skepticism is already part of students’ makeup. Yet this comes in 

degrees. For Paul laments that, “even the ‘best’ students enter and leave college as 

largely mis-educated persons, with no real sense of what they do and do not understand, 

with little sense of the state of their prejudices or insights, with little command of their 

intellectual faculties—in short, with no intellectual virtues, properly so-called.”74 This 

may be a slight overstatement, but it doesn’t mean that we can’t do better. It is because 

                                                
72 Hazlett, “The Civic Virtues of Skepticism, Intellectual Humility, and Intellectual Criticism,” 80. 
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students are entrusted with the capacity to think—an autonomous activity—that in each 

case there is the possibility to question and seek truth.  

[Insert 1-page on Farrelly’s “Virtue Epistemology and the Democratic Life”] 

Societies and governments reveal their trust in a citizenry by the nature and 

degree of control they exercise over educators and higher education institutions. When 

we see that educational freedom increases to the extent that fear of an educated 

population decreases, it is possible to track the instrumentalization of education. That is, 

we see whether skills development is a product of indoctrination or an invitation to 

flourish as intellectually virtuous students. 

3.3 Skills Development 

During this research I have highlighted many shortcomings of viewing virtues in 

terms of skills development. Because skills depend on intellectual capacities, and may 

be oriented towards good or bad ends, infusing them with virtues reflects the importance 

of the agents, the students, who use these skills. The inclusion of intellectual virtues 

brings more than a mere tagging on of attention, open-mindedness, or patience to skills 

development. It brings meaning to those skills. 

On the practical side, Annas has explained the proximity of skills and virtues, 

and how both are tied to education. Conscientious learning, habit development, practice, 

intelligent awareness and ownership of skills and virtues show complementarity when 

students aspire to flourish. Yet for reasons left unexplained, as I’ve stated, she disregards 

intellectual virtues. Despite the fact that skills are instrumentally and morally significant, 

the latter tends to be neglected, because it is believed that it’s up to students to decide 

what they will do with their skills. While coding, writing well, or designing houses seem 
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innocent, a little imagination infuses these skills with virtues (e.g. designing house to 

save energy) or vices (e.g. designing houses to erode community life). The same 

transformation can’t be said of virtues, because they already incorporate the good. 

Therefore, cultivating the iCOACH HAPPI virtues support skills development. 

The proximity of skills and intellectual virtues development comes in varying 

degrees. While a little patience and attention are required to develop all skills, these 

dispositions aren’t automatically infused with virtues. But when it comes to being a 

student, skills development receives special consideration, since the chosen skills are 

socially sanctioned. Therefore, there is a need to look at the encultured content that 

comes with learning skills. But in today’s higher education, skills development is 

wrapped up in considerations of efficiency, flexibility, and economic worth. While this 

approach is contemporary, its roots are ancient. 

Once again, we are brought back to Aristotle to question the instrumentalization 

of education. To bridge our present state with Aristotle’s, Joseph Dunne use the ideas of 

20th-century thinkers Newman, Collingwood, Arendt, Gadamer and Habermas to 

analyze techne (technique) and phronesis (practical wisdom) as they relate to education. 

Dunne offers a nuanced account that protects education and students from becoming the 

tools of a system that narrows expectations in the name of rationality and economic 

efficiency. He goes to great length to reveal how Aristotle failed to account for the 

artisanal, changing, and particular features of skills as techne, which downplayed 
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“creativity” and “experiment.”75 Aristotle, and now the promoters of “21st-century 

skills” education, minimize the place and richness of experience. 

Opening the door to experience invites complexity, inefficiency, and nuance. 

Considering techne, as a means ends competency, Dunne stresses that, “A practice is not 

just a surface on which one can display instant virtuosity. It grounds one in a tradition 

that has been formed through an elaborate development and that exists at any juncture 

only in the dispositions (slowly and perhaps painfully acquired) of its recognized 

practitioners.”76 This goes just as much for carpentry, autopsy, oral presentations, and, 

argues Dunne, teaching. In this last case, the danger is that technically-minded teachers 

give the impression that mastery implies control; where content fits neatly into frames, 

of which few question the construction.77 For example, students may skillfully learn to 

do an oral presentation, without knowing the history and implications of rhetoric. For 

conscientious teachers and intellectually virtuous students, being attentive, open-minded, 

autonomous, curious, and patient breaks the mold of skills development education to 

support students’ education generally. 

When skills are given their due, when the depth of their areas of application is 

understood, they should receive the same intellectual seal of approval as other traditional 

intellectual pursuits. In line with Montessori’s approach, when Menand writes that, 

“Garbage is garbage, but the history of garbage is scholarship,”78 and Crawford contrasts 
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the intellectually virtuous motorbike mechanic with the idiotic one,79 we should see that 

skills and intellectual virtues go hand in hand. “Or that cleaning toilets has become a 

virtuous activity since I’ve seen Watts’s The Toilet: An Unspoken History,” concludes 

Janus. Finally, when Menand adds that there is great value in thinking about the routine, 

and Crawford praises the virtue of attentiveness, skills open up. 

This may seem to overthink practical skill, but those examples and the theory, 

which backs them, repair the damage done by denigrating skills. Furthermore, it does so 

without merely instrumentalizing skills. Detaching skills development from students as 

persons works for a neoliberal and technocratic climate, in which flexibility and 

obedience are valued over continuity and questioning. Educating students to master 

“21st-century skills” dwarfs questions of social and environmental responsibility, as it 

raises the prestige associated with answering to “universal” economic and technological 

ideals. Skills education doesn’t do away with questions of virtues and vices; it just 

ignores them, or worse, feigns that they’re unrelated in the name of economic ideology. 

For all of the critiques that virtue theory receives for its responsiveness to life, it 

is this imbeddedness that protects students from instrumentalization. It is because skills 

have a history, a context, and directions of fit that we must think about their 

development and use. This was illustrated by McLuhan’s analysis of the emergence of 

women typists; this is generalizable to the effect that, “skills are not neutral, technically 

defined categories but are socially constructed by, for example, trade unions negotiating 

higher pay rates for their male members, or employees redefining skill levels to reduce 
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costs.”80 Intellectual virtues infuse skills pedagogy with the awareness that history, 

context, and ethical dimensions go with teaching skills. 

For instance, there is a context to the student “21st-century skills” (listed in 

Table 2). By using and including intellectual virtues we can ground some skills, and 

redefine others as virtues. Intellectual virtues ground skills such as interactively using 

language, symbols, and texts by insisting that these skills help or harm. They give proper 

weight to skills in creativity and innovation, because what, how, for whom, and why 

things, processes, and ideas are produced matter a great deal. Intellectual virtues reveal 

how “skills” in personal, social, and civic responsibility, as well as autonomy are 

carelessly treated. Redefining civic responsibility and autonomy, as intellectual virtues, 

provides a clearer picture of reality. 

Applying intellectual virtues alongside skills development teaching invites all 

involved to seek out and to understand the context of skills’ justification and impacts on 

students and the world. For all that has been said up to now, it appears that we are still 

far from the mark. Even Dunne acknowledges at the end of his study that “I have said 

nothing about how education might be conducted if we took seriously the unity of 

experience – in knowledge, expression and action – of the pupil and saw the educative 

task as one of helping him not only to acquire skills but, more importantly, to become a 

phronimos.”81 Focusing on generic, mobile, and exchangeable skills reduces students to 

what they can do, excluding who they are and to what context they belong. In the end, 

                                                
80 Coffield, “Breaking the Consensus,” 485. 
81 Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 370. Italics in original. 
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filling the gap identified by Dunne is accomplished by nurturing intellectually virtuous 

students who aspire to more than becoming 21st century lifelong skilled learners. 

4. Methodological Frictions 

The unity of student experience that Dunne identifies as lacking has guided my 

research in general, and guides this section in particular. I first take my cue from the idea 

that “the unexamined [student] life is not worth living,”82 to argue that higher education 

is built on the idea that some, many, or most students will examine their student life. I 

focus on the openness and call for friction so that education and philosophy may 

accomplish their task in helping students flourish in communities of learning. In the 

second part, I show my student experience has enabled me to take ownership of Holma’s 

philosophical reconstruction in education, as she urges, and push its boundaries by using 

virtue epistemology. Finally, it is in opening up Holma’s methodology that my research, 

and therefore intellectual virtues, touch the world of practical virtues and action. 

4.1 Synthetic Appropriation of Virtue Epistemology in Higher Education 

The emergence of colleges and universities was a response to desires. Whatever 

the purposes, these institutions catered to the minds of its pupils. But, just as there is no 

way to reduce people to their nationality, age, sex, or profession, there is no way to 

reduce students to a set of intellectual virtues. What this entails for the methodological 

application of intellectual virtues in education is that it allows the emergence of a 

voice—mine—in conceiving of these types of students. 
                                                
82 Socrates in Plato, Apology, 38a4–5. 
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The critical component of education, for education to be called as such, invites us 

to question why students haven’t benefited more from this type of conceptual attention 

before. It is by no means essential that all students pursue such self-conscious research 

into the nature of students. In fact, it would betray the overall role of higher education to 

educate. However, if higher education fought against a student population disposed to 

self- and community criticism, it would revert to indoctrination. 

The synthetic appropriation of virtue epistemology by higher education reveals 

that there are parts of this institution that specifically probe, question, and analyze its 

internal and external functions. Just as the Chicago school of economics can look to 

Marxist theory, because of the questions prompted with regard to market operations, 

intellectually virtuous students may assist their institution by revealing their own 

strengths, weaknesses, biases, and emancipatory potential. 

As students mature and grow into the role of student practitioners, the direction 

in which they will take their studies will necessarily be personal. No student can live the 

life of another. What this means for the application and nurturing of my shortlisted 

virtues in these institutions is that it will continuously, and from various perspectives 

redefine and reinvigorate these social institutions. While skills, knowledge, and content 

share in objectivity, the contexts in which students apply them always change.  

This type of responsiveness for which I have argued in the face of slowly 

changing intellectual virtues entails a flexibility that allows for tensions and 

incommensurability to exist. This is in contrast to utilitarian and deontological 

methodological demands that expect absolute coherence, logical validity, and full 

closure. Given human agency and creativity, as well as accepting the open-endedness 
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defended by critical realism, opaqueness and outlines are the best theoretical qualities in 

this area, all of which is captured by student experience. 

It is through this experience that students are challenged to master content and 

contribute to civic society, including higher education institutions, in ways that 

sometimes irritate. Educational experience thus outruns Aristotle’s idea of education as 

reproduction, preservation, and obedience. Merely learning about his view, given below, 

invites students to question it: 

No one will doubt that the legislator should direct his attention above all to the 

education of youth; for the neglect of education does harm to the constitution. 

The citizen should be moulded to suit the form of government under which he 

lives. For each government has a peculiar character which originally formed and 

which continues to preserve it. The character of democracy creates democracy, 

and the character of oligarchy creates oligarchy; and always the better the 

character, the better the government.83 

While this had shown some understanding of education over 2,000 years ago, we can see 

how this view is antiquated. Moreover, passing judgment here is a good thing; it is a 

testament to our reflection on education, to which Aristotle, and others have contributed. 

Tensions aren’t new in education. Whether it is education as reproduction or 

education as critique,84 education never stands still. Understanding education as a 

dynamic continuum between these two extremes, often prone to convulsions, calls for 

                                                
83 Aristotle, Politics, 1337a10–17. 
84 Kemmis and Edwards-Groves, Understanding Education, 81–82.  
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ongoing social and political reflection. Moving from the emergence of higher education 

to the creation of the infosphere invites us to reproduce, question, critique, and build 

upon Aristotle’s basic assessment. While state sponsorship of education has contributed 

to the education of people across the world and through the ages, it has also furthered the 

emergence of private sector support of and intrusion in education. It has assisted in the 

development of ICTs, which has freed students who desire to know more than their state 

or curriculum prescribes, while simultaneously chaining them to technology and 

technological imperatives. 

The perennial presence of virtue ethics and its intimate relationship with the state 

defends flourishing. In this context, character education has been used for good and ill, 

but still takes students seriously. The relatively slow uptake in intellectual virtues may 

point to the complexity of the challenge,85 but it also underscores the potential turmoil to 

which it may lead, where virtuous students may still work against the state, businesses, 

associations, communities, and even families. 

The instrumentalization of education and students, most importantly with the 

idea of human capital, makes quantification and technical evaluations clash with 

philosophical analysis. Like Berges’s argument for including women philosophers in the 

tradition of virtue ethics challenges male methodological standards, and Battiste’s 

argument in favor of decolonizing education, my claim that philosophy of education is 

justified may create apprehensions. This follows from contextualizing biases, omissions, 

and ideology in knowledge; it is a reminder of the humanity of truth and understanding.  
                                                
85 Siegel, “Critical Thinking and the Intellectual Virtues,” 109. 
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While Aristotle’s belief that, “always the better the character, the better the 

government,”86 is seductive, it is also too simple in a time when teaching is globalized, 

governments often at odds, and citizens on the move. Having a woman Bhutanese 

student obtain a PhD in education in Canada, and then return to her homeland, where 

gender roles restrict her voice, might test her government or her resolve. It creates 

frictions. And as we’ve seen frictions are Dunne’s starting points for his analysis of the 

dangers of a technicist society. His unease as an educator facing the demands of 20th-

century instrumentalization of education found solace in Wittgenstein’s observation that, 

“We have got on to slippery ice where there is no friction and so in a certain sense the 

conditions are ideal, but also, just because of that, we are unable to walk. We want to 

walk: so we need friction. Back to the rough ground!”87 Since Dunne’s 1993 publication, 

the desire for a frictionless environment has become big business. Use of ICTs in class, 

quick access to MOOCs, online registrations, and always-on feedback all answer to the 

desire of making some things easier, less tedious. The cost, however, is the progressive 

instrumentalization of education to make it fit the various platforms. Scalability and 

mobility exclude what can’t fit in the mold. In the name of efficiency, higher education 

leans toward fabricating students for the economy, for the Megamachine. 

Applying intellectual virtues to higher education belongs to a praxis (doing) to 

borrow Aristotle’s word, or action to use Arendt’s approach. In either case, the 

methodology guiding the application of intellectual virtues cannot be to make students, 

                                                
86 Aristotle, Politics, 1337a17. 
87 Wittgenstein in Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, xi. Italics in original. 
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for in the world of action freedom is the guiding principle. In fact, Arendt’s diagnosis of 

modern society reveals a degradation of action in favor of fabrication, “because of its 

[action] uncertainty to save human affairs from their frailty by dealing with them as 

though they were or could become the planned products of human making.”88 This 

transformation pushes toward technocratie and totalitarianism to engulf education. 

The directions in which each student feeds her intellectual virtues support the 

freedom of her practice. This journey takes place in a context of other learners, 

educators, and a community, which must acknowledge each student’s uniqueness. Such 

imbeddedness explains why “The power or dunamis, of action, then, is not so much a 

property of the agent, as of the whole constellation in which he [and she] acts,”89 that 

includes him or her. Therefore, attempting to nurture a fixed set of student intellectual 

virtues is necessarily reductive and doomed to fail. Arguing and gesturing toward the 

most relevant student intellectual virtues is open to change, revision, and critique, 

because the circumstances of life demand it. 

