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Abstract: This paper discusses virtu-

ous audiences in argumentation, ask-

ing “what does the virtuous audience 

look like”, and “how could they con-

tribute to a fully satisfying argument”? 

We first propose to conceive the role 

of audience in a moderate way, as 

someone who is addressed by the ar-

guer. Then, we argue that an audience 

would participate in and contribute to 

an argument by listening and respond-

ing to the arguer, and then by improv-

ing themselves. On that basis, we de-

velop a conception of the virtuous au-

dience and make a list of virtues that 

the virtuous audience needs to culti-

vate. Finally, we take the list as a 

framework for analyzing different 

ways in which the audience can be-

have badly when participating in argu-

mentation.  

 

Résumé: Cet article examine la notion 

d'auditoire vertueux dans le cadre de 

l'argumentation, en cherchant à savoir 

à quoi ressemble un tel auditoire et 

comment il peut contribuer à une ar-

gumentation pleinement satisfaisante. 

Nous proposons d'abord de concevoir 

le rôle de l'auditoire de manière modé-

rée, comme celui auquel s'adresse l'ar-

gumentateur. Ensuite, nous soutenons 

que l'auditoire participe à l'argumenta-

tion et y contribue en écoutant et en 

répondant à l'argumentateur, puis en 

s'améliorant lui-même. Sur cette base, 

nous élaborons une conception de 

l'auditoire vertueux et dressons la liste 

des vertus que celui-ci doit cultiver. 

Enfin, nous utilisons cette liste comme 

cadre d'analyse pour examiner les dif-

férentes manières dont l'auditoire peut 

se comporter mal lorsqu’il participe à 

une argumentation. 

 

Keywords: virtue argumentation theory, the virtuous audience, listening, virtue 

1. Introduction 

Recently, virtue argumentation theorists have claimed that “a good 

argument is one that has been conducted virtuously” (Cohen, 2007, 

p.8) and that “a fully satisfying argument” needs to take into account 
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all its participants, including the arguers, their opponents, and the 

third-party interlocutors (Cohen, 2013, p. 480). Until now, they have 

largely focused on the individual arguer, trying to specify the rele-

vant virtues that the arguer should possess in order to argue virtu-

ously. For example, Cohen (2005) has proposed the notion of an 

‘ideal arguer’ that features four basic attributes: willingness to en-

gage in argumentation, willingness to listen to others, willingness to 

modify one’s own position, and willingness to question the obvious 

(p. 64). Taking them as a framework, Aberdein (2010) made a further 

attempt at compiling a typology within which more than ten argu-

mentational virtues were listed (p. 175). Similarly, Stevens (2016) 

has explored four possible roles for the arguer and discussed two sets 

of virtues for them. On that basis, she has argued that the arguer 

needs to “use practical wisdom to decide which virtues should guide 

her in which argumentative situation” (p. 375). 

This paper hopes to shift the focus to another important partici-

pant in argumentation—the audience, and to address the questions 

“what does the virtuous audience look like?” and “how could they 

contribute to a fully satisfying argument?” Certainly, we are not 

claiming that this is a brand-new topic, for scholars like Perelman 

(1982), Blair and Johnson (1987) and Tindale (2015) have already 

touched on this subject, and additionally, there were some studies in 

the recent literature aiming to address the audience more directly (Al 

Tamimi, 2017; Drehe, 2017; Davis & Godden, 2021). But the exist-

ing accounts remain fragmentary, and we believe further exploration 

is needed. In the next two sections (2 and 3), we will first review the 

existing literature, and then we will explain how it could lead us to 

a better framework and a more thorough understanding of the audi-

ence. After that, we will develop a conception of the virtuous audi-

ence and specify the particular character traits that it needs to have 

(section 4). Finally, we will analyze the many different ways in 
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which an audience can behave badly if those virtues are lacking (sec-

tion 5). We conclude in the last section (6). 

