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This paper will focus on a broad group of arguments defined by the fact that they are based on a comparison process. More precisely, on the basis of a similarity between two cases, such arguments focus on a characteristic of the case which constitutes the « analogue », or the « source », or « phoros »,” of the comparison, and extend it to the second case, which constitutes the « primary subject », or « thema », or « target », of the argumentation.

Most studies dealing with analogy or comparison emphasize the pervasive character of the discursive processes they refer to, and mourn for the lack of any satisfying theoretical account for them.
In order to avoid the pitfall mischieviously mentioned by Christian Plantin, who claims that “any proposition of synthesis of existing typologies finally results in an additional typology” (2005, p. 50), this paper will be limited to a non-exhaustive inventory of several parameters identified in various academic works, parameters which permit a sub-categorization of arguments based on a comparison.

Considering that an argument scheme is associated with a set of specific critical questions, we will test the relevance of such a sub-classification of comparative arguments for ordinary arguers. We will then investigate whether speakers, when engaged in an argumentative discussion, use “wide-spectrum” refutation strategies in order to counter an opponent’s comparison, or whether they use specific refutation strategies according to the sub-type they are confronted with.

1. Theoretical and methodological issues
1.1. Classifying argument schemes
The question of the internal structure of argumentation and the identification of the various argument schemes is central to argumentation studies. 

Analyzing argumentation requires that the analyst adopts a somewhat acrobatic but necessary middle position in order to place herself at an intermediate level, between the "letter" of the argumentation (its very content, which is proper to a specific text / discourse) and its "logical" structure (its possible translation into a general logical scheme, which misses most of the substance of the argumentation).

Distributing the various arguments we are confronted with into general schemes, according to the nature of the relation which links the argument to the conclusion allows the analyst to move away from the literal and specific content of an argumentative discourse in order to gain in abstraction. It makes it possible to compare various argumentative speeches mobilizing argumentative strategies resorting to similar configurations of argument schemes though dealing with various subject matters.

Currently however, researchers in the field of argumentation studies, and particularly in the French-speaking world, have no systematic, coherent typology of argument schemes at their disposal. The origin of the present situation is that most of the present classifications of argument schemes are inherited from the sedimentation of prior authoritative typologies considered as untouchable – hence the loss of any ambition for homogeneity or systematicity.
 In France, existing typologies are in the large part directly inspired by the one proposed by C. Perelman and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca in the Traité de l’argumentation. Their classification may be of great help because of the variety of the argument schemes it comprises (and because of the associated definitions), but it is weakened by a lack of coherence of classification criteria adopted and therefore, by the heterogeneousness of the categories considered as argument schemes. 

The situation is significantly different as regards the Anglo-Saxon researches in argumentation. Such approaches, like the Pragma-dialectic one (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992), sometimes propose classifications of argument schemes that are firmly based on an articulated and systematic theory of argumentation, which accounts for the classification decisions resulting in the general typology. Unfortunately, the pragma-dialectical classification of argument schemes leaves us with three main categories of arguments, which are undoubtedly consistent, but are still somewhat too broad. The distribution of traditional specific categories into such general categories (or their mere disqualification as argument schemes) still remains problematic.
Beyond these theoretical difficulties, the application of the model –trying to identify argument schemes used by arguers in everyday discussions – is far from being simple. The sources of such difficulties are many. One of them deserves to be focussed on here : there is no systematic attention paid to the way academic typologies of argument schemes reflect, or recompose, the spontaneous classifications of argument that can be identified through ordinary argumentative practices. My point here is not to assume that the former should perfectly match the latter, and that academic typologies of argument schemes should conform to the line of classifications issued from folk pre-theorizations of argumentation. I rather suggest that a better understanding of the junctions and divergences between them could help improving the applicability of the theory to the analysis of actual argumentative practices.

1.2. A descriptive approach to argumentation

The conception of argumentation that will be illustrated here is descriptive (Doury 2006). It aims at accounting for any discourse – be it monological or interactional ​​– in which argumentative processes can be identified, whichever the objectives that can be assigned to the speakers or to the situation of communication (that is, irrespective of whether a discourse may be characterized as a critical discussion or not). The analysis ought to highlight the discursive and interactional devices used by speakers faced with conflicting standpoints in order to take a stand and to elaborate their position in such a way as to hold out against contention. Such an objective requires, when dealing with interactional data, to combine argumentation theory with insights from the analysis of conversations (and particularly, the notions of negotiation and of face-work; Traverso 1996, Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2005, Brown & Levinson 1987). When dealing with monological data, analyzing the way in which the main speaker’s discourse integrates elements from the opposing standpoint requires the use of some concepts and principles belonging to the “linguistique de l’énonciation” (Ducrot 1980; Authier-Revuz 1982).