This section reveals how applying intellectual virtues entails frictions, reflecting 

how the world is. Failure to see the need for friction is also a failure in accepting that 

people, students, can be good. For it is in the various ways that friction is negotiated that 

students flourish. This applies to their journey as student practitioners, as well as the 

institutions where they learn. Finally, friction lives between each student and the concept 

of the intellectually virtuous student; it lives in experience. 

                                                
88 Arendt in Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 94. 
89 Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 93. Italics in original. 
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4.2 Applying Philosophical Reconstruction 

The experience for this research has been the application of philosophical 

reconstruction. While I have already argued for and justified this choice in the 

methodological chapter, it is only in using this method that it is validated. The overall 

structure of Holma’s methodology has scholarly and argumentative support. In the first 

case, Holma qualifies as a philosopher of education whose work has been vetted and 

sanctioned by a community of scholars, a community of her peers. This is by no means 

trivial given the interdependence and even fragility of scholarship.  

Holma’s desire to make clear the methodology she uses answers to her own 

preoccupations and those researching in the field of philosophy of education. Stating, “I 

believe that many students—as well as researchers—of philosophy could benefit from 

simple methodological procedures as tools for achieving new levels of understanding 

and argumentation,”90 Holma offers a way in to do philosophy of education. The method 

proposed is “simple,”91 with its focus on historical and immanent analyses, identification 

of key concepts and corollary analysis, argumentative structure, and synthesis. However, 

applying the method to the present content invited rethinking, and iterated applications 

of the method along the way, until the research stopped, which is “Thankfully for us 

enforced by a word limit” lectures Janus. 

Yet this is where virtue epistemology strengthens Holma’s push to open the door 

of philosophy of education. In illustrating her philosophical reconstruction within the 

                                                
90 Holma, “The Strict Analysis and the Open Discussion,”11. 
91 Ibid. 
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analytic tradition, she imports a Continental approach to achieve a deeper understanding 

of her subject.92 Yet, she doesn’t say if her analysis of constructivism has influenced her 

thinking on the method. I do. 

By applying philosophical reconstruction, with virtue epistemology, I have also 

reconstructed Holma’s methodology. While she contrasted her analytical methodology 

with Continental philosophy, I have contrasted her methodology with the practice of 

doing philosophy writ large. This unraveling is captured by Martinich who describes the 

purpose of the first part of 20th-century analytic philosophy “breaking down complex 

concepts into their simpler components. Successive analyses performed on complex 

concepts would yield simpler concepts.”93 Several decades down the line many attest to 

the implausibility of this view. The plurality of methods, objectives, and styles define 

what analytic philosophy is today. At best, Martinich gestures toward what it could be: 

“Perhaps what makes current analytic philosophers analytic philosophers is a 

counterfactual: they would have done philosophy the way Moore, Russell, and 

Wittgenstein did it if they had been doing philosophy when Moore, Russell, and 

Wittgenstein were.”94 Analytic philosophy is of its time and place, just as virtue 

epistemology posits. 

The fact that Holma has also used analytic philosophy to begin, in her own way, 

sustains her decision to include historical, immanent, practical, and synthetic 

components to her conceptual analysis. My application of all these aspects in this 

                                                
92 Ibid.,12. 
93 Martinich, “Introduction,” 1. 
94 Ibid., 5. 
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research has forced open the confines of male dominated virtue epistemology in general. 

It has also allowed for a greater inclusion of medieval scholars, especially looking to the 

Byzantine epoch to see that virtue scholarship did not stop at St. Thomas to pick up 

again with Hume. Finally, it has secured a plural view of intellectual virtues from which 

I conceived of good students.  

The immanent analysis has been particularly fruitful in analyzing the landscape 

and horizon concerning skills development, ICTs, and economic contexts that shape 

education. Because education lives in the present while being forward-looking and 

anchored in the past, the impacts of distance education, greater use of technology, 

automation, in a neoliberal context must be handled with care. The contemporaneity of 

the immanent analysis avoids being ahistorical through the inclusion of the historical 

analysis. This creates a greater awareness of inertia, corrupting bias, and rigidity. 

The synthesis of these dimensions in time invites a critical stance wherein 

arriving at a conception of intellectually virtuous students is understood as belonging to 

a (slowly) moving process. Such historical inclusion is consonant with critical realism’s 

conclusion that philosophy of education operates in an open system. The application of 

philosophical reconstruction, as with my deconstruction of students to reconstruct 

learners, which came to include Arendt’s analysis of action, shows responsiveness to an 

environment that is unpredictable, and yet tied to a history. 

If higher education students are rethought, they will be different. This conclusion 

follows from using Holma’s method, which integrates changing times and perspectives 

into the theories. That is, “The process of disassembling and reassembling (i.e. the 

philosophical reconstruction) is, as I [Holma] have experienced it, the way of gaining 

access to a new, more profound understanding of the issue, and it thus creates 
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possibilities for achieving the researcher’s own philosophical perspectives and insights 

on the topic under consideration.”95 Reproducing my research, as if it was a logical 

proof, is impossible; it is my experience, “which is so precious,” remarks Janus. 

 My experience unites Annas’s distinction between conditions of a life and living 

a life, as it does for everyone, by researching into the nature of intellectually virtuous 

students. Part of this has entailed a need to expand my analysis significantly. Putting into 

practice the theory of philosophical reconstruction has, as it should, unfolded into an 

educational experience that belongs to the worlds of praxis and action.  

With the use of philosophical reconstruction, its allowances, the integration of 

conversations and questions, Holma reinforces and supports a philosophical tradition 

that goes back to Plato and Aristotle. In opening up research through the invitation of 

questions and dialogue, the method has the advantage of bringing the conversation to the 

fore. My extensive use of references has brought more people to the table than was 

previously achieved. This is a historical and contemporary testimony to the dynamic 

process of research that builds upon plurality, without succumbing to relativism. 

The fragility that both Arendt and Nussbaum claim for truth and goodness 

respectively confronts universal and technical views of persons. This unease was 

philosophically assuaged by deontological and utilitarian theories for a certain time. 

When that failed, technology was sought to quantify, regulate, prescribe, and predict. 

But as Turkle has argued, this has come with the heavy price tag of expecting less from 

people when programming fragility out of existence. 
                                                
95 Holma, “The Strict Analysis and the Open Discussion,” 11. 
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Holma’s philosophical reconstruction aligns with education’s gambit in a manner 

that reveals the risks associated with offering learners tools to take notice of their 

conditions of existence. Reconstruction is risky, because it relies on interpretations that 

can just as much shed light as obscure. It also destabilizes, in so far as it invites 

questioning the context within which the reconstruction is realized. This context is 

theoretical and practical, just like the educational institutions that prompt it. From the 

individual student practitioner to the community of inquiry, we revert to intellectual 

virtues to maintain the intellectual and moral health of knowledge and understanding. 

Finally, Holma structures her method to conclude with a philosophical dialogue. 

Faithful to her methodology, the final part of her method suggests that: “the dialogical 

part of the research project cannot follow such strict methodological rules or procedures. 

It should, nevertheless, avoid slipping into the superficial everyday expression of 

opinion and, on the contrary, be able to contribute to the field with new, philosophically 

grounded insights.”96 The wariness that the open discussion is a “superficial everyday 

expression of opinion” also applies to the strict analysis and synthesis. In parallel, my 

philosophical reconstruction of students indicates that much of it has been a dialogue.  

The conversations between scholars, exemplars, vicious learners, technophiles, 

students, Janus, as well as myself have led to a philosophical dialogue of which Holma 

is also part. Encountering philosophical reconstruction during my PhD experience has 

meant the opening up of a method, which has allowed me to progress in my research. 

The advantage of having focused on virtue epistemology is that I can better see how 
                                                
96 Ibid., 19. 
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habits of mind, dispositions, and virtues have recursively nurtured the discussion. The 

disadvantage, as we shall next see, is that drawing from virtue epistemology invites its 

equal share of tensions, dilemmas, and tentativeness. 

5. Key Problems in Framing Core Intellectual Virtues for Students 

Deciding to become a higher education student is to embark on a journey. A 

common complaint leveled against students, that they don’t live in the “real world,” is 

patently false, since in claiming an education students constantly renegotiate what 

happens inside and outside of class. This section deals with a fraction of these issues. 

The first part brings closer institutional life and the circumstances associated with living 

a life. Then, I highlight the challenges of fostering certain intellectual virtues in response 

to the three models of teaching for intellectual virtues presented at the beginning of the 

chapter. Finally, I briefly attend to the dialogue between the sort of student one wants to 

be and the sort of person one wants to be. 

5.1 Mastering Class Content and Social Life 

Students have a life prior to and after enrolling in higher education. Narrowly 

seen as sets of habits of mind, skills, character traits, grades, and prospective graduates, 

students also have families, friends, traditions, economic concerns, and living conditions 

that speak of different social, environmental, and technological climates. For some, as it 

has been historically, it is possible to bracket-off significant portions of time in order to 

devote oneself strictly to study. This, as we’ve seen, is how some institutions worked, 

and they marketed their isolation as a means to ensure minimal distractions.  
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With ICTs students are now always in and out of class at the same time; hence 

the need to cultivate courage, perseverance, autonomy, attention, and patience to become 

good students. If success in that quarter is achieved by embodying those virtues, there is 

still a price to pay. For as we saw in my economic analysis, time and attention are 

among our most precious resources. Allocating days, months, and years to higher 

education comes at the cost of not doing something else. In traditional economic theory, 

this is the opportunity cost. Applied to higher education it is meant to yield the true cost 

of a diploma. For instance, in addition to tuition, lodging, books, transport, eating and 

other expenses, we should minimally include wages forgone, because of learning. 

By expanding upon this idea we can see what else the student practitioner favors 

in devoting time and energy to her education. Since there’s always more to learn, a 

performance to practice yet again, or another online class to follow, excess is easily 

foreseeable. While many decry the laziness of students, this shouldn’t overshadow the 

passion and dedication that legions dedicate to their studies. From the educators’ 

perspective it may strike an odd chord to recommend balance rather than devotion. Yet 

this is precisely what virtue ethics and virtue epistemology endorse. The fact that these 

students live in society is relevant to their practice, and what is collectively expected 

from them. The extremes of self-imposed study regimes can be as destructive as the 

most coercive forms of education. This is perhaps one good illustration of the benefits of 

ICT access and intruding into student life; they force connections with other people. 

Monomaniacal devotion to one’s studies is admittedly uncommon, and even in 

such a context, there are still contacts with other students, educators, laboratory 

instructors, and the administration. With respect to virtue epistemology, there is a point 

of tension when Aristotle recommended the life of contemplation as the best form of 
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life, but it was reserved to a minority, within a minority. For the most part, education is 

balanced with other aspects of life. The time and resources dedicated to non-curricular 

activities depend on the student and her circumstances. The context to which this refers 

is too complex to suggest any definitive way of being. At best, in so far as the student 

wants to remain a student, perhaps the best way to approach the issue is negatively. For 

example, using coding skills learned in class to hack into businesses or university 

servers may jeopardize the student’s status, and be malevolent. Finding the tax loopholes 

may be intellectually stimulating, but put to illicit uses outside of class, it can be 

criminal and immoral. So what it means to be a good student, minimally, is to preserve 

one’s student status, and this affords a fair amount of freedom. 

How higher education affects students is a question of personal decisions and 

circumstances. In the latter case, demands outside of higher education may conflict with 

the pursuit of the diploma. An unexpected pregnancy, civic unrest, job opportunities, 

illness, a need to move, in short any number of contingencies can disrupt a student’s 

education. If the person stops her course or program, she isn’t a student practitioner and 

in that very specific sense cannot be an intellectually virtuous student. This, in turn, 

invites the long-standing question if a person must fulfill her potential by becoming a 

student. Gifted in higher education or not, anyone can improve in learning. If fulfilling 

one’s potential is virtuous, then an educational default line emerges. Without restricting 

intellectual virtues development to student life, for intellectual growth also happens 

outside of higher education (“Or in spite of it!” quips Janus), claiming an education still 

remains highly valuable. 

In order to bring things back to student practitioners it is essential to focus and 

draw out what they obtain by claiming an education. Beyond the motivation of 
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potentially getting a job, or offering the means for social mobility, the value of truth-

upholding and generating institutions to which higher education belongs has increased 

since the emergence of the online world. From plagiarized documents to “fake news,”97 

maintaining and nurturing social institutions devoted to the development of students 

sustain critical thinking, as well as a sense of personal and collective responsibility. 

Whether in front of the computer screen, the assembly line, the patient, or the 

microscope, the fact that people ultimately determine the ways knowledge is achieved, 

interpreted, and transmitted puts a premium on agency. Whatever the form of 

surveillance in place there is practically no way to get into people’s mind. By supporting 

student practitioners, their intellectual virtues and skills, societies strive for what is best.  

 In trying to find a balance between student and non-student life, deontological 

and utilitarian ethics have failed. The former’s reliance on the duty of self-perfection 

makes too much of logical consistency. It shortchanges the varieties of praiseworthy 

lives, and neglects our emotional involvement in those lives. The latter renders 

everything into a question of choosing the right action to maximize the benefit of the 

greater number that is terrorizing and ill-advised. Terrorizing because students would 

always, if not often, need to reflect about which course of action would best benefit the 

world. Yet how could a student determine if learning about the Cynics or html coding is 

the best thing to do? Millions of people need our assistance right now, and that will not 

likely change in the near future. Confounding those deliberations, Mill insisted on the 

                                                
97 Amplified by ICTs, the term means a “false, often sensational, information disseminated under the guise 
of news reporting,” according to Collins English Dictionary online. 
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worth of “higher pleasures,”98 intellectual pleasures that belong to another category. 

Baehr uses this argument as he defends the value and meaning of what is being learned. 

He states that “Mill deftly explains how our capacity for higher pleasures is extremely 

fragile and in need of careful cultivation from a very young age.”99 Yet in addition to the 

inconsistency of Mill’s view, there is the objectionable idea behind his 

intellectualization of happiness. While Mill critiqued Bentham’s version of 

utilitarianism, where “push-pin is as good as poetry,”100 he replaced it with the elitist 

idea that subjects like opera, logic, and political theory are inherently better than most 

other pleasurable things in life. Deontological and utilitarian ethics both fall short of the 

richness and complexity of life in general, and student life in particular. 

 Virtue theory doesn’t fall prey to those universal ideals, because of its 

allowances for fluidity, plurality, and freedom. When it comes to student life, virtues are 

presented, some through exemplary persons, and each student may unify those 

possibilities into a dynamic fulfillment of becoming a good student. This rests on her 

shoulders. The unique combination of student and non-curricular life belongs to the 

student herself who may experience the goods internal and external to that practice. 

5.2 Implications for Student Life 

The two extremes for developing intellectual virtues for students in higher 

education are to do nothing and to do everything. The first leaves students to their own 

                                                
98 Mill, Utilitarianism, 187–189. 
99 Baerh, Cultivating Good Minds, 354. 
100 Mill, Utilitarianism, 85. 



 

 408 

devices, the second explicitly devotes as many resources as possible to foster intellectual 

virtues. Some will migrate toward intellectual virtues, with little support, while others 

will migrate toward vices, despite much support. This is an old issue, with ongoing 

tensions, which shall never be put to rest fully, so long as freedom exists. 

