Arguments by
Analogy

There is an exception to Rule 8§ (*Give more than one exam-
ple”™ ) Argtments by analogy, rather than multiplying examples
to support 4 pencralization, argue from one specific case or
example to another example, reasoning that because the two
examples are alike i many ways they are also alike in one
further specific way.

For example, here is how o medical administrator argues that
everyone should have a regular physical checkup:

Peaple take in their car for servicing and checkups every few
menths without complaint, Why shouldn®t they take similor carne
of their bodies?*

This argument sugpests that getting a regular physical checkup
is fike taking your car in for regular servicing. Cars need that
kind of atention—otherwise, major problems may develop.
Well, says Dr. Beary, our bodies are like that too,

= Dr. John Beary 111, quoted in “News You Can Use,” LLS. News and
Warld Reporn, T1 August 1986, p. 61,

19



el A Bulebaok for Armiments

Peaple should take their cars in for regular service and check-
ups (otherwise major problems may develop),

Pcople’s bodics are fike cars {because human bodies, too, con
develap problems if not regularly checked up).

Therefore, people should take themselves in for regular “ser-
vice™ and chieckups too,

Notice the italicized waord “like”™ in the second premise, When
an argument stresses the likeness between two cases, 1t is very
probably an argument from analogy,

Here is 2 more complex example.

An interesting switch was pulled in Rome yesterday by Adam
Nordwell, an American Chippewa chief, As he descended his
plane from Califomin dressed in full trbal regalin, Nondwel]
announced in the name of the American Indian people that e
was taking possession of Ttaly “by right of discoveny™ in the same
way that Chostopher Columbus did in America. "1 proclaim this
day the doy of the discovery of Ttaly,” said Nordwell, “What right
did Columbus have to discover America when it had already been
inhabited for thousands of vears? The same Aght | now have to
come to ltaly and procloim the discovery of your countny.™

Nordwell is suggesting that his “discovery™ of laly is fike Co-
lumbus's “discovery” of America in at least one imponant way:
Both Nordwell and Columbus claimed a country that already
had been inhabited by its own people for centuries, Thus Nord-
well insists that he has s much “right”™ to claim Italy as Colum-
thuas had to claim America. But, of course, Nordwell has no nigit
at all to claim Naly, Therefore, Columbus had no right at all to
claim Americo.

* AMiami News, 23 September 1973,
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Nordwell bas no right to claim haly for anether people, lot
alene “hy right of discovery™ (because laly has been inhabited
by its own people for contunesh,

Columbus’s claim to America “by right of discovery™ 15 fide
Nordwell's elaim to Ialy (America, too, had been inhabited by its
own peaple for centuries),

Therefone, Columbus had no nght 1o claim America for an-
other people, let alone “by right of discovery.”

How do we evaluate arguments by analogy?

The first premise of an argument by analogy makes a claim
about the example used as an analogy, Remember Rule 3: make
sure this premise is true, It's true that cars need regular service
and checkups to keep major problems from developing, for
instance, and it's true that Adam Nordwell could not elaim laly
for the Chippewa,

The second premise in arguments by analogy claims that the
example in the first premise is fike the example about which the
argument draws a conclusion, Evaluating this premisc is harder,
and needs a rule of its own.

12.  Analogy requires a relevantly similar example

Analogies do not require that the example used as an analogy be
exacty like the example in the conclusion. Our bodies are not
just like cars, after ull, We are flesh and bone rather than metal,
we last longer, and so on. Analogics require refevant sim-
ilaritics, What cars are made of is irrelevant to Dr. Beary™s
point; his arpument is about the upkeep of complex systems.

One relevant difference between our bodies and our cars is
that our bodies do not need regular “service™ in the way our cars
do. Cars need service to replace or replenish certain parts and
fluids: oil changes, new pumps or transmissions, and the like.
Our bodies don't. Replacing parts or fluids is much rarer and is
more like surpery or bloed transfusion, not regular “servicing”
at all. Sull, it's probably true that we need regular checkups—
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otherwise problems can develop undetected. So the doctor’s
analopy is only partly successful, The “service™ part makes a
poor analogy, though the checkup part is persuasive.