Such a descriptive approach should shed light on the spontaneous conceptualizations of the argumentative activity speakers rely on when engaged in communicative events involving negotiations of opinions. In particular, it is possible to show that people relate the arguments they are confronted with to general categories, which may be identified through:

· the use of explicit designations: “let’s take an example”, “do not generalize!”, “don’t compare apples and oranges !”, “if you allow me to use a parable…”, … (Doury 2004)
· the use of indicators prefentially associated with a specific argument scheme ; thus, appeals to consistency (such as “soyons logiques”, or “il faut être cohérent” in French) are often indicators of either a pari arguments, or ad absurdum arguments.

· the use of specific refutation processes : the rebuttal strategies used by arguers in order to challenge the opponent’s arguments are valuable indicators of their awareness of the various argument schemes involved in the argumentative process.

In this paper, we will consider these three kinds of classification clues ; we will confront the academic conceptions of comparative arguments with the spontaneous ones as they show through the comparative argument phrasings and their actual refutations in argumentative discussions.

2. Sub-classifications within comparative arguments.

After Woods & Hudak (1992), I assume that there is nothing like a settled semantic consensus from which to start in order to propose a synthesis on comparative arguments. The following paragraphs are devoted to a non-exhaustive inventory of the main criteria used by authors in argumentation studies in order to distinguish sub-categories within the broad “comparative arguments” type.

2.1. Domain constraint

A frequent sub-classification within comparative arguments is based on what Brown (1995) calls the domain constraint, that is, the belonging of the objects of the comparison to the same / to different domains. According to this constraint, comparative arguments fall into two sub-categories depending on whether they rely on:
- comparisons which associate situations or cases issued from two heterogeneous domains of knowledge, as is clearly illustrated by the quotation from C.S. Lewis, cited by Govier (2001, p.350-351): 

“You can get a large audience together for a strip-tease act – that is, to watch a girl undress on stage. Now suppose you came to a country where you could fill a theatre simply by bringing a covered plate onto the stage and then slowly lifting the cover so as to let everyone see, just before the lights went out, that it contained a mutton chop or a bit of bacon, would you not think that in that country something had gone wrong with the appetite for food ? )”;

In cases of different-domain analogies, the predicate which is transferred from the analogue to the target subject is rephrased so as to fit with the target domain (Juthe 2005: 8-9). (For instance, in the previous example, the claim “something has gone wrong with the appetite for food” changes into “something has gone wrong with the appetite for sex” in order make sense for the strip-tease issue).

- and comparisons which associate situations from the same domain of knowledge, or same-domain analogies. In such cases, the predicate which is transferred from the analogue to the target subject remains unchanged (Juthe 2005: 6). According to Brown (1995), the domain constraint may be determined by norms specific to a discipline; for instance, linguistics and law favour same-domain analogies, whereas biology resorts to different-domain analogies.

The homogeneity or the heterogeneity of the domains of knowledge involved in the comparison may result in subtypes within the major type of “comparative arguments”; the well established opposition between figurative comparison and literal comparison is based on this criterion. The domain-constraint parameter is even more decisive for instance for Perelman, who founds on it the distinction between comparison arguments (which he defines as a subtype of quasi-logic arguments) and arguments by analogy (a subtype of arguments establishing the structure of reality; see Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1988) : comparative arguments are thus split into two completely distinct classes of argument schemes.
According to Brown (1995: 92), this distinction provides ordinary speakers with an important guideline to evaluate the analogies they are confronted with; “folk logic” would stick to the idea that, the closer the domains of reference, the better the analogy (expressions such as “you can’t compare apples with oranges” would testify for such a belief). 

Although intuitively acceptable, in practice, the line between these two types of comparative arguments is often quite hard to draw. It may be more adequate to think of it in terms of a gradual move from arguments of comparison that bring together two cases from overlapping domains of reference, to arguments of comparison implying cases issued from maximally distant domains. Between the two extremes, we may find intermediate cases, such as a comparison involving two situations within the same cultural area but temporally distant from one another – as in arguments from the precedent.