The relative absence of explicit education for intellectual virtues touches on the 

contingent reality associated with becoming intellectually virtuous. This can be positive 

in that the circumstances of life give students occasions to affirm their agency in looking 

at who and what is praised, deliberating over which intellectual virtues they want to 

embody, and working to develop them. In my shortlist of intellectual virtues, none are 

too distant to close off students in the direst situations. My argument has relied on the 

perennial nature of these virtues, as well as how they fit with student practice. Without 

discounting the value of teaching for intellectual virtues, nurturing and weaving these 

virtues, along with others, can be achieved through a fair degree of autonomy. 

Yet autonomy isn’t enough. Challenges associated with infusing intellectual 

virtues in education resonate with other areas in life where opacity exists. Be it through 

Friere’s fight to free the minds of the pedagogically oppressed, Gournay’s arguments 

that women deserve just as much education as men, Nietzsche’s wrestling for multiple 

perspectives in getting at the truth, student contact with intellectual virtues borders on 

consciousness raising. Whether a student realizes that learning goes beyond the 

instrumentalization of intellect also depends on chance and circumstance. 

By entering into higher education students are already preparing this journey into 

claiming an education for all that it represents. The focus on standards, confrontation of 

ideas, positive and negative exchanges with colleagues and educators, interaction with 

learning software, dealing with learning objectives, and financing an education all 
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sustain and nourish a climate within which the intellectual virtues can flourish. Some 

courses will provoke such a conscious awakening, which will facilitate the growth of 

self-reflection and questioning surrounding content and what type of students one wants 

to be. Philosophy, sociology, psychology, education, political sciences, literature, gender 

studies, in short the humanities are some areas that have historically problematized 

learning, helping students not only to understand, but also to take a stand. 

Yet countervailing forces challenge intellectual virtues development. This was 

illustrated in the previous section when student demands were confronted with non-

student life. Furthermore, institutional, economic, and technological ecosystems 

constantly destabilize student efforts. From bad architectural design to neoliberal 

pressures to be docile, including distracting ICTs, navigating through these minor and 

major experiences tests intellectual virtues development. These are significant reasons, 

for which Annas’s “drive to aspire”101 is so important, as it helps students survive these 

entanglements. More than surviving, the drive to aspire also thrives through greater 

access to education, the inclusion of women, and the ethnic diversification of the student 

body, all of which points to a global enrichment of education. Can we do better? 

Yes. 

If one is so fortunate to have children in proximity of Baehr’s Intellectual Virtues 

Academy, in Los Angeles, if a student has the chance to take a philosophy class taught 

by Heather Battaly, Ben Kotzee, Duncan Pritchard, Linda Zagzebski or any number of 

virtue epistemologists, then developing intellectual virtues is increasingly probable. Or, 
                                                
101 Annas, Intellectual Virtue, 16. Italics in original. 
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as Ron Ritchhart has documented in his book Intellectual Character, there are already 

numerous teachers that bring out the best in students without necessarily having all the 

theoretical background. Yet for all of these good opportunities, and there are assuredly 

more, contact with intellectual virtue theory and explicit practice is minimal. 

The literature review in my research has revealed the specialized and marginal 

aspects of this field. My first contact with virtue epistemology came in an informal 

discussion with Emery Hylsop-Margison, who had touched on the subject in his analysis 

of democratic education. Were it not for that chance exchange, intellectual virtues 

wouldn’t have been on the radar despite my years of higher education in philosophy and 

education. As this research develops, a limited but growing number of scholars in this 

field all continue to call for more research, as Battaly in 2014,102 and interdisciplinary 

collaborations. The challenge of creating a dynamic research agenda to foster change in 

teaching for intellectual virtues is immense and real. 

We may take a cue from Jason Baehr, who like scholars at the Jubilee Centre for 

Character & Virtues and the Edinburgh Centre for Epistemology, Mind and Normativity, 

is taking the best steps in disseminating content concerning intellectual virtues. With 

scholarly research backing his analysis of intellectual virtues, Baehr’s opening of the 

IVA and offering of the freely accessible and voluminous publication Cultivating Good 

Minds: A Philosophical & Practical Guide to Educating for Intellectual Virtues resonate 

as they should for an intellectually virtuous thinker. While the IVA has a more 

proximate impact, similar to John Dewey’s University of Chicago Laboratory School, 
                                                
102 Battaly, “Acquiring Epistemic Virtue,” 196. 
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the book reaches all corners of the globe through the Internet and the associated website 

intellectualvirtues.org. 

In parallel, research at the Jubilee Centre for Character & Virtues, through the 

University of Birmingham, contributes on a wide scale, through its interdisciplinary 

efforts to research and develop personal, social, private and professional virtues. 

Housing over 5,000 documents, from films to journal articles,103 the Jubilee Centre 

informs public policy, offers an online MA in Character education, and funds research in 

order to support character development from the family to the workplace in the United 

Kingdom and beyond. 

Virtue epistemology theory thus lives in and around that world. While most of 

the historical works are freely accessible, because they belong to the public domain, 

most contemporary works are very costly. This may explain why the first round of 

contemporary publications in virtue epistemology has been available on file-sharing 

sites. Spending considerable funds, as I have, for paper and electronic copies of books 

and articles, in addition to tuition fees associated with university journal subscription 

and attending conferences is a paradoxical privilege. It is straightforwardly a privilege, 

because I have benefitted from financial support that has validated my research and 

allowed me to develop intellectual virtues. By the same token, the funds allocated to the 

publishing institutions further sustain the elitist strain in virtue theory. Those fortunate 

enough to have the funds have an easier time of nurturing their intellectual virtues. 

                                                
103 Jubilee Centre for Character & Virtues, “Library.” 
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There is something deeply unsettling when a book, a field of research, or an idea 

promises to generate considerable good for people, for students, and it is monetized. 

Obviously the originator is free to sell or share the product, but because being good and 

desiring to know is widespread, working against this seems to be working against 

everyone. We saw that in the field of fundamental physics, the conscious decision to 

make content freely available in the spirit of generating as much, and as deep an interest 

in the field of physics was possible and successful. Steps in this direction are 

manifesting themselves through academic sites where authors voluntarily share drafts or 

final versions of their books or articles. As was stated earlier, Baehr has combined 

paying and non-paying content in his corpus on intellectual virtues. While this might 

favor a two-speed system, Cultivating Good Minds is sufficiently rich to offer a solid 

foundation, and points to additional references that can be freely accessed. I have 

benefited from draft copies of works, from Linda Zagzebski, Ben Kotzee, Heather 

Battaly, and Charles Ess, which testify to the intellectual generosity of those authors and 

the existence of exemplars. This has led me to purchase their works, in due recognition, 

and to go deeper into my research. 

At best, we may revert to Mencius’s sprout analogy. Seeding intellectual virtue 

theory and practice in higher education is delicate, uncertain, and fraught with obstacles. 

But in these circumstances, it shouldn’t stop us from aspiring to live virtuously as 

student practitioners. 

5.3 What Kind of Person Do I Want to Be? 

Research into the nature of good students has left much untouched, perhaps too 

much. My focus on intellectual virtues in higher education aimed to determine what is 
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most common to most students, while leaving surrounding factors underdetermined. The 

argument in favor of choosing virtue epistemology relied in part on the long-standing 

question nourished by virtue ethics: “What sort of person do I want to be?” Of the many 

good options, being a student is an important one. 

In the history of education much more has been researched in the field of 

character and moral development than in intellectual virtues. So in applying my 

shortlisted intellectual virtues, we must see how they shape student character, 

personality, and identity. Few scholars have explicitly bridged the divide between 

character education and intellectual virtues.104 On the one hand, this can be explained 

because character already points to certain intellectual attributes and traits. For instance, 

grit has garnered a fair degree of attention in recent years, which translates into 

intellectual perseverance, without being exactly the same. On the other hand, intellectual 

virtue theory is complex, and has only regained prominence recently. Ill known by 

many, it will take years for research in this area to influence and inform character 

education, psychology, and even virtue ethics. 

As I move from virtue epistemology to morality, we must ask to what extent to 

they overlap, inform, and influence one another to understand student identity. Having 

sided early on with Zagzebski’s strong view of virtue epistemology, where the thinking 

life aligns with moral life, the case is more straightforward than with Baehr, who 

defends a character traits view of intellectual virtues. 

                                                
104 See Kotzee, “Intellectual Perfectionism about Schooling,” for recent developments. 



 

 414 

Working with honesty, trust, and autonomy, Zagzebski points to the common 

nature of these virtues when it comes to epistemic and moral ends. For instance, honesty  

is a virtue that requires that one tell the truth. But it is not sufficient for honesty 

that a person tell whatever she happens to believe is the truth. An honest person 

is careful with the truth. She respects it and does her best to find it out, to 

preserve it, and to communicated it in a way that permits the hearer to believe the 

truth justifiably and with understanding.105  

A classic attack on this view is Kant’s moral requirement to be honest when asked by a 

violent person if a friend is hiding in your attic, even if this may lead to the friend’s 

death.106 And contemporary examples of radical truth, which recommend “that a person 

tell whatever she happens to believe is the truth,”107 are offered by the Radical Honesty 

group,108 and put to comic effect by A. J. Jacobs in “I Think You’re Fat.” Finally, I’ve 

even asked my students in ethics to practice—within limits—radical honesty for 24 

hours and analyze the consequences. Like Zagzebski, my students point to the 

intellectual and moral demands that honesty requires of people, because being honest 

can lead to being careless, callous, and cruel.  

From unified moral and intellectual virtues, Zagzebski considers virtues with two 

sides. Courage, patience, and perseverance have both epistemic and moral connotations, 

depending on the context. This explains why throughout virtue epistemology, scholars 

                                                
105 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 158. Italics in original. 
106 Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, 2. 
107 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 158. 
108 Blanton, Radical Honesty.  
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carefully specify that they are talking about intellectual courage. Finally, Zagzebski 

devotes attention to the virtue of integrity. Here again, the virtue must apply morally and 

intellectually, because “integrity is above all the virtue of being true to oneself, and 

assuming that the self is singular, it is incoherent to be true to your moral self but not to 

your intellectual self or conversely.”109 Yes, we are sometimes incoherent, but the idea is 

that we strive for a unity of thought and action, that is, the virtue of integrity. 

Baehr also takes up these themes, 15 years after Zagzebski, to situate intellectual 

virtues in life. While broadly agreeing with Zagzebski, he loosens the overarching 

presence of moral virtues. In Inquiring Minds, Baehr argues for an intermediate position 

between the subset and independent theories. This situates him between:  

Subset thesis: Intellectual virtues are a species or proper subset of moral virtues. 

While intellectual virtues are moral virtues, they are unified in a way that sets 

them apart from other, more familiar moral virtues. 

Independence thesis: Intellectual virtues are not a proper subset of moral virtues. 

Rather, they are fundamentally distinct from moral virtues.110 

Baehr agrees with Zagzebski concerning the subset thesis, on account that it is possible 

to be intellectually virtuous, while morally vicious overall. He illustrates this with a 

biology professor who does everything right concerning his research and his students, 

but is reprehensible with his spouse.  

                                                
109 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 162. 
110 Baehr, Inquiring Minds, 206. Italics in original. 
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Zagzebski’s theory aligns with this, but she insists that virtue epistemology has 

stronger ties to virtue ethics than Baehr allows. She defends the idea that,  

Epistemic evaluation just is a form of moral evaluation. I cannot offer anything 

that would qualify as an account of the moral to support this claim, but I am 

relying on the idea that there is no plausible a priori theory of the moral to start 

with, and so we may, and probably must, begin with a certain complex of 

concepts that noncontroversially belong to the sphere of the moral.111  

This is where Baehr parts with Zagzebski, for she is more confident in the contribution 

of virtue ethics than he is. Eudaimonia, flourishing, and happiness interweave with 

intellectual virtues according to Zagzebski, in ways that are impossible for Baehr. 

When students embody intellectual virtues in higher education it shapes moral 

virtues, and vice-versa, in a process of mutual growth and tensions. As student 

practitioners, who they become will emerge out of all of the achievements, challenges, 

failures, interactions, emotions, and thoughts that student life implies. We can appreciate 

this process of student life as praxis (following Aristotle and Habermas), as embodying 

a practice, which  

is a kind of enactment through which they [people, students] constitute 

themselves as persons in a historical community. It is through praxis that a 

person comes to have an individual identity, but at the same time it always 

transpires within an intersubjective medium. Through it a person’s life becomes 

                                                
111 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 256. Italics in original. 
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meaningful but the meanings always depend on the establishment of mutual 

understanding and reciprocity with others.112  

By placing students as embodying a practice, their identity grows from their initiatives. 

In turn, through these initiatives, their institution, colleagues, educators, and society give 

all that student life affords back to these practitioners. 

Exactly how intellectually virtuous students develop their personhood goes 

beyond my use of virtue epistemology framed by MacIntyre’s notion of a practice. The 

growth and diversification of the student population, including the adaptive measures 

taken to make learning environments better, allow for many types of persons to become 

learned. The conditions for the existence of students are that they are seen as 

worthwhile, deserving knowledge, and having a right to claim an education. For better 

or for worse, becoming a student invites personal and social judgments that affect one’s 

character. Whether it is through the expectations of intellectual prowess, of knowing 

how to accomplish certain tasks, or of embodying skills, being a student is both a step in 

favor of autonomy—to oneself; and of responsibility—to oneself and to society. 

6. Conclusion 

Aristotle regularly referred to medicine and law as fields where theory and 

practice, as well as particulars and universals, came together in judgments concerning 

health and legal matters. Arriving at proper judgments required knowledge, which was 

fine-tuned by experience. In his overall exposé, such a combination pointed the way 

                                                
112 Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 176. 
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toward practical wisdom. While I argued there is little time to become wise students, in 

the full sense, there is time to become good students. 

Through the synthesis I have worked from the incarnation and exemplification of 

intellectual virtues in class, to their bridging into the moral world. My shortlist of 11 

intellectual virtues has theoretical and universal validation, with practical and particular 

meaning. It is in the coming together through student experience that this practice is best 

understood. 

Intellectual virtues have appeared in various degrees in higher education, in ways 

that explicitly and implicitly guarantee the presence of these virtues. In order to broaden 

their impact, I have argued how intellectual virtues speak to and inform critical thinking, 

citizenship education, and skills development. And it is because these three dimensions 

in education are supported by intellectual virtues and spread to all levels of society that 

we can continue to have recurring support for intellectually virtuous students. One 

illustration of this support has been given by my appropriation of Holma’s philosophical 

reconstruction. Just as with the virtues, this method was open enough to allow the 

incorporation of complementary theories, including MacIntyre’s notion of a practice, 

and provide adequate direction to bring this research to fruition.  

By defending the view of students as practitioner claiming an education through 

harnessing 11 core intellectual virtues, I have solved the problem of the underdetermined 

nature of intellectually virtuous students in higher education today. Yet as many as there 

are students, there will be many incarnations of students striving to become intellectually 

virtuous. Exactly how that this applies to me, as a student, is the topic of the final 

chapter.
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Chapter 8: Concluding with an Open Discussion 

In many ways my research can be questioned for being viciously circular or a 

petition of principle: a student searching for good students. It is common philosophical 

practice to use one’s method or main argument on the thesis itself. This can reveal 

inconsistencies, insurmountable obstacles, and self-destructive conclusions. As I’ve 

shown, this is the case for relativism; and many have shown this concerning the 

downfall of logical positivism. But when things work well, validating one’s method 

internally can mitigate tensions and solidify the theory.  