2. Argumentation welcomes the virtuous audience 

Although scholars have only recently begun to identify virtues in 

argumentation, the need for the virtuous audience and a recognition 

of its importance has long been latent in almost all general ap-

proaches to argumentation studies. For example, from a logical per-

spective, an argument is typically understood as a product. Still, the 

acceptability of its premises hinges, in the final instance, on whether 

the audience to whom the argument is addressed could reasonably 

believe them (Govier, 2010, p. 87). As Blair and Johnson have noted, 

audiences will “intercede actively with objections and criticisms”, 

and they should ideally be a “model interlocutor” who can exhibit 

“certain traits of reasonableness” such as being knowledgeable, re-

flective and dialectically astute (Blair & Johnson, 1987, pp. 50-51). 

The rhetorical approach to argumentation has highlighted the 

pivotal role of audiences in persuasion and touched upon their char-

acteristics since the very beginning. For example, as Tindale (2015) 

has pointed out, Aristotle discussed the rationality and unbiasedness 

of audiences, contending that good audiences should be capable of 

discerning credible viewpoints, and they should also be able to set 

aside their personal biases to accept these viewpoints (p. 51). Like-

wise, the universal audience in The New Rhetoric is not simply com-

prised of all human beings, but “all those who are competent and 

reasonable” (Perelman, 1982, p. 14). Within the dialectical approach, 

both the arguer and the audience take a similar role of a rule-follower, 

collaborating to go through an orderly procedure of critical decision-

making. But their compliance with those procedural rules, as clari-

fied by van Eemeren and Grootendorst, is only a necessary condition 

for resolving their difference of opinion (2004, p. 134). All discus-
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sants still need to meet some “second-order” conditions, which in-

clude that they have the desired internal states and dispositions that 

would create their ability to engage effectively in discussion (van 

Eemeren, 2015, p. 840). Thus, we can see that an audience with cer-

tain desirable character traits is commonly welcomed no matter how 

we understand the activity of argumentation and no matter which 

perspective we take to analyze it. However, so far, the audience has 

always been mentioned only briefly and has not been the subject of 

in-depth discussions. 

There have been some recent efforts by virtue argumentation the-

orists to describe the virtuous audience, the most notable of which is 

that of Al Tamimi (2017). Al Tamimi points out that Cohen and Ab-

erdein are “ignoring the crucial role of the audience” and that the 

virtues developed by them “relate only to the virtuous arguer” (p. 

140). Hence, in her own narrative account of argumentation, she of-

fers a careful discussion of the virtuous audience in order to develop 

a method for evaluating narrative arguments in their “natural form 

as a rhetorical process” (p. 127). According to Al Tamimi, “it is the 

audience that is judging the argument, and therefore needs to have a 

certain set of virtues in order to reject bad narratives in the case of 

storytelling” (p. 141). In this context, she particularly stresses the 

importance of cultivating virtues in the audience, and she has made 

great efforts to specify some audience-related virtues. 

 Based on her preference for a rhetorical analysis of narrative ar-

guments, Al Tamimi (2017) contends that “the virtuous audience is 

rhetorical” (p. 127), in the sense that their beliefs will define the 

starting point of narrative arguments, and that a virtuous audience 

will be both interactively involved in the construction of an argu-

ment and the measure of its outcome (pp. 128-138). On that basis, 

she tries to “explain the virtues that an audience needs to cultivate in 

order to be able to reject dangerous narratives” (p. 138). To do so,  
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Al Tamimi first included many virtues from Aberdein’s list, such as 

those related to the general categories of “willingness to engage in 

argumentation”, “willingness to listen to others”, and “willingness 

to question the obvious” because they “can also be applied to the 

virtuous audience” (p. 141). Then, she also added two other items, 

fair intention and critical trust, with the former characterized as “the 

intention to take the other person seriously and not to think of them 

as idiotic or insane” (p. 142), while the latter “requires that one look 

for cues of coherence and intelligibility in the story and credibility 

in the teller” (p. 143). 

 Al Tamimi’s (2017) discussions are insightful, and we believe 

that her account of the virtuous audience can be seen as the best 

available so far. However, her analysis focuses primarily on the role 

of the audience in the context of evaluating narrative arguments. 