The first category of arguments by comparison (when the reference domains overlap) is very close to arguments by example, which may even be considered by some authors as belonging to the comparative argument schemes. For instance, for Plantin (1996, p.50), “Inductive argumentation analogically generalizes to all cases an observation drawn from a few cases
”. Similarly, Amossy (2006), following Aristotle, equates argumentation by example with analogy (for instance, one chapter in her book L’argumentation dans le discours is entitled: “L’exemple, ou la preuve par l’analogie”). The same could be said of Schellens (1985) classification of argument schemes
. 

On the contrary, authors like Blanché (1973), Eggs (1994), Perelman, Govier (2001), or Kienpointner clearly distinguish between comparative arguments and arguments by example. Perelman considers argument by example as another subtype within the arguments establishing the structure of reality (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1988). Kienpointner (1992) considers inductive argument as belonging to the warrant-establishing argument schemes. The same could be said of the Pragma-dialectical classification of argument schemes, according to which arguments from example belong to the symptomatic type (van Eemeren, Grootendorst & Snoeck-Henkemans 2002).

2.2. Qualitative / quantitative orientation

Another way of differentiating comparative arguments consists in opposing comparisons based on quantitative considerations (A is as p as B /A is more p or less p than B) and comparisons based on qualitative considerations (A is like B). For Perelman, quantitative comparisons are typical of what he calls “arguments by comparison”, as opposed to “arguments by analogy” – that is, he tends to merge the first and the second criteria. He then justifies the fact that he considers comparison as a quasi-logic process as follows: 

“By saying “his cheeks are red like apples” or “Paris has three times as many inhabitants as Brussels”, or “He is more beautiful than Adonis”, we compare realities in a way which seems more likely to be proved than a mere resemblance or analogy claim. This feeling is due to the underlying idea of measurement behind these utterances, even if the slightest criterion for proceeding to this measurement is lacking. In this sense, comparison arguments are quasi-logic arguments.” (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1988, p.326; translation is mine)

I assume that criteria (1) and (2), though often associated, should be distinguished: though qualitative/figurative analogies on the one hand, and quantitative/literal analogies on the other hand, are sub-categories which present a higher degree of intuitive immediacy, a figurative comparison may be grounded on quantitative considerations – and a comparison may be literal and qualitative.

2.3. The epistemic status of premises

A third criterion within comparative arguments relates to the epistemic status of the compared cases: the analogy may involve two real facts, or a real fact and a hypothetical, invented one. As Govier (1989 : 142, 2001) points out, the fictitious nature of the analogue is acceptable because its first quality is not its veracity, but rather the fact of being consensually evaluated – be it positively or negatively - by the audience. She thereby opposes inductive analogies and a priori analogies, that is, analogies that are not empirically based (Govier 1989). Inductive analogies are by nature predictive: given that objects O1 and O2 share properties p1, p2… pn, one can expect that they will also share pn+1, which O1 is known to possess. This is not true for a priori analogies, which do not reflect anything about reality, but which propose a constructed vision of it
 : “If we accept the conclusion of an a priori analogy we do not, in effect, predict that a feature will or may belong to the primary subject. Rather we decide to describe or treat the primary subject in some way. The basis of a priori analogies is an appeal to handle relevantly similar cases in relevantly similar ways.” (Govier 1989: 142-143). Many descriptions of the a priori type thus involve an appeal to consistency (see for instance Waller 2001: 201).
Once again, criterion 2 and criterion 3 are linked: quantitative comparisons usually make sense if both elements of the comparisons are held to be true. Nevertheless the epistemic status of the compared cases may be relevant even in qualitative comparisons: this is the reason why I keep the last two criteria separate.

The distinction proposed by Johnson (1989) between arguments by analogy involving a hidden conditional (that is, a universal claim which, when introduced in the description of the structure of the argument by analogy, makes it deductively valid) and inductive arguments by analogy corresponds in some way to Govier’s distinction between a priori analogies and predictive analogies, even though Johnson’s reflection focuses on reconstruction issues where Govier insists on the epistemic status of the compared cases.