When Dunne analyzed the notion of practice, he warned his readers of this 

dynamic in order to embody a practice philosophically. That is to say,  

One can move beyond this logical stalemate when, having acknowledged the 

circularity of one’s undertaking, one assumes it as a theme into one’s ongoing 

reflection and in doing so offers the only kind of justification that this kind of 

undertaking is susceptible of—a dialectical one. This is not indeed a justification 

with reference to an external criterion, but shows only that one’s inquiry is taking 

responsibility for itself: it has made its own implicit procedure a theme for 

explicit reflection.1  

Taking responsibility in this sense means for Dunne, as well as myself, situating practice 

in experience. Such an explanation should resonate with readers, since they were 

                                                
1 Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 26. See also Cederström and Spicer, Desperately Seeking Self-
Improvement, 321–351, for a similar point. 



 

 420 

informed early on that philosophical circularity was on the horizon, and that the nature 

of my research invited this sort of self-reflection. 

The dialectical aspects of my study were situated at the forefront of the analysis 

through my reliance on virtue epistemology, the historical and immanent analyses, as 

well as the argumentative structure. At each stage, I engaged with the ideas in an open 

philosophical dialogue, with the intellectual virtues in mind. The addition of a fictitious 

character, Janus, which came from an exchange with my supervisors, was further 

justified by the uses of fiction in legitimated research by other scholars. “Great, I’m 

justified,” snivels Janus, “a footnote like Plato! Please kill me now.”2  

Done. 

More broadly, my supervisors, potential jury, faculty, academic institution, past 

and present students, friends and family, as well as my then unborn (now four-year old) 

daughter all belong to this dialogue. All of these persons can approach and judge my 

research as students (save my daughter, of course). I am not impartial and some of my 

arguments are circular. To oppose partiality and subjectivity, John Rawls developed 

what seemed to be the most promising and generally appealing theory in order to think 

of the best form of political organization. Reaching full impartiality meant using the veil 

of ignorance,3 where each of us would imagine what would be the best political regime 

to live in, while at the same time not knowing who we were. We could be anyone, and 

this would be a fair procedure to determine the best form of social organization. But 

                                                
2 Cohen, “The Virtuous Troll.”  
3 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 118–123. 



 

 421 

despite his best efforts, he couldn’t do away with a minimal psychology, moral 

principles, and basic ideas of the good life.  

Belonging to a 1,000-year-old tradition, with many incarnations, the fact that I 

have been a full time student for the better part of my adult life reveals that I love being 

a student in formal settings, and to a certain extent, am good at it. When it comes to 

embodying a practice, this influences my view. Had this research been done by another, 

the conclusions would have been different. So what is left? A practice. 

Even if this idea can mean many things, I latched onto MacIntyre’s specific 

notion of a practice (see in the Glossary). Having already applied this to student life in 

general, it has meant for me the nurturing, and achievement of several internal and 

external goods associated with experiencing the life of a PhD student. 

On the internal side, when it comes to the development of intellectual virtues, 

there was the first challenge of understanding the field. Because most intellectual virtues 

are fairly common knowledge, my initial superficial assessment was easy. When it 

comes to my shortlisted virtues we can imperfectly gauge to what degree one embodies 

these virtues. This is a capacity afforded to us through experience and reflection, as 

Aristotle and others stated. Throughout my research I have entertained an internal 

dialogue with regard to my intellectual virtues, and in various ways I have tried to 

embody these virtues, which is self-serving on many levels. 

From accepting to become a PhD student to arriving at the stage of a candidate, 

both moral and intellectual courage have been necessary. It is essential to recall that it is 

the single most important intellectual virtue defended in education. Each positive step 

during this research, each uncovering of a new idea, each reading of a novel article 

revived the sense of thrill and dread associated with confronting new truths.  
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Perseverance has been the mainstay in front of this largely autonomous 

endeavor, with my supervisors letting their presence be lightly felt with the appropriate 

sense of intellectual concern and responsibility, knowing full well that they cannot and 

should not do my research for me. Open-mindedness has been the motor of my curiosity, 

with access to an unprecedented amount of content thanks to the Internet, my 

institutional subscriptions, the generosity of some scholars, and the purchase of many 

books and articles. Open-mindedness acts as a constant refresher in a field dominated by 

dead white scholars, who have neglected half of humanity, pleading for their own, save 

for the disruptive Nietzsche, the flippant Janus, and the insights of feminist scholars.  

Humility has been the most difficult intellectual virtue to ascertain, not because 

of hubris, but on account of the real-life evidence contradicting its status. Many scholars 

defend this virtue, which seems to come from a position of power. It is less clear how 

intellectual humility allows one, or me, to feel secure in my conclusions, or get 

published. My historical analysis has shown to what extent there are knowledgeable 

thinkers who have dealt deeply in the field of virtue ethics, epistemology, and their 

combination. Who am I to argue differently than Baehr, Battaly, Zagzebski, and Kotzee, 

to name those closest to my concerns? Perhaps the best way to allay some fears, which 

as I know are common in PhD students, is to see intellectual humility as Kidd does, as “a 

virtue for the management of confidence.”4 Because confidence, even applied in the 

quest for truth, is achieved within a context, my possession of an understanding of the 

                                                
4 Kidd, “Educating for Intellectual Humility,” 57. 
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PhD process, its goals, and what my literature review has shown, I think I see the limit 

of what I need to achieve. 

In terms of care and attention, I have relied on the usual practices associated with 

being a good student. Proper referencing, judicious choices of words, expansive 

research, rereading, revisions, comparisons between sections, and devotion to detail are 

all strategies that I have resorted to in researching and writing. The stronger ethical 

component drawn from feminist and pluralist approaches to the intellectual virtues of 

care and attention has prompted me to search deeper in what could be potentially 

harmful biases and omissions, which are common in this male defined philosophical 

tradition. This has meant going beyond what thoughtful, respected, and engaging 

scholars have said about the field of virtue epistemology, and explicitly arguing to make 

it transparently inclusive, as well as correct for the past epistemic injustices of having 

omitted almost all women scholars. Finally, care and attention have been crucial 

intellectual virtues to nurture in a field where elitism, perfectionism,5 and paternalism 

are too often found. There is no single best student model; there are many. 

Turning to industry and patience, both have proven to be most difficult to 

incarnate and somewhat elusive. The intellectual virtue of industry, if it deserves to be 

there at all, may be an artifact of neoliberalism, or one of Thomas Jefferson’s defining 

virtues. But, having secured an acceptance of the novelty of my research, as well as an 

informal endorsement from Jason Baehr when it came to including ICTs, a minimal 

amount of innovative thought has surfaced out of this research. The same can be said 
                                                
5 See Kotzee, “Intellectual Perfectionism about Schooling,” for a nuanced analysis. 
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with applying MacIntyre’s notion of a practice to student life, even if Dunne passed over 

this possibility in arguing that educators embody a practice. If I have failed, it is in not 

finding e-virtues emerging from the infosphere. Despite my research, nothing has 

surfaced. However, the manner in which I have conceived of intellectual virtues as 

responsive to the environment still leaves the possibility that someone else may conceive 

of those virtues. In fact, this research represents an invitation to supply these virtues, 

along with additional themes for future research that are collected in the Appendix F. 

As the last shortlisted virtue, patience is an antithetical outsider to the high-paced 

academic environment in which I live. Pianalto’s rich analysis has helped me to take the 

required time, within limits, to let the material seep in, to slow down the reading and 

writing process, and patiently revise and reread despite the inclinations to just go 

forward and get it done. Patience has made the intellectual process all the more 

pleasurable, in a way that it has been a luxury to experience doing a PhD. It has also 

revealed how much there is still to do, in a way that calls back humility, because I can’t 

know everything about this subject. 

Turning towards the external goods associated with the practice, from an 

intellectual virtues perspective, there are concrete manifestations that I have achieved 

these goods. From the acceptance by my two supervisors to assist and direct me during 

my research, to the final stages of preparing for my PhD defense, I have successfully 

answered to the institutional and academic community’s standards. The external goods 

obtained include successfully passing all my classes, comprehensive exams, and my 

PhD project proposal defense. In addition, external validation has come from chairing a 

session at the seminal Intellectual Virtues Conference at Loyola University, despite not 

having been retained for a presentation. I followed up with several regional conferences, 
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and one international one touching on various aspects concerning intellectual virtues, 

higher education, ICTs, and economics. All of this has enabled me to refine arguments, 

fine tune my presentation skills, develop greater openness to criticism, and obtain a 

number of distinctions. 

In leading up to the final stages of re-assessing the application of the notion of a 

practice to my own endeavor, I recognize the benefits of regular, recurring, and 

normalizing habits of research and writing. Insisting upon the practical nature of 

postgraduate research means concretely sitting down every workday to engage with the 

material with which I have come into contact. Such a practice renders ordinary what 

many deem extraordinary. But in the constant reaffirmation that even conceptual 

analysis and research is just a human activity, and deserves to be done excellently like 

many other activities, its exceptionalism is demystified. 

While there is a risk of understanding my research as too practice-oriented, even 

too mundane in its daily application of certain methods, the reader will see that I have 

developed a thick sense of a practice. The main tension in doing scholarly research in 

higher education, from a philosophical perspective, comes from the contemporary 

expectation of an explicit methodological outline of what is to be achieved. I hope that I 

have shown that even methodology relies on intellectual virtues, as well as ontology. 

The practice of doing philosophy tests the limits of what many take for granted. 

Without being condescending, the quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods divide 

relies on premises that are for the most part poorly defended. This can be due to what is 

expected in certain areas of education scholarship for expediency’s sake, but it has the 

unfortunate consequence of generating skepticism when one goes too deep 

philosophically. In turn, I have tackled head on the main worry associated with 
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relativism and situationism, as well as offered a naturalistic justification of the ontology 

of critical realism to sustain the idea of epistemic agency. 

The practice of being a student is something that one fights for, whether through 

philosophy of education or not. The ideological, economic, sociopolitical, and 

technological pressures to align and adapt in order to supply a product—a dissertation—

that leads to more publications, and maybe a job, restrict what can be said and how. 

From fighting against the belief that philosophy is useless, to dealing with Baehr’s 

uncomfortable validation of intellectual virtues through Google Inc.,6 philosophy finds 

its places in the air that we breathe,7 in the shadows of the infosphere.  

One of the main benefits of understanding students and my research as a practice 

is that it has led to a legitimization of student life. Often seen as a bracketed period of 

time, when one is preparing to become someone else, the practice of a student, when 

seen as such, ties me back to an old tradition, which has been defended in many quarters. 

Another benefit is the eventual understanding, even expectation, that students be 

critically minded that lends the fundamental drive to a better understanding of good 

students. This sense of belonging to a heterogeneous learning community reinforces the 

idea that I care morally and intellectual for my colleagues, close and afar. This agency is 

supported through exemplars and legions of good students. 

As it is a common challenge in higher education to get a better sense of one’s 

identity, being a student practitioner fosters a greater possibility to take ownership of 

                                                
6 Baerh, Cultivating Good Minds, 40; 254; 309; Intellectual Virtues Academy, “Home page.” 
7 Goldstein, Plato at the Googleplex, 14. 
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one’s process, one’s experience, one’s education. Building on Annas’s argument for a 

keener understanding of the proximity of skills and virtues development, the drive to 

aspire is given a central place. Avoiding perfectionism, her approach is open-ended 

enough to accommodate a diverse student population. My focus on MacIntyre’s notion 

of a practice has thus allowed me to frame intellectually virtuous students as ones who 

won’t unreasonably jeopardize their education. In my case, nothing in my practice has 

contravened the basic aspects of student life. 

Practice needs, in the end, much more than the entryway MacIntyre offered. It is 

in turning to Dunne’s analysis of the tensions surrounding the dominance and 

encroachment of techne as production (poesis) over action (praxis) as self-development 

that the breadth of student practice is really felt. That distinction was drawn by Aristotle 

who focused on the “conduct in a public space with others in which a person, without 

ulterior purpose and with a view to no object detachable from himself, acts in such a 

way as to realize excellences that he has come to appreciate in his community as 

constitutive of a worthwhile way of life.”8 What the world, what communities, what we 

have been telling ourselves is that being a higher education student is a choiceworthy 

way of life. But choosing is just the first step. For how to incarnate the intellectual 

virtues of impartiality, courage, open-mindedness, attention, care, honesty, humility, 

autonomy, patience, perseverance, and industry will be—mostly—up to the students. 

 

 
                                                
8 Dunne, Back to the Rough Ground, 10. 
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Appendix A: Case I by Gettier 

Below is Case I from Gettier’s, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?”  

Suppose that Smith and Jones have applied for a certain job. And suppose 

that Smith has strong evidence for the following conjunctive proposition: 

(d) Jones is the man who will get the job, and Jones has ten coins in his 

pocket. 

Smith’s evidence for (d) might be that the president of the company assured him 

that Jones would in the end be selected, and that he, Smith, had counted the coins 

in Jones’s pocket ten minutes ago. Proposition (d) entails: 

(e) The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket. 

Let us suppose that Smith sees the entailment from (d) to (e), and accepts (e) on 

the grounds of (d), for which he has strong evidence. In this case, Smith is 

clearly justified in believing that (e) is true. 

But imagine, further, that unknown to Smith, he himself, not Jones, will get the job. 

And, also, unknown to Smith, he himself has ten coins in his pocket. Proposition (e) is 

then true, though proposition (d), from which Smith inferred (e), is false. In our 

example, then, all of the following are true: (i) (e) is true, (ii) Smith believes that (e) is 

true, and (iii) Smith is justified in believing that (e) is true. But it is equally clear that 

Smith does not know that (e) is true; for (e) is true in virtue of the number of coins in 

Smith’s pocket, while Smith does not know how many coins are in Smith’s pocket, and 
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bases his belief in (e) on a count of the coins in Jones’s pocket, whom he falsely believes 

to be the man who will get the job.1

                                                
1 Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” 122. Italics in original. 
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Appendix B: Survey of Philosophical Research Methods in Education 

1. Comparative, Phenomenological, and Exemplification Research Methods  

Following Holma’s philosophical reconstruction, the second research method 

offered by Vokey echoes the first by being built on comparative analysis. Yet, instead of 

investigating how theorists account for an educational phenomenon, Vokey looks to the 

explanatory powers of specific theories. This entails: i) showing how one conceptual 

framework outshines another when solving sets of problems; ii) identifying failings; and 

iii) locating conceptual “blind spots.”1 Then, one must show how a theory surpasses its 

competitor in completeness and explanatory power with regards to specific conceptual 

challenges.2 In casting the final judgment, there is no guarantee of success, as both 

candidates may be wanting with regards to the truth.3 This is a recurring theme in 

philosophical analysis that goes against expectations of traditional research methods in 

education. It is possible, even desirable that philosophical research leads to more 

questions than it delivers answers. 