Likewise, twentieth-century Italy is not just like fiftcenth-
century America. laly is known (o every twentieth-century
schoolchild, for instance, whereas in the fifteenth century
Americn was unknows to much ol the world. Nordwell is not an
cxplorer, and a commercinl jet is not the Sanra Maria.

Nordwell suggests, however, that these differences are not
relevant to his analogy, Nordwell simply means to remind us
that it is senseless to claim a country already inhabited by its
own people. Whether that land is known to the world’s school-
children, or how the “discoverer”™ arrived there, is not impor-
tant. The more appropriate reaction might have been to try 1o
establish diplomatic relations, as we would try to do today if
somehow the land and people of Ttaly had just been discovered.
That 5 Nordwell's point, and taken in that way his analogy
makes a pood argument.

One famous argument uses an analogy to try to establish the
existence of a Creator of the world, We can infer the existence
of a Creator from the order and beauty of the world, this argu-
ment claims, just as we can infer the existence of an architect or
carpenter when we see o beautiful and well-built house. Spelled
out in premise-and-conclusion form:

Beautifu! and well-built houses must have “makers™ ntel-
ligent designers nnd bailders,
The worlid is fife a beautiful and well-built house,

Therefore, the world also must have a “maker™; an intelligent
Designer and Builder, G,

Again, more examples are not needed here; the argument
wishes to stress the similarity of the world to ese example, a
hause.

Whether the world really is relevamtly similar to o house,
though, is not so clear. We know quite a bit about the causes of
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houses. But houses are parts of pature, We know very little,
actually, about the structure of nature as a whole or about what
sort of causes it might be expected to have, David Hume
discussed this argument in his Dialogues Concerning Netural
Reliyion and asked:

15 pusrt of nature o mle for the whole? , . . Think [of how] wide
a step you have taken when you compared houses . .. to the
universe, and from theie similarty in some eircumstances -
ferred o similarity in their causes, ... Does not the great
dispropartion bar all comparison and inference?™

The world is different from a house in at least this: A house is
part of a larger whole, the world, while the world itself (the
universe) is the largest of wholes. Thus Hume suggests that the
universe is nor relevantly similar to o house, Houses indeed
imply “makers” beyond themselves, but—for all we know—
the universe as a whole may contain its cause within itself. This
analogy, then, makes o poor argument. Some other Kind of
argument is probably needed if the existence of God is 1o be
inferred from the nature of the world,

* David Hume, Malagues Concerning Natural Religfon (1779 re-
print, Indianapalis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1950), Part 1.
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Arguments from
Authority

No one can become an expert, through direct experience, on
everything there is to know, We cannot taste every wine in the
world to determine which is best, We cannot know what the trial
of Seerates was really like, We are unlikely to know firsthand
what is happeming in the state lepislature, Sri Lanko, or outer
space. Instead, we must rely on others—better-situated people,
organizations, of reference works—to tell us much of what we
need to know about the world, We need what are called argn-
ments fraom authariey

X o source that ought 1o know} says Y,

Therefore, Y is truc,
For instance:

My friend Marcos says Greek wines are the best in the world,

Theretare, Greek wines are the best in the world,

But relying on others also can be o risky business, Everyone
has their biases. Supposed awthorities may mislead us, or may

24
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be misled themselves, or may miss key parts of the big picture.
Once ngnin we must consider a checklist of requirements that
good arguments from authority must mect.

13. Sources should be cited

Frctual assedions not otherwise defended may be supported by
reference to the appraprinte sources, Some fuctual assertions, of
course, are so obvious that they do not need support at all, It is
usually not necessary to prme that the population of the United
States is maore than 200 million or that Juliet loved Romeo.
However, a precise figure for the population of the United
States or, say, for the current rate of population growth does
need o citation, Likewise, the claim that Juliet was only fourteen
should cite a few Shakespearean lines in suppont,

iy

1 once resd that there are cultures in which makeup and clothes
are mostly men's husiness,

If' you're arguing about whether men and women everywhere
follow the same sorts of gender roles as in the United States,
this is a relevant example—a striking case of different gender
roles, But it's probably not the sort of difference you have
experienced yourself. To nail down the argument, you need to
go back and find your source, check it out again, and cite it.