Therefore, she is only interested in identifying a certain set of virtues 

that could “aid them [the audience] in differentiating between ac-

ceptable and unacceptable arguments” (p. 138), and enable them to 

“avoid the acceptance of dangerous stories” (p. 121). For example, 

when borrowing the virtue items from Aberdein’s list that she be-

lieves “can also be applied to the virtuous audience”, Al Tamimi ig-

nores all the virtues related to the category of “willingness to modify 

one’s own position” (such as intellectual candor, sincerity, etc.) (Ab-

erdein, 2010, p. 175). It’s easy to see why they are not relevant, be-

cause normally the audience’s evaluation of narrative arguments has 

nothing to do with modifying the audience’s own position. However, 

we believe it is natural to take a more general view on the audience, 

that is, to think that an audience can (if not should) be more than just 

the evaluator of the arguer’s words. Hence, we argue that a virtuous 

audience would still need a genuine willingness to modify his/her 

own position, and thus also to cultivate a range of other virtues that 

are not considered in Al Tamimi’s discussions. 
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3. How could the audience contribute to argumentation? 

If the audience is not merely playing the role of evaluating the ar-

guer’s words, then what are their other possible roles in an argumen-

tation? Or more generally, how, exactly, could the audience contrib-

ute to an argument in which they are participating? The answer to 

this question will be the starting point for our search for the audi-

ence’s virtues, because a virtuous audience member is basically 

someone who will act in the right way, out of a stable state of char-

acter, to promote argumentation par excellence. In fact, the question 

has already been answered in two ways, in the works of Cohen (2005, 

2013) and Al Tamimi (2017). However, we think neither one of them 

is satisfactory for a comprehensive analysis of the audience’s contri-

bution in argumentation. 

 Cohen tends to treat everyone who has “a stake” in argumentation, 

such as the arguers, their opponents, and the third-party interlocutors, 

as “fully equal participants” (2005, p. 64). They are all “part of the 

cast of characters in an argument” and they all “have the standing to 

make a judgment as to the satisfactoriness of the argument” (2013, 

p. 481). In this connection, Cohen is suggesting that “we need to 

expand the category of ‘arguer’ to include everyone who is relevant 

for the judgment that an argument is, or is not, fully satisfying” (p. 

480, italics added), and in turn, “Virtue Argumentation Theory ze-

roes in on the conduct of the arguers”, thusly “arguing well requires 

good arguers” (p. 482, italics added). To a great extent, understand-

ing the audience in this way, that is, subsuming it into a unified cat-

egory of arguer, would distract our attention from its distinctiveness 

in contributing to argumentation. As we can see from Cohen’s works, 

although he has spoken of “ideal audiences” (2005, p. 64), or 

“knowledgeable audiences”, or “uninformed, unappreciative, or ill-

behaved audiences” (2013, pp. 481-2), the notion of audience didn’t 

end up being a particular category of characters in argumentation. 

His “wide array of arguer-roles”, as it turns out, includes the propo-



312 Xie and Wang 

© Yun Xie and Yiran Wang. Informal Logic, Vol 46, No. 2 (2026). pp. 306-326. 

nents and opponents, the third-party interlocutors, judges, juries, in-

terested spectators, and even “any party with an interest in the out-

come” (p. 481). Maybe “the audience” has just been subdivided by 

Cohen into those different roles other than the proponents, but no-

where did he indicate such an intention explicitly. Even if that’s the 

case, it would still make the discussion about “the virtuous audience” 

needless and meaningless, because for each arguer-role, according 

to Cohen, there will be “different skill sets and different, possibly 

even incompatible virtues” (p. 483). 

However, we believe that a basic conception of audience should 

be retained, and that it is meaningful to talk about the audience in a 

general way. For one thing, there is “always an Other…whom the 

arguer is trying to persuade” (Johnson, 2000, p. 156), or more gen-

erally, “whom the speaker wishes to influence by his argumentation” 

(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, p.19). Hence the arguer-audi-

ence relation exists in any instance of argumentation, and it is a re-

lation that grounds the most basic structure of argumentation. Even 

if in some cases (but surely not always) we could further identify 

third-party interlocutors, like judges or spectators, within the audi-

ence, they would still need to share some essential characteristics of 

being an audience in that argument. Furthermore, we seriously doubt 

it’s helpful or promising to refine the audience into different sub-

groups, for such an effort would eventually lead to troubles with dif-

ferentiation. Take Cohen’s list (2013, p. 481) as an example. What is 

a third-party interlocutor? How does being one differ from being an 

opponent—is it someone who could join but never argue against the 

proponent? Or is it someone who has to always be neutral? Likewise, 

would a judge or a jury also (or primarily) be a spectator? Are there 

more subgroups other than simply “any party with an interest in the 

outcome”? 