To best achieve the desired results of strict comparative analysis, Vokey suggests 

the use of markers to assess the qualities of the theories studied. They are: i) 

intelligibility; ii) internal coherency; iii) plausibility; iv) and success in practice,4 all of 

which, I believe, track intellectual virtues. Vokey applies his method to assess quality of 

                                                
1 Vokey, “Anything You Can Do I Can Do Better,” 25. 
2 Ibid., 26. 
3 Ibid., 27. 
4 Ibid. 
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the ethics of transcendent virtue in contrast to the constructivist-postmodern-moral-

pragmatism to teach ethics. In terms of research generally, one could argue that a survey 

or a case study could also help to determine which conceptual scheme resonates best 

with students and the professor. However, in comparative analysis, there is also another 

form of research, which is happening in a way that is not tracked by the traditional 

methods. Vokey’s analysis presents the possibility of improving upon the understanding 

of the conceptual schemes and offering new paths for research, and a call that can be 

answered by philosophical reconstruction, amongst others. 

This last invitation for further exploration is taken to still another level when 

Vokey calls for responses from the research community. The full breadth of the 

comparative analysis method appears as learning institutions are called upon for their 

questions and research: “I think arriving at more and more satisfactory conceptual 

frameworks via the interplay of theory and practice is a long-term collaborative process 

involving many forms of research and scholarship, including many forms of 

philosophy.”5 This positions Vokey as an anti-reductionist, pleading for more methods 

and greater participation. Set within an educational agenda, this makes a good case for 

the inclusion of many philosophical methods in research and practice in education. Set 

within the context of epistemic virtues, this is exactly what Sosa calls for when he writes 

about the epistemic community, and what Aristotle expresses, when he speaks to the 

relevance of external goods. Set within the context of philosophical research methods in 

education, Holma also uses comparisons to reach analytical truths in education. 
                                                
5 Ibid., 38. 
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The third philosophical research method presented has received considerable 

attention by scholars in education, to the point of fully migrating to education and losing 

its philosophical stamp. It is the method of phenomenological investigations, a product 

of Continental philosophy. Bonnett uses phenomenological investigation to track a 

fundamental concern in education, the notion of the self. According to Bonnett, 

“contemporary educational practice is [such] that its chief concern is to shape the selves 

of its learners in accordance with what are perceived to be current economic imperatives 

rather than, say, with what arises from their sense of their own existence.”6As the 

concept of the self is chosen, this legitimizes the use of phenomenological research in 

education. It offers a broader and enriched understanding of the self, which is a key 

element in education under the guise of the student. 

If Bonnett’s subject justifies his methodological choice, little effort is made in his 

chapter to define the method of phenomenological investigation as such. It is illustrated 

in action. For my purposes it is useful to refer to Merriam and Simpson for a quick 

exposé, which sees that, “phenomenology is expansive as it seeks to deepen our level of 

consciousness and broaden our range of experiences. Phenomenology requires us to go 

‘to the things themselves’ … to turn toward phenomena which had been blocked from 

sight by the theoretical platform in front of them.”7 Deep descriptions and a heavy 

reliance on language, in the spirit of uncovering and letting phenomena speak to the 

subject or the researcher inform phenomenological practice.  

                                                
6 Bonnett, “Education and Selfhood,” 42. 
7 Merriam and Simpson, A Guide to Research for Educators and Trainers of Adults, 90.  
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Such a method brings something different than quantitative analysis, which tends 

to be reductive. And, while there are affinities with case studies and qualitative research, 

significant philosophical underpinnings, like refraining from appealing to beliefs, termed 

“bracketing,” during descriptions, call for philosophical astuteness. Phenomenological 

research has acquired a fair degree of prominence, for example through van Manen’s 

work, while facing the challenge of depending on the adroitness of those offering the 

phenomenological testimony and description. Yet, in the effort to expand my research 

horizons in education, phenomenology surely has its place. The challenge remains, in 

my specific case, of having an appropriate concept to describe. Bonnett has the self, 

while as of yet, there is no conception of epistemically virtuous mature students to which 

I can refer. Prior to phenomenological analysis, the concept of the student must be 

philosophically reconstructed with the inclusion of intellectual virtues. 

The fourth philosophical research method is based on a concept, which is 

ubiquitous to all research: examples. Davis’s appropriation of Wittgenstein’s method 

highlights the many qualities of using examples—in a philosophical way—to guide 

inquiry. This method is illustrated through its application to the concept of fairness in 

educational assessment. 

Davis explains that in his method: “I work with a broad notion of ‘example’, 

where each case includes an assessment context, together with the cultural and political 

circumstances in which it is embedded. I refer to the overt and tacit values behind 
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related policies and practices.”8 This is applied in the following manner: i) choose a 

case; ii) give an example; iii) critique philosophically what is happening; iv) analyze key 

terms; and v) uncover unwarranted claims.9 With examples, counter-examples, and even 

admittedly indirectly relevant examples, Davis shows flaws in received notions in 

education theory and what this entails in practice.  

Beyond the straightforward use of examples given above, there are other 

illuminating ways to call upon examples. For instance, Davis borrows from the Socratic 

method of the elenchus, where concepts relating to an example are shorn up for maximal 

strength, and the analysis leads to a state of aporia, incurring suspension of judgment or 

motivating for more research.10 Another productive use of examples offered is to 

inundate the reader with a flurry of sub-examples aimed at showing the short-

sightedness of the accepted position,11 as I did with the word good to motivate my 

research. The final type of example as methodology draws on thought experiments. 

Davis notes that thought experiments build on a long tradition in literature, and support 

creatively reflecting about phenomena through exploration.12 

Examples obviously abound in quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods, 

which justify its place in research. Yet, Davis’s effort goes further by building a deeper 

link between examples and all research, including philosophy and education. Even my 

presentation of examples of philosophical research methods in education supports 

                                                
8 Davis, “Examples as Method?” 55. Italics in original. 
9 Ibid., 56. 
10 Ibid., 60. 
11 Ibid., 65–66. 
12 Ibid., 67. 
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Davis’s view, of which he is an example. Finally, Davis’s view supports the 

philosophical reconstruction of intellectually virtuous students, because it allows me to 

call upon online-learning scenarios, multicultural contacts, and thought experiments. 

2. “Anti-Method” Methods and Disruptive Research 

The next series of research methods exhibit a form of resistance that as we shall 

see make them difficult candidates for my research in particular, and academic research 

in general. However, their contributions point to the need of experimenting, being 

curious, and being open to change, all of which are intellectual virtues. 

The fifth research method surveyed belongs to Biesta, who dives into the world 

of disruption by offering an “anti-method” method (henceforth (anti)method). 

Borrowing from Derrida, Biesta develops and “lets occur”13 his approach: witnessing. 

The aim is to destabilize metaphysics and open avenues in philosophy of education and 

educational practice. This is a direct stance against conceptual dogma and inertia to let 

other concepts emerge. 

The approach builds on the idea that knowledge is always polyvocal, bringing 

tensions into any discourse. The example of good/evil illustrates this point: “the 

condition of possibility of ‘good’ is at the same time a condition of impossibility. It is 

this strange […] ‘logic’ to which Derrida sometimes refers as ‘deconstruction.’”14 

Digging deeper, allowing concepts to reveal themselves, and searching for what is 

overlooked may generate conceptual illuminations. But again, there is no guarantee of 
                                                
13 Biesta, “Witnessing Deconstruction in Education,” 76. 
14 Ibid., 75. 
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success. For some this may be tantamount to metaphysical or methodological nihilism. 

Biesta defends himself against this charge by recalling that his mentor, “Derrida wants 

to shake metaphysics by showing that it is itself always already ‘shaking’, by showing 

[…] the impossibility of any of its attempts to fix or immobilise being through the 

presentation of a self-sufficient, self-identical presence”15 So no knowledge is sufficient 

unto itself and dogma is always a threat. 

Biesta uses this (anti)method to reveal how communication is reduced to the 

transference of information, rather than the exchange of meanings.16 There is a need to 

rethink communication to better understand its impacts, and how education is achieved. 

Biesta claims that: “the point of witnessing deconstruction is not about identifying its 

occurrence in order then to effectively tame it. There is […] something more at stake, 

which is the fact that this little opening called ‘deconstruction’ can also be an entrance 

for the in-coming of something unforeseen.”17 In terms of analysis, however, asking for 

support that explicitly and mainly makes room for something unexpected to emerge is 

antithetical to most research streams, and the institutions, which back them. It’s like 

going on a fishing expedition, when one doesn’t know what a fish looks like. 

Despite these reservations the history of ideas, including those in education,18 

illustrates the dangers associated with a definitive understanding of phenomena. At a 

broader level, I justify choosing Holma’s method as a guiding principle that is also open 

                                                
15 Ibid., 77. 
16 Ibid., 78. 
17 Ibid., 80. 
18 See Goldstein, The Teacher Wars; Egan, Getting It Wrong from the Beginning. 
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to the possibility of the emergence of new realities, of “witnessing” them. For example, I 

look for e-virtues that make the Internet’s virtual world that much more real. My 

directedness, however, evokes dissatisfaction with regards to Biesta’s core approach of 

deconstruction. I must go one step further by advocating a philosophical reconstruction. 

The sixth research method pushes the preceding defense of tentative exploration 

and conceptual destabilisation at another level. Binghman’s analysis of method as such, 

through Rancière’s presumptive tautology, pulls back researchers almost fully into the 

world of philosophy. In parallel to Biesta, Bingham reveals another caveat involved with 

the rigid adoption of given conceptual points of view. His method rests on: i) the critical 

evaluation of the way theories have dealt with enduring conceptual problems; ii) how 

they attempt to resolve them; and iii) with an eye to letting come to the fore a common 

element that has been left unaddressed. This is illustrated in education with Bingham’s 

analysis of progressivism and critical theory, where teaching as such is never 

fundamentally questioned. Bingham thus suggests directions for further research into the 

nature of teaching. This is analogous to Sosa’s philosophical journey and assessment of 

the failure of coherentism and foundationalism, which led him to virtue epistemology 

and his subsequent call for more research in this area. 

Bingham’s preliminary analysis morphs into another, more substantial, and self-

conscious reflection on the uses of methods. He asks, “what the rapport might be 

between a method and the person whose name the method bears.”19 To answer this 

question Bingham notes that talk of method tends to be equated with Enlightenment 
                                                
19 Binghman, “Under the Name of Method,” 95. 
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thinking. “Enlightenment notion of method, a method that belongs to someone is no 

method. So in this strict Enlightenment sense, the presumptive tautology is no method”20 

(because it belongs to Rancière). A method apparently ought to be general, abstract and 

universal. To accept these qualifications neglects the socio-historical evolution of the 

meaning of the method, which precludes any change in the method according to 

Bingham, with whom I agree. 

Bingham concludes with a specific look at method, where there is room both for 

an Enlightenment, and a metaphorical or interpreted understanding: “When a method 

stands for more than itself, it so stands most significantly through the interpretation of an 

other.”21 This speaks to the need for a broader, situated analysis of method, thereby 

justifying the place of philosophical methods alongside other methods. “This is the 

method of method”22 and in education, this can shed some light on which research 

method is used. Furthermore, it underscores the interpretative nature of the method 

adopted, a theme that permeates works on philosophical research methods in education. 

So even by adopting Holma’s method, I interpret it. This is a reasonable conclusion 

given the complexities and breadth of her research in comparison to mine. Yet in order 

to assess this interpretation, as Bingham would, I need to do the research beforehand. 

The seventh research method surveyed also stresses the importance of 

intellectual flexibility, and the need to fight intellectual inertia in educational research. 

Ruitenberg’s method uses translation as a way of doing philosophical research with 

                                                
20 Ibid., 97. 
21 Ibid., 99. 
22 Ibid., 100. 
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open-ended and exploratory intentions. This research method aims to fight against the 

habit of routinely accepted terms and concepts under common monolingual univocal 

readings, forgoing rich nuances afforded by diverse linguistic communities. Her focus 

reminds us of the dynamic nature of languages. 

Ruitenberg embarks on the journey of destabilizing our received notions in the 

world of philosophy of education by attending to the expression “ways of knowing.”23 

This opens the door for philosophical investigation through translational analysis, where 

seeking meaning “serves the purpose of disrupting the complacent belief that one 

understands one’s own thoughts and the language in which one formulates one’s 

thoughts.”24 In the same manner to some of the preceding philosophical methods, there 

is no guarantee of success. No unique expression will fruitfully capture the absolute 

sense of many expressions tied to the one studied, nor should it: “Such etymological 

tracing, it should be emphasised, is not a method for arriving at the truth of language but 

rather […] a method for raising questions that might not otherwise have occurred.”25 

The intent of this usage is geared towards asking questions. 

Because a key aspect of educational research is its applicability, Ruitenberg 

posits that translation may best show how philosophy captures the potential associated 

with such an approach. She writes that: “A translation from theory to practice, by 

contrast, confronts theory with points of untranslatability that will challenge it.”26 This is 

                                                
23 Ruitenberg, “Distance and Defamiliarisation,” 104. 
24 Ibid., 107. 
25 Ibid., 108. 
26 Ibid., 113. 
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illustrated by the study of the translation of the word “relevant,” asking, “Should 

‘relevant’ educational research be research that elevates educational practice so that both 

the research and the old practice are sublated into a new form of research-based practice 

and practice-based research?”27 True to form, the method does not purport nor pretend to 

offer fundamental answers, yet it clarifies certain presuppositions, disrupts our 

understanding of research, and invites new questions.  

Ruitenberg’s method creates a conceptual bridge between philosophical and 

educational research, as wells as practice. This part of translation was lost on the Stoics, 

whose ethical view was believed to be so well thought-out in theory that it came at the 

ironic price of being impossible to put fully into practice. In terms of my research, 

translation plays a role by drawing attention to the recognized tension associated with 

the meaning of arēte, excellence or virtue, with its moral connotation or not. 

Additionally, multicultural considerations of virtues also invite the analysis of different 

words for different virtues, which can shed light on their understanding. However, 

without the unified view of what it means to be a virtuous student, Ruitenberg’s method 

does not have the breadth of Holma’s, but rather enriches it. Finally, translating 

intellectual virtues in terms of practice affects my theory and vice-versa.  

The eighth research method surveyed, still in the category of disruptive research 

practices, pushes the notion of methodology to the antithesis of Enlightenment thought: 

text and conversation. Returning to university seminars and exchanges, Smith produces 

a dialogue to indicate how “the search for method is local and contingent, a distinctively 
                                                
27 Ibid. 
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modernist enterprise.”28 With this in mind Smith argues that philosophical methods can 

be rehabilitated for the sake of open-endedness and curiosity, accepting that: “Being a 

dialogue it has no readily discernible ‘method’: it goes where it goes, something about 

which [fictional] George, the nominal teacher of this particular class, has mixed feelings, 

accepting that he has some responsibility to steer it while at the same time relishing the 

way it seems to have a life and a mind of its own.”29 In presenting fictional class 

dialogue and explorations, which include George’s own philosophical education, we are 

close to classic ethnographic research methods. The difference here is that the 

researcher-writer-interlocutor sets the stage for philosophical inquiry.  

At the dialogue’s core, one finds prodding, testing, doubting, and asserting, all of 

which contain the kernels of discoveries, understanding or aporia. For Smith this still 

leaves place for explicit methodological references to appear during a discussion. 