YIS

Carol Beckwith, in “MNiger's Wodanbe™ (Narional Geographic
164, no. 4 [October 1983]: 483-509), teports that among the
West African Fulani peaples such as the Wodnabe, makeup and
clothes are mostly men's husiness,

Citation styles vary—you may need a handbook of style to
find the apprapriate style for your purposes—but all include the
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same basic information: enough so that others can easily find
the source on their own,

{4, Seek informed sources

Sources must be gualified to make the statements they make.
The Census Bureau is entitled to make claims about the popula-
tion of the United States. Auwto mechanies are qualified to
discuss the merits of different automobiles, doctors are quali-
fied on matters of medicine, ecologists on the environmental
effects of pollution, and so on, These sources are qualified
because they have the approprinte background and information.

Where an authority’s background or information are not im-
medintely clear, an argument must explain them briefly. The
arpument cited in Rule 13, for example, might need to be ex-
panded further:

Carel Beckwith, in “Niger's Wodanbe™ [ National Geogruphic
1, mo, 4 [October 1983]: 483-509), reports that among the
West African Fulani peoples such ns the Wodaabe, makeup and
clothes are mostly men's business, Beckwith and an anthropolo-
gist colleague lived with the Wodaabe for two years and observed
many dances for which the men prepared by lengthy preening,
face-painting, and tecth-whitening. (Her article includes many
pictures ton,) Wodaobe women watch, comment, and choose
miates for their beauty—which the men say is the natural way.
*“Olur beauty makes the women want us,” one says,

A person who has lived with the Wodaabe for two years is
indeed qualified to report on their everyday practices. Notice
that she also cites their own words in tum—for ultimately,
of course, the best authoritics on Wodanbe practice are the
Wodaabe themselves.

An informed source need not fit our general stereotype of "an
authority”™—amd a person who fits our stercotype of an author-
ity may not even be an informed source.
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¥ H

President Bemard of Topheavy College told parents and re-
porters towday that classtooms at Topheavy promote lively anmd
free exchange of ideas, Therefare, classtopms at Topheavy do
indead promote lively and free exchange of ideas.

The president of a college may know very little about what
happens in its classrooms.,

YIS

An accreditation committee's tabulation of all student course
evaluntions for the past three years of Topbeavy College shows
that only 5 percent of all students answered *Yes™ when asked
whether closses at Topheavy promoted lively and free exchange
of idens. Therefore, classes at Tophcavy seldom promote lively
and free exchange of ideas,

In this case, students are the most informed spurces,
Note that authorities on one subject are not necessarily in-
formed about every subject on which they offer opinions.

Finstein was o pacifist; therefore pacifism must be right.

Einstein's genius in physics does not establish him as a genius
in political philosophy,

Sometimes, of course, we must tely on authoritics whose
knowledge is better than ours but still less than perfect. For
example, governments or others sometimes try to limit the in-
formation we can get about what is happening in a war zone or
a political trial. The best information we can get may be
fragmentary—through intemational human rights organiza-
tions like Amnesty International, for example, If you must rely
on an awthority with imperfect knowledge, acknowledge the
problem. Let your readers or hearers decide whether impertfect
autharity is better than nene at all.
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Finally, beware of supposed authorities who claim to know
what they could not possibly know. If a beek claims o be
“written as if the author hod been o fly on the wall of the most
closely puarded room in the Pentagon,”™ you can reasonably
guess that it is a book full of conjecture, gossip, ramors, and
other untrustworthy information {unless, of course, the author
really was o fly on the wall of the most closely guarded room in
the Pentagon). Similarly, religious moralists often have de-
clured that certain practices are wrong because they are contrary
to the will of God, We should reply that God ought to be spoken
for a little more cautiously. God's will is not easy to ascertain,
and when God speaks so softly it is easy to confuse that “still
small voice™ with our own personal prejudices.