Unlike Cohen’s dismissal of the audience, Al Tamimi goes in the 

exact opposite direction of overstressing it by highlighting a “crucial 

role of the audience, which is needed for, not only the production, 

but also the evaluation, of good arguments” (2017, p. 140). Building 
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on Perelman’s rhetorical account of audience (Perelman & Ol-

brechts-Tyteca, 1969), Al Tamimi has contended that every arguer 

must adapt her argument to the audience, thus the audience “is very 

much involved in the construction and outcome of the argument” (p. 

131). Also, the audience is “the measure of argument”, because a 

“good argument is one that is effective and persuasive to an audience” 

(p. 132). And in particular, the audience is understood as being “in-

teractive”, in the sense that the audience “essentially includes both 

the arguer and interlocutor” (p. 131). As clarified by Al Tamimi, “the 

arguer will also be positioned as audience in a dialogical exchange,” 

hence the audience “is involved with the arguer and is not a remote, 

distanced and detached entity that only listens to or receives the ar-

gument” (p. 132). Accordingly, she goes further to claim, “what this 

means is that the notion of audience in fact includes the arguer” (p. 

132, italics added). 

Al Tamimi is absolutely right to emphasize the fact that argumen-

tation is a process in which the roles of arguer and audience are both 

important and, indeed, “dynamic” (p. 132), but we think her way of 

understanding the audience, that is, expanding it to include the ar-

guer, simply goes too far and gives undue importance to the audi-

ence’s activeness. In particular, we disagree about her point that the 

audience “is never passive or merely a recipient of the argument” (p. 

132). We believe it is exactly a kind of passivity that, first and fore-

most, defines the audience and distinguishes it from the arguer. The 

arguer and the audience are truly different roles, neither of them 

could include the other. They are dynamic only in the sense that a 

person can shift between these two roles at different times, but not 

that she can assume both roles at the same time. Therefore, we pro-

pose to take, contra Cohen and Al Tamimi, a moderate way to con-

ceive of the role of audience, by focusing on an asymmetry between 

the arguer and the audience. More specifically, we will be highlight-

ing a distinction between the active arguer and the passive audience 

in the sense that an audience member is initially someone who is 

addressed by the arguer with her arguments. 
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In other words, we would like to contend that the role of audience 

depends on that of the arguer, and we believe it is from this depend-

ent relationship that we can find a good starting point for discussing 

the audience’s virtues. As MacIntyre (1999) has taught us, the virtues 

are goods within a practice that form part of the relationships be-

tween practitioners, and the virtues that we need should be devel-

oped based on an appreciation that we are dependent on others 

(acknowledged dependence). With that being said, then, how could 

an audience contribute to argumentation, when seen from our mod-

erate view which stresses its dependency on the arguer? The answer 

is that an audience per se would participate in and contribute to ar-

gumentation by first listening and then responding to the arguer and 

after that by improving themselves. More specifically, since an audi-

ence is being addressed by the arguer, they first need to listen to the 

arguer in order to understand them. Then, an audience will need to 

examine what they have heard and give responses on that basis. For 

example, they could raise questions or objections, offer comments, 

criticisms or suggestions, and they could also make an evaluation or 

express their own opinion, and so on. By giving their responses, an 

audience can interact with the arguer, and after that, they may have 

learnt something from the engagement with the arguer. For instance, 

they might be persuaded by the arguer to change their mind about 

something, or they may now know about the topic under discussion, 

or about the arguer, better than before. That is, they may be improved 

in a way that will enrich their knowledge and enable them to become 

a better interlocutor in argumentation. 