The a priori / predictive analogy opposition is deemed to have consequences on the predictable rebuttals of a comparative argument. According to Brown (1989: 163), who opposes proportional analogies and predictive analogies, the former focus on the general principle that grounds the analogy judgment, where as the latter focus on the assigned predicate transferred from the analogue to the target-subject. Hence, discussions contesting the comparative argument will be more abstract when addressing proportional analogies than when addressing predictive analogies.
2.4. The dialectical orientation of the argument

A fourth opposition within comparative arguments distinguishes between those assuming an essentially positive function (i.e., supporting the arguer’s standpoint) and comparison arguments assuming an essentially negative function (i.e. rebutting the adversary’s argument). The negative use of analogy has been labelled “rebuttal analogy”, or “refutation by logical analogy”, which is, as per Govier (1985), an analogy designed to refute the opponent’s argument by showing that it is parallel to a second argument in which a comparable premise leads to a clearly unacceptable conclusion. The refutation by logical analogy may be seen as a sort of ad absurdum argument (see for example Eggs 1994: 228, Whaley 1998 : 355).

Logical analogies are clearly meta-arguments, since the objects they compare are themselves arguments
. As such, they testify for the existence of a highly abstract human skill : the ability of distinguishing the logical core of arguments “from content which may be varied while leaving the essence of the argument intact” (Govier 1985 : 31).
This latter remark (about the potential meta-argumentative dimension of analogy) raises the issue of the nature of the assigned predicate (the predicate known to be attached to the analogue, and which is to be transferred to the target-subject). The aim of comparing two arguments is not just to assume that they share a common deep structure: this could be the case for explicative or illustrative analogies, but our concern here is with argumentative comparative arguments. In adversarial encounters, the purpose for using meta-argumentative analogies (analogies between arguments) is, on the ground of a shared deep-structure, to transfer a judgment about this structure (‘this argument is flawed’ / ‘this argument is conclusive’), from the analogue-argument onto the target-argument (Woods & Hudak, 1989). More generally, in such situations, the assigned-predicate which is targeted by the comparative argument (whatever sub-type it enters) often is an evaluative one (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1988: 328-329): “you would judge O1 negatively / positively ; O1 is comparable to O2 ; therefore, to be consistent, you have to judge O2 negatively / positively”. The nature of the assigned-predicate may thus constitute a significant clue for the heuristic vs polemical orientation of the argument (Borel, 1977: 54, 63).
Some additional criteria allow to characterize other subtypes within comparative arguments. For instance, as Declercq (1992, p.108-109) points out, when the comparative argument has a narrative form, it may consist in a parable or a fable (Eggs 1994). When the comparison is aimed at emphasizing the differences rather than the similarities between two cases, it may result in an a contrario argument (Eggs, 1994); if it is based on a double hierarchy, according to Perelman, it becomes a argument a fortiori. However, in this paper we will focus on the first three criteria.

3. The perception of comparative argument schemes by ordinary speakers

Let us now turn to the issue of the perception of comparative arguments by ordinary speakers. 
3.1. Explicit designations of argumentative schemes

A first access to spontaneous classifications of argument schemes is provided by the terms used by speakers in order to label the arguments they are using or the ones they are confronted to.

The observation of argumentative discussions shows that various designation processes may be found, the most frequent of which being “comparison”, “image”, “analogy”. There is no real surprise in the predominance of terms which refer to the most general category: the comparative nature of the link between premises and conclusion seems to be easily grasped by intuition (as suggested in Garssen 2002) and thus a reliable parameter on which to ground a consistent class of arguments. 
Beyond such general designations, more specific terms may be found, such as parable or metaphor, but they are undoubtedly few. This observation suggests that sub-categorizing the general “comparative argument” type does not answer any communicative need of arguers. When pointing to comparative arguments in their own discourse (for discourse planning issues or for offering the addressee an interpretative support) or in the adversary’s discourse (mostly for critical purposes), general designations are enough.
A further investigation should examine whether such designations are applied to argumentative processes which would actually be analyzed as belonging to the comparative type by academic analysts, or if they shift the technical meaning so as to cover a slightly different range of phenomena. 
3.2. Indicators of comparative argumentation
A second way of addressing the issue of the (sub)classification of comparative arguments by ordinary speakers is to assess the specificity of the indicators associated with such arguments. Snoeck-Henkemans’s study on indicators of analogy argumentation thus identify an important list of words or expressions, most of which refer to the global category. Nevertheless she suggests that some constructions are more specific; it is the case for as though, as if or that’s like saying, designed to introduced “an imaginary comparison between events, actions, things or persons” and therefore strong clues for figurative comparisons (Snoeck-Henkemans 2002: 971). French expression “c’est comme si” (or even more, “c’est comme si on disait”) has the same specific orientation. An illustration of “as if” associated with a figurative analogy is given in the following example, where “William Dode” reacts to a quantitative comparison between working time for a teacher in public vs. private schools (allegedly 18h in the former and up to 45h in the latter); the targeted conclusion of the quantitative comparison was, of course, the privileged status of public teachers:
(1)