Methodological content is illustrated by fictional George’s appeals to multiple 

interpretations of Plato’s Phaedrus.30 With Plato’s dialogue in mind, the closing words 

of the discussion clearly illustrate Smith’s method, and the educational challenges 

associated with research and learning: 

Louise: Perhaps you should have told us that at the beginning of the module! 

George: Perhaps I didn’t know it at the beginning, or didn’t see it quite the way I 

do now, which is still not as clearly as I would like. For remember that this text 

                                                
28 Smith, “Between the Lines,” 118. 
29 Ibid., 119. 
30 Ibid., 126. 
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and this seminar, like George himself, have been given life by you as much as—I 

hope!—the other way round.31 

The unpredictability of a dialogue does not preclude discovery. Rather, it is at the core 

of many educational endeavours, which can be thought of philosophically, once 

experienced, as in the case of education. While Kristjánsson argues that Aristotelian 

character education depends on this type of dialogue,32 with regards to my research, my 

internal dialogue, the emergence of the fictitious character of Janus (in the Historical 

analysis) and the exchanges with my supervisors, all manifest this method. 

3. A Bi-Conditional Method: Educating Philosophy of Education 

The preceding survey of philosophical research methods echoes a tacit 

subservience of education to philosophy. It is the belief that research in philosophy is 

akin to filling an empty space like, “Here is the subject (philosophy), there the object 

(education).”33 For Papastephanou it is as if “The issue—the question that guides 

research and determines the method—seems to be ‘what would x (philosopher) think 

about y (educational topic)?’ or ‘how could we make x’s theory relevant and fruitful for 

y?’”34 For those trained in philosophy this is very normal. 

Working from the concerns in education, Papastephanou’s method is built on the 

belief that education has something to offer to philosophy. She claims that as things 

stand “education is just passive and receptive of philosophical ideas, especially those 

                                                
31 Ibid., 129. Italics in original. 
32 Kristjánsson, Aristotelian Character Education, 117–128. 
33 Papastephanou, “Method, Philosophy of Education and the Sphere of the Practico-Inert,” 131. 
34 Ibid. 
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that can shake it from its supposed servility to societal systems and societal reproductive 

aims.”35 And yet, she aims to rehabilitate philosophy and education. This is achieved 

through a method that involves: i) a critical identification of the objectification of 

educational discourse; ii) an application of Sartre’s critical use of the concept of the 

practico-inert; iii) an illustration of the tattered understanding of educational concepts; 

and iv) showing how education has a lot to say about philosophy.  

In tandem to her critical analysis, Papastephanou points out how education can 

develop philosophy. If education is not given the chance to critique, push, and transform 

philosophy, it loses something essential. “Educational routine is disrupted by an 

unexpected question on the part of the learner exposing the teacher to risks as a 

knower,” advances Papastephanou.36 There is a dual value of appealing to philosophy 

and education to bolster each other. My attempt to conceive of virtuous learners 

embodies the same dual concern for education and philosophy. As a research method, 

Papastephanou’s is included in Holma’s, because reconstructing students happens 

through philosophical and educational means; both are united in putting learners first. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
35 Ibid., 132. 
36 Ibid., 139. 
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Appendix C: Survey of Intellectual Virtues 

Table 7: Survey of Intellectual Virtues 

Intellectual Virtue 

Accuracy 
Fairness in 
evaluating others’ 
arguments 

Methodological 
scrutiny Self-critical 

Adaptability Focus Moderation  Selflessness 

Affability Forbearance Open-mindedness Sensitivity to 
detail 

Art Frankness Patience Sincerity 

Attention  Generosity Penetration Sobriety 

Attentiveness Good calculation Perseverance Solidity of 
understanding 

Autonomy Good elocution Perspicuity Tenacity 

Being communicative Good evidence Persuasiveness Theoretical 
understanding 

Candor Good sense Practical wisdom Thoroughness 

Care Good sense of 
purpose Probity of manners Tranquility 

Carefulness Hard work Propriety Transparency 

Caution Harmony Prudence Trustworthiness 

Coherent 
explanations Honesty Purity Truthfulness 

Conscientiousness Humaneness 
(manliness) Quick-wittedness Understanding 

(intuitive insight) 

Courage Humility Recognize reliable 
authority Vigilance 

Curiosity Impartiality Recognize salient facts Vivacity in 
understanding 

Deliberative 
excellence Industry Reflection Willingness to 

exchange 

Determination 
Insight into person, 
problems and 
theories 

Resourcefulness Wisdom 

Diligence Justice Rightness Wit 
Discernment in 
counsel 

Knowing your 
audience Rigor  

Engagement Love of knowledge Sagacity  

Episteme Love of learning Science  
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Appendix D: University of New Brunswick Guide on Plagiarism 

Deliberate plagiarism is the equivalent of theft, except that the stolen object is 

not tangible, like a car, but intangible: an idea. If you steal a car, you may be thrown in 

jail; if you steal an idea, you may be thrown out of university.  

1. Definition 

The University of New Brunswick’s Undergraduate Calendar defines plagiarism as 

follows: 1. quoting verbatim or almost verbatim from a source (such as copyrighted 

material, notes, letters, business entries, computer materials, etc.) without 

acknowledgment; 2. adopting someone else’s line of thought, argument, arrangement, or 

supporting evidence (such as, for example, statistics, bibliographies, etc.) without 

indicating such dependence; 3. submitting someone else’s work, in whatever form (film, 

workbook, artwork, computer materials, etc.) without acknowledgement; 4. knowingly 

representing as one’s own work any idea of another. 

In general, plagiarism is taking credit for someone else’s ideas. To avoid 

plagiarism, you must document in your assignments the passages, ideas, or words that 

are not your own. Formats and rules for documentation vary widely; consult the 

appropriate style guide and, of course, your instructor. Remember that documents on the 

Internet can be traced more easily than can printed sources; even short passages can be 

identified using current software.1

                                                
1 University of New Brunswick, “Plagiarism.” Italics in original. 
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Appendix E: Defending against Biases, Relativism, Situationism, and 

Pluralism 

1. Biases 

Although conceived along the most reliable methodology that I have found, my 

theory of intellectually virtuous students is conceptual. Despite adopting various 

perspectives, combining methodologies, using critical realism, and the tools it sanctions, 

as well as a highly self-critical outlook, nuances must be made and emphasized. 

First, there is the judgmental nature of the subject. Some may worry that 

identifying intellectually virtuous students implies denigrating many students of which 

little is known, or for which life is too complex to be reduced to such an idea. To this I 

respond that the judgment is left to those who make it, since what I offer is a framework 

to get closer to identifying intellectually virtuous students. In arguing for my conception, 

I’ve proposed exemplary students along the way as indications of commonly held 

intellectual virtues to justify the latter’s existence and attainability.  

It is in accordance with this perspective that we should not confuse “the 

circumstances of a life and the living of a life.”1 The former corresponds to the student’s 

reality, the latter to the decisions she makes in that context. Because virtue ethics and 

virtue epistemology are developmental, they respect students’ experience and age, as 

well as the breadth of their virtues. Worries that my theory is too elitist should be 

                                                
1 Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 92. Italics in original. 
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quieted by the fact that none of my arguments speak against the potential of each student 

to be or become intellectually virtuous. It may, on the other hand, show how society, the 

economy, technology, and higher education fail students by hindering their potential. It 

is with a specific countenance for critical self-awareness that students are seen as 

holding the seeds of their own growth and transcendence. Furthermore, attending to the 

circumstances of a life—pointing to improve them—reduces some of the distance 

between the circumstances and living a good student life. But even for well-off students, 

challenges exist. This is why the “drive to aspire”2 is attached to the love of learning so 

that all students can channel this desire to improve, regardless of where they are. 

The judgmental charge should be taken up at a case-by-case level, as Aristotle 

and many after him recommended. There is no fast, ready, generic, and algorithmic 

identification of intellectually virtuous students. Conversely, it can be easier to condemn 

a student for certain egregious behaviors. Of these, we’ve seen that plagiarism, contract 

academic cheating, and other shortcuts to getting the grade jeopardize or rule out the 

possibility of being intellectually virtuous. We have seen how a nuanced analysis of 

intellectual virtues development gets us closer to assessing the virtues of a student. But 

this proximity won’t lead to full transparency, as student emotions change and remain 

personal, meaning that they are difficult to track. 

Finally, with respect to the elitist charge, my theory strikes a balance between 

being responsible for one’s achievements, and leveraging what society and technology 

offer. Intellectually virtuous students won’t forgo help for fear of not being fully 
                                                
2 Ibid., 16. Italics in original. 
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autonomous to the point of falling behind, or falling a class. They will turn to tutors, real 

or artificial; seek feedback, from persons or machines to improve. But they will be wary 

of services that overcome learning and understanding. This intellectual vigilance is part 

of what it means to be a practitioner; no one learns in the place of another. 

The second important qualification emerges from the possibility of bias. As I 

have shown in my historical analysis, virtue theory is largely the product of a male 

Western heritage. But all is not lost, as Sandrine Berges puts it, “there is nothing 

intrinsically exclusively male about ancient virtue ethics; it is merely a (perhaps 

unfortunate) accident of history that we inherited most of our virtue-ethical thought from 

Aristotle.”3 In doing my research, I have expanded the lot of contributors to intellectual 

virtue theory and looked beyond male-dominated themes to minimize shortcomings.  

With my shortlist of virtues, I’ve yet to find arguments, which would discount 

courage, perseverance, open-mindedness, humility, autonomy, patience, attention, 

industry, and care. What my broader outlook entails, by including women and non-

Western thinkers, is that the meaning of these virtues is expanded. Intellectual courage 

includes speaking up in male-dominated classes; whereas for male students, it might not 

even register as being courageous. Intellectual care also goes beyond paying attention. It 

includes solicitude, an ethics of care, where concern and compassion depicted by 

Rousseau’s Sophie, and Beecher’s Sarah carry “into our science, math, history, 

literature, and auto mechanic’s courses.”4 Students are more than reasoning organisms. 

                                                
3 Berges, A Feminist Perspective in Virtue Ethics, 3. 
4 Martin, Reclaiming a Conversation, 198. 
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In response to Martin’s critique of R.S. Peters’s male-defined ideally educated 

students, I have conceived intellectually virtuous students along lines that are inclusive, 

accepting the contributions of women, as well as trans- and intergender experiences. 

While reason still plays an important role for intellectually virtuous students, students 

aren’t reduced to this capacity. The wider and more diversified attributes concerning 

who count as virtuous students provide the flexibility and conscientiousness that Martin 

has shown to be necessary. 

My framework also aligns with Daukas’s feminist virtue epistemology. For this 

to be possible, three fundamental tenets of feminist theory must be followed. The theory 

must be able “(1) to engage the point of view of epistemic agency, conceiving of agents 

in their particularity, as embodied and politically ‘situated’; (2) to attend to the 

particularity of contexts in which epistemic questions arise and are pursued, in a way 

that especially illuminates social structures and their politics; and (3) to contribute to 

feminist political goals, by providing both a descriptive analysis of the epistemic aspects 

of oppression, and regulative guidance for transforming them.”5 When referring to virtue 

epistemology, which puts the knower first, we can see that my theory respects the first 

criteria. As per the relevance of context, my appeal to student practice, situated in a 

neoliberal ICT-infused climate is compatible with including specific educational 

experiences faced by women students. And concerning the alignment of epistemic 

virtues with the goals emerging from feminist theory, self-reflective and socially aware 

students can determine what type of student they want to be, in line with a flourishing 
                                                
5 Daukas, “Altogether Now,” 48. 
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life. Finally, because education provides the tools for critical thinking, as I have argued, 

is it open to all to use these tools in an emancipatory spirit, as feminism requires. 

Fulfilling these criteria isn’t sufficient, as the theory isn’t binding. This explains 

why Daukas puts a premium on the intellectual virtue of trustworthiness, which corrects 

injustices and pulls communities together. Her theory builds on, “the complex character 

state that grounds dispositions to represent oneself as a more or less credible ‘informant’ 

or ‘testifier’ (relative to the given context and subject matter), and to judge others’ 

credibility as ‘informants’ or ‘testifiers.’”6  To the extent that trustworthiness is blended 

into the social fabric, it nurtures intellectual virtues and education, as well as combats 

the fact that trust isn’t afforded to everyone equally. Developing trust goes along with 

the love of truth, honesty, integrity, care, and courage and autonomy by supporting 

reciprocity, in other words, the social nature of knowledge. 

For all the positive aspects of social epistemology, it also carries a focus on male 

forms of epistemology.7 Yet nothing that Daukas, or myself has stated, reduces the 

knower or knowledge to this reality; knowledge and education are social in the larger 

sense. Virtue epistemology is responsive to cultural, economic, and technological 

environments, and invites many perspectives beyond a homogenous male-only view. 

Refusing the single view can mean that higher education is hostile, and injustices 

systemic. Gender, race, religion, and wealth are mechanisms of possible marginalization, 

control, and downgrading. Faced with such grim circumstances, can students flourish 

                                                
6 Ibid., 50. 
7 Ibid., 48. 
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intellectually? In reviewing my shortlisted virtues, nothing is out of reach. However, in 

keeping with Aristotle’s observation that certain virtues require minimal wealth, and that 

we all need friends to flourish fully, developing intellectual virtues is more difficult for 

some than others. This reality speaks to the uniqueness of each student’s circumstance, 

which invites us to question the competitive and distinctive sides of virtues. 

To use economic theory analysis, intellectual virtues aren’t exclusive goods. For 

example, if I muster the courage to propose a new theory, it doesn’t stop anyone else 

from also being intellectually courageous, and critiquing my foundations; in fact, my 

theory could benefit from such questioning. There is enough need for courage for 

anyone to embody this and other virtues. In other words, referring to excellence can also 

speak to one’s own journey. This fits well with Kamtekar’s argument for cultivating 

virtues, which eschews distinctiveness, because the fact that most tell the truth doesn’t 

diminish the value that so-and-so is also telling the truth.8 Conversely, determining that 

she is courageous doesn’t rely on others being afraid. When applied to intellectual 

virtues, distinctiveness is part of the story, not its foundation. Coupled with open access, 

MOOCs, and asynchronous learning there is no principled reason for demoting students 

who aren’t distinctive as being of little virtue. This reversal of perspective, of betting on 

inclusion rather than exclusion, is what Davidson believes is a major contribution of 

contemporary community colleges to higher education in contrast to universities.9 

Diversity through inclusion shouldn’t automatically hinder virtues development, since it 

                                                
8 Kamtekar, “Becoming Good,” 189. 
9 Davidson, The New Education, 73. 
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also reflects that all students claim an education together. Nor does it imply, as well shall 

now see, that intellectual virtues suffer for this inclusion. 

2. Relativism 

Relativism has already been taken to task and shown to be generally untenable. 

With my shortlisted virtues, we can reinforce the general conclusion as it applies to each 

virtue here. In what ways could courage, perseverance, honesty, humility, autonomy, 

open-mindedness, impartiality, care, attention, and industry succumb to relativism? 