4. What does the virtuous audience look like? 

So, what does the virtuous audience look like if an audience is con-

ceived of as a participant contributing to argumentation in the way 

described above? Obviously, the virtuous audience would, in general, 

be comprised of members who are each a combination of a virtuous 

listener, a virtuous examiner and a virtuous learner and are capable 
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of understanding the arguer, responding appropriately to the argu-

ment, and updating their own knowledge in a timely way. In connec-

tion with this, we believe that the particular character traits that the 

virtuous audience needs could also be specified according to these 

three roles. Hence, in what follows, we are going to search for those 

most relevant virtues one by one.1 

To begin with, a virtuous audience member will be a virtuous lis-

tener. Good listening is not simply hearing. Rather, it is “the process 

by which spoken language is converted to meaning in the mind” 

(Lundsteen, 1979, p. 1). There is a long tradition of studies on lis-

tening in the field of education (see, for example, Devine, 1978), but 

only a few have focused particularly on the relevant virtues (Beatty, 

1999; Rice & Burbules, 2010; Rice, 2011). We believe Davis and 

Godden (2021) are the first who touch upon the issue of virtuous 

listening in argumentation. They consider “a variety of stereotypical 

ways in which the conversational role of listener can be occupied 

adversarially during the course of argumentation” (p. 928). Davis 

and Godden conclude that argumentation theory stands in need of an 

articulated normative vocabulary and theory of listening, and we be-

lieve that developing a conception of the virtuous listener is certainly 

part of the work that needs doing in that regard. 

A good listener, in our view, is someone who can listen well to 

the speaker, and understand the speaker correctly. Accordingly, a vir-

tuous listener could be understood as a person possessing (and acting 

from) a certain set of virtues, the exercise of which can make them 

a good listener. Rice and Burbules (2010) once argued that listening 

well requires “patience, tolerance, humility, and various intellectual 

virtues” (p. 2728), but we believe there is still more to say about vir-

tuous listening. To start with, a good listener should be willing to 

give the speaker a chance to speak, hence they will need to have the 

 
1 Here we will take a general view of virtue as standing dispositional character 

traits in a person and just focus on determining which ones are salient for the vir-

tuous audience without asking whether they are moral or intellectual virtues. 
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virtue of respect. That is, they should recognize the speaker as a 

qualified, autonomous and equal interlocutor, rather than ignoring 

them with arrogance or simply refusing to listen to them at all. Fur-

ther, a good listener should allow the speaker to finish their contri-

bution, hence a good listener will have patience, and sometimes even 

show some degree of tolerance, otherwise the speaker can hardly 

express themselves well or develop their ideas clearly. While listen-

ing to the speaker, a good listener should give care or attention to the 

speaker’s words, thus showing their attentiveness, especially when 

the speaker’s ideas are different, or their expressions are difficult to 

understand. 

Meanwhile, a good listener will also need to interpret what they 

heard from the speaker in order to comprehend them correctly. In 

this connection, a good listener should first of all be astute and dis-

criminating, that is, they must be able to discriminate between what 

is important and what is not, and also be alert to all the relevant in-

formation (for example, the figure of speech, implicated mean-

ing, background commitments, etc.) that is needed for adequately 

understanding the speaker’s words. Moreover, the good listener will 

also need to have acute insights into the problems and theories (Ab-

erdein, 2010, p. 175) relating to the topics of discussion, and some 

insights into the context-sensitive details such as the “identity” of 

the speaker and listener, their relationships, and the surrounding en-

vironment (Piñeiro & Simpson, 2020, pp. 380-381). Additionally, a 

good listener should also be open-minded in welcoming the 

speaker’s possibly different point of view, in interpreting their words 

charitably, and in achieving a faithful understanding from the 

speaker’s own perspective. Accordingly, a good listener will also 

very likely need to possess the virtue of empathy, in the sense that 

they are willing and able to care about the speaker and share the 

speaker’s thinking or feelings, so as to better know them and under-

stand them accurately. 

After they have engaged in active listening and comprehension, 

the virtuous audience then becomes a virtuous examiner of the 
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speaker’s thoughts as they have been expressed through their words. 