I5. Seek impartial sources

'eople who have the most at stake in o dispute are usually not
the best sources of information about the issues invalved,
Sometimes they may not even tefl the wruth, The person accused
in o criminal trial is presumed inmecent until proven guilty, but
we seldom completely believe his or her claim to be innocent
without confirmation from impartial witnesses, But even a will-
ingness to tell the truth as one sees it is not always enough, The
truth ns one honestly sees it still can be biased, We tend to see
what we expect to see: We notice, remember, and pass on infor-
mation that supports our point of view, but we ore not quite so
motivated when the evidence points the other way.

Don’t just rely on the president, then, if the issue is the
ellectiveness of the administration’s policies. Don't just rely on
the government for the best information on the human rights
situation in countries the government happens o support or
oppese. Don't just rely on interest groups on one side of a major
public question for the most necurate information on the issues

* Advertisoment in New Yord Times Book Revien: 9 December 1984,
3.
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at stake, Don'tjust rely on a product’s manufacturer for the best
information concemning that product,

iy

Ads for Encrgizer batteries elnim that Encrgizers are signifi-
cantly better than other batteries, Therefore, Encrgizers are sig-
nificantly better than other batteries,

Sources should be impartial, The best information on con-
sumer products comes from the independent consumer maga-
zines and testing agencies, because these agencies are unaffili-
ated with any manufacturer and must answer to consumers who
want the most aceurate information they can get.

VIS

Consumer Reports tosted a variety of batteries amd found no
significant differences between them for nearly all wses {see
“Who Sclls the Best Cells? Cansumer Reports, December 1999,
pp. §1-3} Therefore, Encrgizers are ned significantly better than
other batteries,

Likewise, independent servicepeople and mechanics are rela-
tively impartial sources of information, An organization like
Amnesty International is an impartinl source on the human
rights situation in other countries because it is not trying to
support or oppese any specific government, On political mat-
ters, so long as the disagreements are basically over statistics,
look to independent government agencies, such as the Census
Bureau, or to university studies or other independent sources.

Muke sure the source is pemsinely independent and not just
an interest group masquerading under an independent-sounding
name. Cheek their sources of funding: check their other pub-
lications: and check the tone of the quoted report or book. At the
very least, try to confirm for yourself any factual claim quoted
from a potentinlly biased source, Good arguments cite their
sources (Rule 13); look them up. Make sure the evidence is
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quoted correctly and not pulled out of context, and check for
further information that might be relevant. You are then entitled
to cite those sources yourself,

16, Cross-check sources

When experts disagree, vou cannot rely on any one of them
alone, Before you quote any person or organization as an au-
thority, you should check to make sure other equally qualified
and impartial people or organizations agree, One strength of
Amnesty International’s reports, for instance, is that they usu-
ally are corroborted by reports from other independent human
rights monitoring organizations. (Agoin, they oflen cenflict
with the reports of governments, but governments are seldom
s0 impartial.)

Authorities agree chiefly on specifie fuctual questions. That
Wodaabe men spend a great deal of time on elothes and makeup
is a specific factual claim, for instance, and in prineiple is not
hard 1o verify, But as for larger and more intangible issues, it is
harder to find authorities who agree, On many philosophical
issues it is difficult to quete anyone as an uncontested expert,
Aristotle disagreed with Plato, Hegel with Kant. You may be
able 1o use their anpuments, then, but no philosopher will be
convinced if you merely  quote  another  philosopher’s
conclusions,

I7. Personal attacks do not disqualify a source

Supposed authorities may be disqualified if they are not in-
formed, impartial, or largely in agreement. Other sorts of at-
tacks on authorities are not legitimate,

These are often called ad hominem fallacies: attacks on the
person of an authonty rather than his or her specific qualifica-
tions to make the elaim in guestion. 1f someone discounts a
supposed authonty simply because they don't like the person—
don’t like fundamentalists or Japanese or leshians or rich peo-