One strategy could be to argue that each virtue only qualifies as a virtue 

depending on the context. Here, the context is higher education and this constrains the 

scope of eligible student virtues, because students want to learn, get an accreditation, 

and obtain some form of understanding. So if an anarchist student hijacked an 

intellectual virtue, say courage, she could thwart her plans, as a student. She could 

further a political cause, even an educational one, but to the detriment of her student 

status. Therefore, the more a student uses relativism to marshal intellectual virtue in 

accordance with her outlook, the greater the risk of falling out of the student category. 

Virtue ethics does allow for a fair degree of freedom when embodying virtues, 

and this answers to relativism’s request for flexibility, and personal perspective. But just 

as the relativist cannot do away with truth, reaching truth is done in certain ways. And 

embodying the shortlisted virtues fights against relativism, because they are grounded in 

a critical realist ontology and there is a success component to them. Also, endorsing 
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humility and open-mindedness safeguards against falling into radical skepticism and 

relativism, a common feature, a “predisposition”10 of higher education students. 

Critical realism’s position brings with it more complexity in that it is committed 

to a form of ontological realism, epistemic relativism, and judgmental rationality, where 

judgment plays the key role to getting at the truth, as it does with Siegel.11 However, 

critical realism’s epistemic relativism attends mainly to the observations of reality that 

are necessarily theory-laden. Judgmental rationality means to be able to call upon a 

reasons-based decision procedure, for instance to be able to judge in favor or against one 

of two competing theories. Proper exercise of judgmental rationality, as guided by 

critical realism can lead to truth (alethic truth in critical realism’s technical vocabulary). 

There is, however, a missing step in this pursuit, which is the role of the person. While 

critical realism defends a highly self-aware and critical quest for knowledge, little is said 

on the ethical front, and even less so when it comes to virtue ethics. 

Because of this breach, I can introduce intellectual virtues alongside critical 

realism’s metatheoretical outlook. For according, “At the heart of CR [Critical Realism] 

ethics, as an ethics of emancipation, is a rejection of abstract formalism and a process of 

normative engagement with the conditions of our own flourishing; to this extent, virtue 

ethics seems a more proximate corollary than the other two great modern traditions of 

Kantian deontology and utilitarianism.”12 Part of this flourishing includes getting at the 

truth. For all of critical realism’s dependence on the critical stance, the relative ethical 

                                                
10 Siegel, “Epistemology, Critical Thinking, and Critical Thinking Pedagogy,” 134. 
11 Ibid., 137. 
12 Calder in Hartwig, Dictionary of Critical Realism, 186. 
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quietness offers an occasion to fill in a gap. This point is made even clearer by Calder, in 

2007, when he concludes that in regards to applied ethics, “for all the ethical impetus 

across the gamut of practical CR [critical realism] theorizing, there is work to be 

done.”13 Indeed, even in Scott’s subsequent Education, Epistemology and Critical 

Realism, ethics and virtues are just starting to appear in critical realism.14 

But when it comes to emerging intellectual virtues, critical realism is of service. 

It attenuates fears of falling into relativism by showing through social mechanisms, in 

which I include economic and technological ones, how virtues may come and go, even if 

very slowly. Furthermore, critical realism helps to account for why open-mindedness 

might be less praised in certain conservative higher education institutions, or humility in 

business-oriented programs, but still remain a good trait to develop.  

Finally, relativism fails on account of being too open-minded. It is intellectually 

vicious in that the position is self-contradictory. By accepting everyone’s opinion on an 

equal footing, the relativist has to accept that my opinion about relativism is that it’s 

wrong. Otherwise, the relativist is trying to make the general truth claim that relativism 

is right; but that isn’t being a relativist. So while relativism appears to espouse a tolerant 

form of open-mindedness, or be agnostic with regard to the best virtues to develop, it 

falls short of the most basic criteria for truth. 

                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 Scott, Education, Epistemology and Critical Realism, 65. 
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3. Situationism 

In recent decades another field, situationism, has emerged to challenge changes 

associated with the virtues, as well as their manifestations. Because of virtue ethics’ 

naturalism, reliance on praise, and the possibility of identifying moral exemplars, it has 

been argued that we should be able to measure the presence of virtues. Furthermore, 

virtues should be relatively enduring dispositions. This has obviously important 

implications for education, since good students rely on these dispositions. The cultural 

variations that relativism sought to exploit to undermine virtue theory have been boiled 

down to situational variations to quash the idea that we have any virtues. 

Recontextualizing situationism research in psychology, Alfano applies the 

situationist critique to virtue epistemology to show how responsibilists and reliabilists 

must amend their theories, or drop them altogether. Situationists argue that experimental 

evidence shows how people are all too easily swayed by mood manipulations, context 

fabrication, and majority influence to really possess any virtue.15 For example, merely 

offering gobstoppers candies to medical interns results in faster, more nimble, and 

creative thought processes than the control groups, all of whom reached the right 

diagnostic.16 Alfano claims that, “I could go on about the power of fleeting situational 

influences on epistemic conduct. I hope by now, however, to have motivated the thought 

that many people do not possess creativity, flexibility, and curiosity as such, but inquire 

and reason creatively, flexibly, and curiously when their moods have been elevated by 
                                                
15 Alfano, “Expanding the Situationist Challenge to Responsibilist Virtue Epistemology,” 225; Miller, 
“Virtue Cultivation in Light of Situationism,” 161. 
16 Alfano, “Expanding the Situationist Challenge to Responsibilist Virtue Epistemology,” 238. 
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such seemingly trivial and epistemically irrelevant situational influences as candy, 

success at anagrams, and comedy films.”17 A less radical conclusion comes from Miller 

who argues that, “In light of the psychological evidence, we are justified in believing on 

the basis of that evidence that most people do not possess the traditional virtues such as 

honesty and compassion.”18 While Alfano claims that we should therefore reject 

responsibilist and reliabilist19 virtue epistemology, Miller concludes that lack of virtues 

doesn’t imply their inexistence; we just have to work harder. 

 Not giving up on the virtues, Miller examines four ways to develop them. First, 

we might work from local to general virtues. Second, labeling a person as virtuous may 

encourage and sustain virtue development. Third, selecting virtue-conducive situations 

may solve the problem of being badly influenced. Fourth, cultivating the awareness that 

some situations are more conducive to foster vices than others.  

In general Miller refers to Aristotle to defend virtue cultivation against 

situationism, when he quotes the latter as saying that, “We must also examine what we 

ourselves drift into easily. For different people have different natural tendencies from the 

pleasure or pain that arises in us. We must drag ourselves off in the contrary direction; 

for if we pull far away from error, as they do in straightening bent wood, we shall reach 

the intermediate condition.”20 While such self-examination is important, could it be too 

exhausting? With over 80 intellectual virtues accounted for during my research, this may 

                                                
17 Ibid., 239. 
18 Miller, “Virtue Cultivation in Light of Situationism,” 161. 
19 This point is argued for explicitly in another article by Alfano, “Expanding the Situationist Challenge to 
Reliabilism about Inference.” 
20 Aristotle in Miller, “Virtue Cultivation in Light of Situationism,” 169. 
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be too demanding to be of any practical value. However, since my focus is on students, 

my shortlisted virtues may alleviate this last concern. Finally, part of the value of higher 

education is precisely to introduce and develop intellectual virtues. 

Miller’s strategy has the benefit of leveraging education, but he doesn’t deal with 

intellectual virtues, and it carries the cost that virtuous are rare. Ill at ease with this 

concession, I turn to a survey of counter-arguments to situationism.21 The first series 

emerges from the fact that quick and fallible heuristics are better than trying to work out 

what to do in every single situation, even if errors occur. This parallels the argument that 

what matter in referring to virtues is the intent, to want to get at the truth. The second 

series of arguments accepts that we are prone to intellectual vices, and therefore we 

should strive to minimize them. The third argument builds on the situationist’s 

allowance that we could broaden the meaning of intellectual virtues.  

The person who deals explicitly with situationism and intellectual virtues is 

Battaly. Because moral and intellectual virtues are close, she draws on the fact that to be 

virtuous, a person must practice and embody virtues over time, not just situations. More 

importantly, “To be virtuous, we must perform appropriate actions in a wide range of 

situations. And to do that, we must arguably learn to recognize and overcome a wide 

range of situational impediments.”22 As other defenders of virtue theory, Battaly attends 

to situations that help or hinder the development intellectual virtues, such as open-

                                                
21 Turri, Alfano and Greco, “Virtue Epistemology.” 
22 Battaly, “Acquiring Epistemic Virtue,” 189. 
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mindedness, humility, and courage. It isn’t a choice between virtue and situation, but 

how one influences the other. 

Because situations are important, we need to pay more attention to the knower’s 

environment. This extended situational interest explains why Pritchard can defend this 

view, for it aligns with extended cognition. The same applies to Floridi, as he attends to 

and improves our informational awareness through the infosphere, while Bozdag and 

van den Hoven do the same for democratic consciousness.23 Finally, Turri argues that 

there is an important disanalogy between the situationist critique and what counts as 

having knowledge. For reliability isn’t sufficient or necessary for having knowledge, 

given that individuals routinely say how people have perceptual or memory-based 

knowledge even with high rates of error.24 

While each rebuttal to situationism deserves attention, I focus on the first, for it 

touches on my framework. To this end I defer to King who takes the situationist 

challenge to task by dissolving an apparent puzzle, explaining false attribution, and 

putting the evidence in context. To begin King restates the responsibilist’s position that a 

persons aim to think virtuously. He quotes Zagzebski at length, where she specifies how: 

[O]n my definition of an act of virtue, it is not necessary that the agent actually 

possess the virtue. But she must be virtuously motivated, she must act the way a 

virtuous person would characteristically act in the same circumstances, and she 

                                                
23 Floridi, The 4th Revolution, chap. 8, “The Rise of the Multi-Agent Systems,” sections, “Infraethics” and 
“Infraethics–On the Conditions of Possibility of Morality”; Bozdag and Van den Hoven, “Breaking the 
Filter Bubble.” 
24 Turri, Alfano and Greco, “Virtue Epistemology.” 
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must be successful because of these features of her act. What she may lack is the 

entrenched habit that allows her to be generally reliable in bringing about the 

virtuous end. This definition permits those persons who do not yet fully possess a 

virtue but are virtuous-in-training to perform acts of the virtue in question.25 

When situationists argue that people routinely fail to exhibit full intellectual virtues to 

gain knowledge, it doesn’t imply that people are ignorant. Rather, responsibilism shows 

that progress can be made, which is consistent with educating for intellectual virtues. 

 The second line of attack challenges the conclusion that responsibilist virtues 

can’t explain and predict behaviors. Here, King draws attention to Alfano’s 

misconceived role of empirical analysis. The latter expects some form of normal 

distribution of intellectual virtues, while there is no obvious reason to expect that 

outcome. The virtues, as King reminds us, are just that, “excellences, not averages,”26 

which can be personally or socially distinctive. This explains why researching into 

learning and improving virtues is important, to which situationism may contribute. 

 The third level of attack questions situationism’s conclusions. Controlled social 

experiments depend on hypotheses, cultural background, competing psychological traits, 

and interest in the study. Were we to look further, and accept the validity of the 

experiments, King stresses that attention needn’t be directed towards those who failed to 

show virtues, but to those who acted virtuously. Indeed, “Even in some of the most 

‘situationist friendly’ studies, 13% to 20% of subjects were reported to exhibit the 

                                                
25 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 279, and in King, “Responsibilist Virtue Epistemology,” 248. 
26 King, “Responsibilist Virtue Epistemology,” 250. Italics in original. 
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relevant behavior. If we take the studies at face value, and their results as representative 

of the population at large, there may still be hundreds of millions of people who exhibit 

responsibilist virtues. This is hardly an empirically irrelevant remnant.”27 Additionally, 

we know from critical realism that the experiments conceived through situationism 

belong to an open-ended reality, where control is fleeting, and conclusions tenuous.28 

In the end, situationism helps rather than hinders the development of intellectual 

virtues. Closer to educational concern, situationism could help the design of classes, 

content, and pedagogy to nurture intellectual virtues. However, these are potentially 

ethically murky waters, for manipulating students into developing certain virtues is 

reason for caution. And yet higher education already works in favor of creating 

favorable conditions and situations for developing intellectual virtues writ large. Finally, 

focusing on student practitioners creates a clearer reference for students to consciously 

remain close to the path of education, as trying situations emerge along the way. 

4. Pluralism 

Already voiced as the challenge of virtue ethics by Frede,29 I must see whether 

pluralism affects my shortlisted virtues. With my survey, compilation, and selection of 

intellectual virtues, my arguments focused on the most common virtues that aligned with 

being higher education students. This approach allows for some personal and contextual 

                                                
27 Ibid. Italics in original. 
28 For a general attack on the situationist’s argument, with regard to the existence of moral virtues, see 
Bates and Kleingeld, “Virtues, Vices, and Situationism,” as well as Alzola, “Character-Based Business 
Ethics,” 605–609.  
29 Frede, “The Historic Decline of Virtue Ethics,” 144. 
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variation of intellectual virtues, which protects my theory from being fragmented by 

pluralism. In other words, I claim that it is sufficiently rich to be informative, and yet 

minimalist enough to answer to various contexts and aspirations.  

Intellectually virtuous students carefully tread the line, so as not to fall prey to 

Frede’s attack that observes how, “while no one would deny that certain character traits 

should be regarded as desirable around the world, when we come to draw up a list there 

are difficulties as soon as we go beyond a minimalist point of view. In a world that is 

full of cultural and religious clashes there is little chance of agreement.”30 My focus on 

intellectual virtues insulates students from this line of attack, for it leaves fairly open 

decisions concerning the sort of person they want to be beyond student life. Otherwise, 

Frede still concedes that there can be a minimal agreement of common moral virtues. 

Finally, Charles Ess, ICTs philosopher, and defender of virtue ethics argues for 

an open cross-cultural, cross-philosophical version of virtues that accounts for pluralism. 

In “Ethical Pluralism and Global Information Ethics” he finds enough commonality in 

the Socratic, Aristotelian, Aquinasian, and Confucian traditions that accommodate 

different, even irreconcilable points of view without jeopardizing virtue ethics’ 

foundations. Rather, through sophia, phronesis, Aquinas’s prudence, Confucian ren 

(humanness) and he (harmony), each offers enough philosophical sagacity to conceive 

of alternative points of view, and ways of living within virtue ethics.  

The Western and Eastern virtues of resonance and harmony are used to show 

how plurality goes beyond coexistence. Ess argues that each virtue tradition can envision 
                                                
30 Frede, “The Historic Decline of Virtue Ethics,” 144. 
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alternative points of view within itself, including competing ones, and survive. 

Therefore, each can do the same with other traditions, as “what is meant by ‘harmony’ 

or ‘resonance’ here is a structure of interpretive pluralism that weaves together these 

irreducible differences through a shared focal point, in relationships of harmony, 

resonance, complementarity – but not identity.”31 This stresses that fusing traditions to 

defend a unique way of flourishing doesn’t have to be the answer to harmony. 

To illustrate the flexibility of virtue theory in a global and Internet-connected 

world Ess chooses three cases. They are: informed consent in Internet research ethics; 

information ethics; and, issues of privacy. In each case Ess reveals how local or regional 

understandings of personal and data privacy are justified in Germany in terms of 

citizenship, autonomy, and rights; while in Hong Kong, electronic commerce is the 

driving force for privacy; and in China, these rights are emerging. The result of this 

analysis is that even if heeding to alternative modes of justification reveals plural views, 

they all value privacy. It is from such common interests that pluralism, framed by virtue 

ethics, is justified and practically valuable. 