First, they will try to reflect on these thoughts carefully, aiming to 

make a fair judgment of their merits and demerits. Here, inevitably, 

they will refer to their own understanding of the issue and its relevant 

evaluation criteria to identify the areas of agreement and disagree-

ment and to check the correctness of the speaker’s views. Hence, it’s 

easy to see that fair-mindedness is an important virtue because it en-

sures that the audience will not simply judge by, or will at least neu-

tralize the impact of, their own prejudices, especially when the 

speaker has a competing or opposing point of view. Likewise, we 

believe a virtuous examiner will need to have the virtue of humility, 

the exercise of which would help to assess accurately their own ep-

istemic competence in relation to the speaker, and thus to avoid dis-

torting or underestimating the speaker. Besides, intellectual careful-

ness may be relevant too, because it could furnish its possessor with 

a sensitivity to the strength and weakness of the speaker’s thoughts 

during evaluation. 

After reaching their critical judgments, a virtuous examiner 

should then give responses to the speaker, expressing their views and 

then engage with the speaker to further exchange ideas. For example, 

they may offer further comments or suggestions for the speaker to 

refine or develop the speaker’s ideas; they may raise questions and 

criticisms, indicating to the speaker the weaknesses or errors in the 

speaker’s thinking, and thus to help them correct or revise those 

views; and the examiner may also express consent or disagreement, 

present their own opinions, and then discuss them with the speaker 

in such a way that both can further explore the issue together to gain 

a better understanding. But most importantly, they will need to do 

all this virtuously—that is, they need to respond and interact in an 

appropriate way that is helpful and instructive for the subsequent 

course of argument. To this end, a virtuous examiner should, first, 

possess the virtue of courtesy, in order to respond in a civil and polite 

manner so as not to create hostile opposition. Moreover, they may 

also need to have intellectual curiosity and thoroughness, so that 
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they possess “a well-established disposition to question, challenge, 

probe, and wonder” (Blair & Johnson, 1987, p. 51) and a strong de-

sire to explore further and to know more about the speaker’s alter-

native position. 

The last role of the virtuous audience is that of a learner who can 

improve after listening and interacting with the speaker. With a good 

understanding of the speaker’s views, including all the strong and 

weak points of their claims and arguments, it’s very likely that the 

audience can learn something from them, and consequently know 

more about the speaker, and about the topic of argumentation. Ste-

vens makes a similar observation when she says that “[t]he activity 

of engaging in argumentation is praiseworthy because it leads to the 

improvement of belief-systems; those of the arguers, those of the au-

dience” (2016, p. 377). However, we believe such an improvement 

will not happen by itself, it relies on agents who are both willing and 

able to update their belief or knowledge in a timely manner during 

argumentation. Hence, the virtuous audience as a learner will, first, 

need to be intellectually honest and courageous in the sense that they 

can be truthful to themselves and sincerely recognize the value of 

the speaker’s views, and that they are brave enough to admit their 

ignorance, overcoming the fear of embarrassment or failure, so they 

can change their mind in light of the speaker’s correct point of view 

and their well-reasoned arguments. In the meantime, as already in-

dicated by Aberdein (2010, p. 175), intellectual integrity is also rel-

evant. Persons with this virtue are disposed to hold steadfast to their 

own (reasoned) firm convictions, but also take challenges to those 

convictions seriously. More importantly, they can manage various 

commitments, ideas, and values in their own understanding in a con-

sistent way and thereby maintain some sort of unity and identity. 

Above, we have tried to identify some virtues that a participant in 

argumentation should acquire and develop if they want to become a 

virtuous audience member. These findings have been summarized in 

the table below. 
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Listening  

[to understand the 

arguer] 

respect 

patience 

tolerance 

attentiveness 

astuteness and discrimination 

open-mindedness 

empathy 

Responding 

[after reflection and 

examination] 

fair-mindedness 

humility 

intellectual carefulness 

courtesy 

intellectual curiosity and thoroughness 

Improving 

[via learning from 

the interaction with 

the arguer] 

intellectual honesty 

courage 

intellectual integrity 

 

