Argument by Analogy

An analogy is a comparison of two or more things that are alike in specific ways.

· Analogies can also be used to argue inductively for a conclusion.

· Such arguments are known as ‘analogical induction’ or ‘argument by analogy’.

· It works like this: ‘Because these two things are similar in several ways, they must be similar in some further way.’

Examples:

· ‘Animals, like humans, have nerves, a spinal cord, and a brain. So, like humans, animals must feel pain.’

· ‘Humans can move, do math, and fall in love. Robots can move, and do math. So, robots can fall in love.’

· Formally:

· Thing A has properties P1, P2, P3, and P4.

· Thing B also has properties P1, P2, and P3.

· Therefore, thing B likely has property P4.

How Well Does it Work?

· Like all nondeductive reasoning, good arguments from analogy only provide probable support for their conclusions.

· The more similarity there is between the two things being compared, the more likely the conclusion is.

Drawing an analogy is easy, perhaps too easy.

· Any two things can be compared.

· The question is whether the comparison is meaningful or useful.

· Like humans, birds have two eyes, four limbs, lungs, blood, bones, etc.

· But also some important differences.

How do we weed out poor or weak analogies?

Evaluating or Judging Arguments from Analogy

· We need to consider:

· Relevant similarities

· Relevant dissimilarities

· Number of instances compared

· Diversity among cases

Relevant Similarities

· The more relevant the similarities are between the things being compared, the more probable the conclusion.

· ‘Just like in Vietnam, the U.S. has not got the support of the international community for its actions in Iraq. So, just like in Vietnam, the U.S. will lose the war in Iraq.’

· Appears weak, as there is just one similarity.

· LOTS of other factors matter here.

Compare this:

· ‘Just like in Vietnam, the U.S. lacks the support of the international community, and they lack an exit strategy, face a non-traditional enemy, and have lukewarm support from the American people. So, just like in Vietnam, the U.S. will lose the war in Iraq.’

· Still not conclusive, but this argument from analogy is much stronger for the reason that more similarities are provided.

Relevant Similarities are Important

· However, it’s not the sheer number of similarities that matters.

· How relevant or important those similarities are matters too.

· If we’re comparing power of 2 armies  ...

· Number of soldiers, firepower, training, command structure, etc. all matter.

· Eye colour, astrological signs, music preferences, etc., don’t.

Relevant Dissimilarities

· The more relevant the dissimilarities between the two things compared, the less probable the conclusion is.

· For example, sometimes we point out key dissimilarities in order to criticize someone’s argument by analogy.

· ‘Charcoal is like diamonds: they’re both 100 per cent carbon. So, charcoal can cut glass.’

· However, no, as the way the carbon atoms are arranged matters.’

Number of Instances Compared

· For the most part, the more comparisons the better.

· ‘Every similar case has gone like this, so the next similar case will likely go like this.’

Diversity among Cases

· The greater the diversity among cases showing relevant similarities, the better.

· Consider this example, about a politician switching political parties:

· ‘When A, a member of the M party, moved over to the N party, she was criticized by the public. And when B, a member of the N party, moved to the Q party, he was criticized by the public. And when C switched from the Q party to the M party, he was criticized, too. So . . . YOU are likely to face public criticism if you switch parties.’

Evaluate each of the following arguments by analogy indicating (1) the things (instances) being compared, 2) the relevant similarities mentioned or implied, (3) the conclusion, and (4) whether the argument is strong or weak.

1. Tolerating a vicious dictator is like tolerating a bully on the block. If you let the bully push you around, sooner or later he will beat you up and take everything you have. If you let a dictator have his way, he will abuse his people and rob them of life and liberty. If you stand up to a bully just once – or better yet – knock him senseless with a stick, he will never bother you again. Likewise, if you refuse to be coerced by a dictator or if you attack him, his reign will be over. Therefore, the best course of action for people oppressed by a dictator is to resist and attack.
2. Michael Ignatieff was an excellent political science professor at Harvard. He will therefore make an excellent leader of the Liberal party.

3. Emma is a college student and she has a part time job. Sam is a college student and he has a part time job. Jack is a college student and he has a part time job. Diana is a college student, so she probably also has a part time job.

4. Just as the complex mechanism of a watch implies a watchmaker, the world around us implies an intelligent designer. Therefore, God exists.

5. Iced tea is like whiskey: Both taste great. Also, drinking iced tea doesn’t impair my ability to operate a motorized vehicle. So, by analogy, I can knock back a pint of Jameson Irish whiskey and get behind the wheel to drive my car. 

6. Several new, modern manufacturing plants in the Toronto area have brought jobs to the area as well as improving the city’s tax base, without causing significant amounts of pollution or noise or disrupting traffic. The same can be said of two new plants that have opened up on the outskirts of Montreal, as well as plants in Edmonton and Calgary. A plant built in Halifax will probably provide all the same benefits, also without the disadvantages.

7. George has loved every Chevrolet he has owned in the past 25 years. So he will probably love the Chevrolet he bought yesterday.
8. I do not allow my dog to run around the neighborhood getting into trouble, so why shouldn’t I enforce a 7 pm curfew on my 18-year old daughter? I am responsible for keeping my daughter safe, as well as responsible for what she might do when she is out; just like my dog. My dog stays in the yard, and I want my daughter to stay in the house. This way I know exactly what both are doing. Accordingly, I am justified in imposing a curfew on my daughter.

9. Allison lives in a suburban Ottawa, she has three children in private schools, she belongs to two country clubs, she drives a BMW, she wears a lot of jewelry, and she is a member of the Conservative Party. So it seems likely that Penelope who also lives in a suburban Ottawa, and has three children in private schools, belongs to two country clubs, drives a BMW, wears a lot of jewelry, is also a member of the Conservative Party.
10. Marijuana is a lot like alcohol. Since the production, sale, and use of alcohol is legal, we ought to make the production, sale, and use of marijuana also legal.  