Finally, in this section I have contented with relativist, situationist, and pluralist 

critiques that require more flexibility and responsiveness. Yet virtue epistemology’s 

responses to these critiques lead to a last attack on its foundations. That is, if virtue 

theory is so flexible that it can accommodate the previous critiques, it has little or no 

value in terms of directedness. What would the virtuous student do in this situation? An 

answer to such a question can only be gestured at, for much depends on context.  
                                                
31 Ess, “Ethical Pluralism and Global Information Ethics,” 221. Underlining in original. 
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There is no instruction guide in virtue ethics or virtue epistemology that reveals 

exactly the best answer, thing to do, or what to feel. Deliberation, emotions, various 

outcomes, relationships, experience, age, intentions, and so much more factors in before 

someone can say unequivocally, “Do this!” Sufficient direction is given by virtue 

epistemology as it applies to student life, with virtues that still respect striving for highly 

personal sort of life. Virtue epistemology’s vagueness is problematic for some; while for 

others, it is liberating. It values education over indoctrination, students over ideology. 
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Appendix F: Themes for Future Research 

The contemporary renewal in virtue epistemology already points to many 

avenues for new research. What this dissertation reveals or supports is revisiting 

traditional and novel issues in education through the lens of virtue epistemology. We 

know that Jason Baehr invited those interested in this area to scrutinize every nook and 

corner of educational life with the insights of virtue epistemology. But what does this 

mean exactly? 

First, because I have offered a theory of the intellectually virtuous student, we 

may put the theory to work. Leveraging educational, philosophical, and psychological 

scholarship it is possible to search for the best ways to nourish intellectual virtues in 

post-secondary education, because we have more specific ends in mind. For instance, 

since intellectual courage has turned out to be the most salient intellectual virtue in 

history, how should we change education? Second, and in continuity with the preceding 

point, the full and detailed rolling out of teaching for intellectual virtues can be applied 

to multiple subjects. While Battaly achieved this for philosophy classes, and I’ve pointed 

to efforts with regard to critical thinking, citizenship education, and skills development, 

there is an opportunity for such developments in chemistry, music, social work, ICTs 

studies, in short, all of which is on offer in higher education. 

Third, and in parallel to the preceding two points, investigating into how to 

become an intellectually virtuous student has yet to be achieved. Ongoing research into 

developing moral virtues points to the opportunity to achieve the same for intellectual 

ones, and catered to student life in particular. Virtue epistemology theory, moral 

exemplarism as explored by Zagzebski, and my shortlist of intellectual virtues represent 
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the foundation of a guide to become a good student. Fourth, in the spirit of intellectual 

autonomy, there are opportunities to explore different avenues that will enable students 

with more difficult circumstances to learn about and take ownership of intellectual 

virtues. Key to this approach is leveraging the infrastructure and research offered by the 

open-access movement, which is supported by ICTs and the infosphere. 

Sixth, and related to ICTs, as well as the field of behavioral economics, there are 

opportunities to research the place and role of nudges in tandem with virtue 

epistemology. This activity of nudging behaviors deemed to be good has, in recent 

times, become a field of research that investigates how to best influence people to adopt 

good practices and develop good habits. A common example comes from Thaler and 

Sunstein who recall in Nudge how Aad Kieboom, an economist working at the Schiphol 

Airport in Amsterdam, managed to diminish splashing in urinals by 80% simply by 

including the image of a housefly to provide something for the men to aim at.1 Even if 

there are urinals in post-secondary institutions, there are also other avenues being 

explored in education. For example, a San Marcos, Texas, initiative to nudge more high 

school students into higher education.2 Even if at times controversial, because can test 

autonomy, nudging may be a way to foster more intellectually virtuous students. 

Seventh, while etiquette and netiquette have received some attention from ethics, 

there is an occasion to analyze the existence of these phenomena as they relate to 

intellectual virtues. These softer dispositions can support students who aim to develop 

                                                
1 Thaler and Sunstein, Nudge, 4. 
2 Ibid., 205-206. 
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their intellectual virtues. Such external concern invites further research into the bridging 

of intellectual and moral virtues. This seventh avenue, of conceiving of a more holistic 

understanding of good students, should benefit students, educators, learning institutions 

and society. And eighth, as we continue to deepen and extend our understanding of 

intellectually virtuous students, no one has yet to explore what this entails for those 

attending the University of the Third Age (U3A). This growing segment of the world 

population learn for different reasons, are motivated by other desires than wanting to 

find a job, and have a virtual university.3 Ninth, it is possible to tackle the more 

traditional issues of understanding, emotions, habits of mind, vices, identity, right action, 

and social epistemology as they relate to intellectually virtuous students. Finally, my 

historical and cross-cultural analysis also reveals opportunities to accomplish research in 

African, Latin American, and Asian philosophy. All of this fits into the need to develop 

the major themes anchored in my research, economic theory, skills development, the 

link between techne and praxis, critical realism, and ICTs, as they relate to intellectually 

virtuous students.

                                                
3 https://vu3a.org. 
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Glossary  

Attention: “the attentive person is present when learning […] is one who listens […] is 

quick to notice and is capable of giving sustained attention to important details.”1 

Autonomy: “a willingness and ability to think for oneself.”2 

Care: “An intellectually careful person takes pains to avoid making intellectual 

mistakes. However, to do this effectively, she needs to know what counts as a mistake 

and to be mindful of situations in which she is susceptible to making them.” 3  She also 

recognizes the relational component of knowledge, as what she knows or discovers 

applies in emotionally and intellectually rich ways to herself and others. Caring for 

knowledge also emboldens persons, as each may need to make sacrifices in order to 

arrive at the truth, or respond to another or a community’s intellectual needs.4 

Courage: “when we subject ourselves to a potential loss or harm in the context of a 

distinctively intellectual pursuit like learning or inquiring after the truth.”5 

Epistemic vices: they follow the same structure as moral vices. That is, vices are 

symmetrical to virtues, with the essential difference that they generally aim for ill 

instead of good.6 But absence of virtue doesn’t automatically lead to vice, for there must 

also be a malevolent will or a blameworthy oversight for a vice to emerge.  

                                                
1 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 94–95. Italics removed from original. 
2 Ibid., 70. 
3 Ibid., 105. 
4 Noddings, Educating Moral People, 13–15. 
5 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 139. Italics removed from original. 
6 Baehr, “Epistemic Malevolence,” 189; and see also Battaly, “Detecting Epistemic Vice in Higher 
Education Policy.” 
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Honesty: The disposition to honor truth, as well as being transparent and forthcoming 

about intellectual content. 

Humility: “To the extent that an intellectually humble person can do something to 

improve or rectify her intellectual limitations, weaknesses, or mistakes, she’ll be 

inclined to do so; but to the extent that these things are fixed or unavoidable, she’ll 

simply do her best to come to terms with or accept them. She won’t become preoccupied 

with or be overly self-conscious about them.”7 

Impartiality: embodying fair, appropriate, balance, and objective disposition toward 

truth and understanding. 

Industry: to show zeal, capacity, creativity, and competence in the pursuit of intellectual 

matters, in order to diligently arrive at solutions after hard work. 

Intellectual virtue: “deep and enduring acquired excellence of a person, involving a 

characteristic motivation to produce a certain desired end and reliable success in 

bringing about that end.”8 

Open access: “There are many degrees and kinds of wider and easier access to 

[research] literature. By “open access” to this literature, we mean its free availability on 

the public internet, permitting any users to read, download, copy, distribute, print, 

search, or link to the full texts of these articles, crawl them for indexing, pass them as 

data to software, or use them for any other lawful purpose, without financial, legal, or 

technical barriers other than those inseparable from gaining access to the internet itself. 

                                                
7 Ibid., 81. Italics removed from original. 
8 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 137. 
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The only constraint on reproduction and distribution, and the only role for copyright in 

this domain, should be to give authors control over the integrity of their work and the 

right to be properly acknowledged and cited.”9 

Open-mindedness: “an open-minded person is one who is willing and able to consider 

alternative standpoints, to give them a fair and honest hearing, and to revise her own 

standpoint or beliefs accordingly.”10 

Patience: “the disposition to accept unavoidable burdens as well as those avoidable 

burdens that one can reasonably judge it to be wise to accept.”11 

Perseverance or tenacity: “An intellectually tenacious person doesn’t give up when she 

doesn’t understand something. Nor does she treat intellectual failure or defeat as a final 

judgment of her abilities. Rather, she persists. She rethinks her approach and she tries 

again.”12 

Practice: “any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 

activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of 

trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially 

definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve 

excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically 

extended.”13 

                                                
9 Budapest Open Access Initiative in Suber, Open Access, 7. 
10 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 126. 
11 Pianalto, On Patience, 54. Italics removed from original. 
12 Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds, 151. Italics removed from original. 
13 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187. 
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Skill: a learned capacity to achieve change in the world, in ways that is either on call, or 

unconscious. It can include routines, rituals, and habits, which one can easily step out of 

when needed. Through practice, as well as the drive to aspire, a skill can be perfected. 

Virtue epistemology: “Virtue epistemology begins with the premise that epistemology 

is a normative discipline and that, accordingly, a central task of epistemology is to 

explain the sort of normativity that knowledge, justified belief, and the like involve. A 

second premise of virtue epistemology is that a focus on the intellectual virtues is 

essential to carrying out this central task. In these respects, virtue epistemology is 

conceived on an analogy with virtue ethics: in both fields, a focus on the virtues is taken 

to be central to the explanation of an important normative domain.”14  

                                                
14 Greco and Turri, “Introduction,” vii.  



 

 

Curriculum Vitae 

Candidate’s full name: Samuel LeBlanc 

Universities attended (with dates and degrees obtained):  

University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada, 2012–2019, PhD candidate  

(degree pending on completion of dissertation), Faculty of Education;  

Université de Moncton, Moncton, NB, Canada, 2007–2011, BA Education (French  

Studies/Social Sciences), Certificate 6, Certificate of success for the Test de 

compétences langagières en français (TCLF; French language competency test); 

King’s College London, London, UK, 2002–2004, Mphil student (no degree) in 

philosophy;  

McGill University, Montreal, QC, Canada, 1997–2000, BA Philosophy with a minor in  

German Studies;  

Université de Montréal, Montréal, QC, Canada, 1995–1997, MA Economics;  

Université de Moncton, Moncton, NB, Canada, 1991–1995, BA Social sciences –  

specialisation economics. 

Publications:  

LeBlanc, S. (2017, peer reviewed). The Art of Cultivating Clever Questions to Empower  

Student, Improve Teaching, and Open Up the Curriculum. In J. Cummings & M. 

Blatherwick (Eds.) Creative Dimensions of Teaching and Learning in the 21st 

Century, Netherlands: Sense Publishers, p. 77-89.  

LeBlanc, S. (2017, peer reviewed). Teaching by Examples in the Search for  

Intellectually Virtuous Students. Antistasis 7(1), p. 123-131. 

Hyslop-Margison, E., & LeBlanc, S. (2013, invited). Post neo-liberalism, education and  



 

 

the principles of democratic learning. In W. Hare & J. Portelli (Eds.), Philosophy 

of education: Introductory readings (4th ed.). Canada: Brush Publishing, p. 182-

196. 

LeBlanc, S., & Maurice, G. (2008, invited). Plan de développement économique  

communautaire : Communauté acadienne et francophone de l’Île-du-Prince-

Édouard 2009-2012 (Community economic development plan: Acadian and 

Francophone communities of Prince Edward Island 2009-2012). Economic 

development document for ShiftCentral Inc. for the Government of Canada, 

Ottawa, Canada, pp. 180. 

LeBlanc, S. (2005, invited). La mondialisation et la francophonie canadienne  

(Globalisation and French Canada). Economic development document for 

ShiftCentral Inc. for the Government of Canada, pp. 16. 

LeBlanc, S. (2004, invited). The Economic impact of the auto insurance reforms in New  

Brunswick. Economic development document for ShiftCentral Inc. for the 

Insurance Bureau of Canada, pp. 40. 

Bourgeois, Y., & LeBlanc, S. (2002, invited) Innovation in Atlantic Canada.  

Monograph for The Canadian Institute for Research on Regional Development 

and the Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency of the Government of Canada, 

Ottawa, Canada, pp. 218. 

Beaudin, M., & LeBlanc, S. (2002, invited). The importance of innovation in the  

modernization of manufacturing enterprises in Atlantic Canada. Article for the 

Canadian Institute for Research on Regional Development, NB, Canada, pp. 14. 

 

 



 

 

Conference Presentations:  

LeBlanc, S. (2019, 17 April, peer reviewed, accepted, forthcoming), “Social  

Acceleration, Resonance, and Student Fragmentation,” Annual New Brunswick 

Education Research Symposium, Fredericton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2017, 14 October, peer reviewed), “But I didn’t receive the question!”:  

Making Students Ask Hard Questions. 2017 Atlantic Universities’ Teaching 

Showcase, Mount Saint Vincent University, Halifax, NS, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2017, February 23, invited), Vivre la peur à travers les vertus épistémiques  

(Experiencing fear through epistemic virtues). Cercle de philosophie, Université  

de Moncton, Moncton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2016, July 9, peer reviewed), Teaching by Examples in the Search for  

Intellectually Virtuous Students. Atlantic Education Graduate Student 

Conference. University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2015, July 5, peer reviewed), Diversity across Time and Cultures  

in Teaching for 21st Century Intellectual Virtues. Atlantic Education Graduate 

Student Conference. University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2014, August 16, peer reviewed), Pushing the limits of learning and ethics  

through cognition-enhancing drugs. Atlantic Education Graduate Student 

Conference. University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2014, April 24, peer reviewed). Students behind the screen: Intellectual  

virtues in the online world. Graduate Research Conference University of New 

Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2013, Oct. 11-12, peer reviewed). Possible worlds: Fostering critical  



 

 

economic awareness and imagination in P-12 teachers. The 58th Annual Meeting 

of the South Atlantic Philosophy of Education Society, Meredith College in 

Raleigh, NC, USA. 

LeBlanc, S. (2013, September 25, invited). Perspectives de l’éducation au Nouveau- 

Brunswick, en connaissance de cause (Perspectives on education in New 

Brunswick : An informed choice). Univeristé de Moncton colloquium, Forum 

citoyen sur l’éducation (Citizenship forum on education), Moncton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2013, July 6, peer reviewed). Mind the gap: Confronting educational  

attainment with growing economic inequality. Atlantic Education Graduate 

Student Conference, University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada.  

LeBlanc, S. (2013, April 26, peer reviewed). The virtuous learner: The role of virtue  

epistemology in education, Graduate Research Conference University of New 

Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2012, July 7, peer reviewed). Why are you here? On how to justify  

mandatory class attendance. Atlantic Education Graduate Student 

Conference.University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, NB, Canada. 

LeBlanc, S. (2011, May 1, invited). Netrospection pédagogique (Pedagogical  

netrospection). Univeristé de Moncton colloquium, L'université du 21e siècle : 

repensons nos pratiques (21st Century University: rethinking our practices), 

Moncton, NB, Canada. 