Admittedly, this is not an exhaustive list, for we have only fo-

cused on compiling those items that are particularly relevant to the 

audience’s contributions in the form of listening, responding to the 

arguer, and improving themselves. There could be other character 

traits that are important to the audience in a more general sense. For 

instance, they may also need to have some faith in reason (Aberdein, 

2010, p. 175), or develop a sense of responsibility, and it would also 

be good if they could treat the arguer with sincerity throughout all 

their activities in an argument. Moreover, additions to the list may 

also follow if we consider different understandings of the goal or 

“the good of argumentation” (Stevens, 2016, p. 376), or take into 

account the audience’s possibly different purposes for participating 

in argumentation. For example, Johnson (2000) distinguishes be-

tween argument evaluation and argument criticism, and specifies 
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two tasks for an audience: being a judge and being a coach. The dif-

ference lies in the purpose of their assessments: the judge only eval-

uates “to establish the value” of the speaker’s argument, typically for 

their own knowledge or decision, whereas the coach offers instruc-

tive criticism that is intended for the speaker “as a vehicle whereby 

the argument may be improved”, that is, “for the arguer’s benefit” 

(pp. 218-219). Obviously, the virtuous audience as a coach, rather 

than as a judge, would further need to have generosity of spirit, or to 

act out of some altruism. Hence, our list of virtues is still tentative, 

because it could be extended by exploring other possible roles that 

could be played by the audience in the practice of argumentation. 

Nevertheless, it is a basic list in the sense that it has included the 

core items with respect to the audience’s virtues, for we believe that 

listening, responding, and self-improving are the most basic activi-

ties performed by any audience member, understood moderately as 

someone addressed by a speaker. 

5. Audiences who behave badly: An illustration 

Our identification of the above virtues can be used to set up a basic 

framework for analyzing the many different ways in which an audi-

ence can behave badly when participating in argumentation. Alt-

hough some of them have already been mentioned or discussed by 

other scholars, here we will try to account for them in a more sys-

tematic way, and in terms of the audience’s virtues. To start, a bad 

audience member could be an arrogant person who has no respect 

whatsoever for the arguer as an equal interlocutor. No matter what 

the argument is, this audience member would just refuse to listen. To 

some extent, this outright refusal might also be explained as an in-

stance of “epistemic injustice” (Fricker, 2007), for an arrogant audi-

ence either “overestimates their own epistemic competence”, or “di-

minishes the speaker’s epistemic agency…and renders their epis-

temic role irrelevant” (Piñeiro & Simpson, 2020, p. 382). Second, a 

bad audience can take the form of an interrupter “who breaks in on 
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speakers before they have had a chance to complete their contribu-

tion, or who speaks out of turn” (Blair, 2011, p. 20). Without the 

presence of patience or tolerance, this audience member will be con-

stantly interrupting to point something out or to voice their own view. 

Meanwhile, a bad audience member could also be an absent-minded 

person who does not pay enough or close attention to what the arguer 

is saying. A vivid example of this is offered in Blair’s description of 

‘the repeater’: “that self-absorbed person who doesn’t follow the ar-

gumentation in a general discussion, or ignores it, and then jumps in 

with an argument that has already been given and responded to” 

(2011, p.20). In addition, a bad audience member could be a poor 

comprehender, who always likes to focus on details that are trivial 

and pointless, or who often interprets the arguer’s words out of con-

text. They simply cannot comprehend the arguer, nor could they 

communicate with the arguer in any constructive manner. 

In addition, as Davis and Godden (2021) point out, there are sev-

eral other interesting cases in which we can find a bad audience, and 

we believe these bad behaviors are also caused by the lack of rele-

vant virtues in the audience’s listening and responding. First, there 

are the Soliloquists, who simply “listen for some conversational cue 

marking an entry point for further monologuing” (p. 929). Second, 

there are the Gunslingers, who only “listen selectively to a speaker’s 

points seeking some claim that is disagreeable or otherwise suscep-

tible to objection or rebuttal” (p. 929). Then, there are the Mans-

plainers, who just listen for opportunities to “school” the speaker on 

some point, and to deliberately leverage the “systemic, institutional-

ized conditions for conversational oppression and privilege in silenc-

ing or drowning-out the voices of [their] interlocutors” (p 930) and 

the Alarmists, who are accustomed to interpreting the speaker’s 

words as “posing some threat to someone (e.g., the listener) or 

other(s)”, and hence their reply “takes the form of a threat response, 

ranging from taking offense to stigmatizing the speaker” (p. 930). 

Clearly, none of these audiences are open-minded or humble, and by 

no means are they interested in an empathic understanding of 
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their interlocutor’s view. In particular, these audiences have not only 

listened inattentively to their interlocutor, they have also failed to be 

careful and fair-minded in noticing and appreciating the interlocu-

tor’s real contributions, because what they really want to do is “to 

silence or discredit an arguer or to dismiss their argument” (p. 930). 

Moreover, an audience could also act badly as a Salesman, who 

“is skilled at taking seemingly innocuous statements or commit-

ments and leveraging them in order to secure some further agree-

ment or concession”, or as an Analyst who listens to “dogmatically 

project their conceptual or theoretical framework on the speaker”, or 

as a Trapper, who “listens to exploit the reputational considerations 

and social vulnerabilities of speakers in order to coerce agreement, 

concession, or compliance” (pp. 930-931). As indicated by Davis 

and Godden, all of these audiences are indeed “manipulative”, for 

they just “seek to gain discursive advantage by illicitly—whether 

deceptively or coercively—securing commitment or agreement 

through strategic misconstrual” (p. 930). Therefore, these audiences 

should be condemned, for the most part, for lacking respect, sincer-

ity, and courtesy, because they did not treat their interlocutor as a 

truly autonomous agent, and they intended to influence or control 

them in a dishonest and unpleasant, if not cruel, way. 

Finally, badly behaved audiences can take the form of a reluctant 

learner, for example, a Sheer Dogmatist with a very strong impulse 

to self-assurance. Such an audience will fend off the need for self-

reappraisal and self-correction, thus always refusing to change their 

mind, even if they could find the interlocutor’s view correct or their 

arguments convincing. On the other side of the same coin, an audi-

ence could also be bad as an Eager Believer (Cohen, 2005), who 

“combines a healthy earnestness with an uncritical gullibility”, and 

will therefore adopt “whatever position he has most recently heard” 

(p. 61). Both of these cases, however, can be seen as instances of an 

unvirtuous audience: the intellectual intransigence in the former 

demonstrates some intellectual dishonesty and cowardice, while the 

naïve uptake of the interlocutor’s view in the latter could mainly be 
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explained by a lack of intellectual integrity. 

With the above analysis, we have sought to show that the audi-

ence’s virtues, as identified in the previous section, can and do relate 

to some typical or interesting forms of audience-misbehavior. How-

ever, it is not intended to offer a comprehensive catalogue of badly 

behaved audiences. Given that different virtues can be related to one 

another in complex ways, there must be many more cases where we 

can find the presence of an unvirtuous audience in argumentation. 

Moreover, we should note that there are also ways in which an audi-

ence can act badly but not viciously. For example, Davis and Godden 

(2021) identify a particular group of accusable listeners in argumen-

tation, called Clueless Compatriots, who listen cooperatively “with 

understanding, empathy and deference” but “mistake disagreement 

for agreement, or misunderstanding for understanding” (p. 932). Alt-

hough this kind of mistake can be caused by a lack of attentiveness, 

astuteness, and discrimination, it may also be committed by some-

one “who simply lacks the interpretative framework, or who does 

not have the right relation, to understand what is being said, [but] is 

still willing to go on with the argument, and with the arguers in-

volved” (p. 932). In this regard, we believe such a kind of clueless 

compatriot would indeed be an incompetent, rather than unvirtuous, 

audience member. 

6. Conclusion 

If a good argument is one that has been conducted virtuously, then it 

must also be a collaboration between the virtuous arguer and the 

virtuous audience. The arguer’s and the audience’s contributions in 

promoting good argumentation are of equal importance, for they 

have played two different roles, and neither could really include the 

other. In its most general sense, the audience in argumentation is ad-

dressed by the arguer with arguments, and they then participate in 

and contribute to the argumentation by means of listening, respond-
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ing, and self-improving. Accordingly, as we have argued in this pa-

per, the virtuous audience has a certain set of virtues, the practice of 

which leads them to understand the arguer well, respond appropri-

ately, and update their own knowledge in a timely manner. Mean-

while, without the cultivation of those virtues, an audience may 

simply become a lousy participant, acting badly in various ways to 

impede the development of argumentation. Therefore, to conclude, 

it is the virtuous audience precisely that is good to argue with. How-

ever, this audience is also the kind that it is not so easy to come 

across. 
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