fr.soc.travail.independant

William Dode <w...@flibuste.net>

Jeu 20 sep 2007 19:45

Counting only the time spent by teachers for giving classes as working time is like assessing executives’ working time in the private sector by taking into account solely the time they spend with their clients. According to this calculation, what a lucky guy I am! I only work 18 hours a year ;-)
The mode of calculation used as an analogue is a hypothetical one; hence the analogy is clearly figurative. Moreover, it reminds of a rebuttal analogy because of its pragmatic orientation to refutation. It is very similar to the analogy introduced by “that’s like saying…” (C’est comme si tu disais…) in example ??. “Nymphostar”’s post is a reaction to a previous message denouncing the social pressure exerted on women so that they get married early:
(2)

Newsgroup : af.philo, thread « choosing is renuncing » (« choisir c’est renoncer »)
Nymphostar : Oh, how stupid you are ! If family and society put us under pressure in order to prevent us from ending a spinster, it’s part of the game. There must be a reason! And other people only continue the all thing in order to press us to go into life! It’s as if you said that a young bird old enough to fly isn’t in control of its choice when his mother pushes it out from the bed – sorry, from the nest – so that he starts flying.
In this case again, the analogue (the claim attributed to the addressee about the young bird) is an invented one. The comparison aims at suggesting that the opponent’s argument is unacceptable by comparing it to an obviously flawed one. The sub-categorization of the argument as a figurative analogy is signed by the expression It’s as if you said…
Constructions such as “it’s as if / though…” or “it’s like saying…” are very good predictive marks for a figurative analogy. Unfortunately few indicators are that reliable; most of them orient towards a specific sub-classification only when associated with other indicators of analogy (of the type listed by Snoeck-Henkemans). In such cases, “one has to be consistent” or “be logic!” orient toward an analogy based on the justice principle; “all the more reason for…” or “a fortiori” suggest that the analogy may be… a fortiori; “in contrast” or “conversely” may be clues for an a contrario comparison ; etc. Such an association is illustrated in the example below, where “Alexis Coudeyras” objects to a previous message opposing an armed intervention in Chechnya on the ground that it would cause civilian deaths:
(3)

Newsgroup : fr.soc.politique. Thread : Allons nous passer l'an 2000 avec un génocide comme date historique ?

De : "Alexis COUDEYRAS"

Date : 1999/12/10

So you are against  intervening in Irak or in Kosovo. Because there too, it caused the death of many people among civilians (cf. 1 million deaths in Irak and a population starving because of the embargo). You should be coherent.

Here a parallel is being drawn between a previous armed intervention in Irak or in Kosovo and a possible intervention in Chechnya on the ground that both caused (or would cause in the case of Chechnya) civilian deaths. The parallel is signed by the word “too”; the conclusive orientation is indicated by the appeal to consistency
3.3. Refutation strategies
The last approach to spontaneous sub-classifications of comparative argument focuses on rebuttal strategies used by arguers in order to challenge the opponent’s arguments. Such strategies may be seen as valuable indicators of their awareness of the various argument schemes involved in the argumentative process.

In the Pragma-Dialectical Model of Argumentation, each main type of arguments (symptomatic, comparative, causal) is associated with a specific set of critical questions which must be answered in order determine whether a given argument meets the criteria relevant to that type of argumentation (Eemeren, Grootendorst &  Snoeck Henkemans 2002: 96). What is assumed here is that a parallel should be drawn between the critical questions elaborated within the academic studies in argumentation and the actual spontaneous criticism of argumentation that is performed by ordinary speakers through refutation moves in argumentative discussions. 
Actual refutations addressed to comparative arguments are often pre- or post-faced by   wide-spectrum refutation formulas which cover the entire class of comparative arguments. Such formulas result in dissimilarity statements (« ça n’a rien à voir », « ce n’est pas comparable ») or in argumentative injonctions (“il faut comparer ce qui est comparable”, « il ne faut pas tout mélanger »…). Some of these formulas are specifically devoted to the refutation of comparative arguments; some others may be found in any case where two objects or situations are related (whether the relation is based on a similarity or on a causal determination, for instance). 
According to van Eemeren, Grootendorst and Snoeck Henkemans (2002), the main critical question to ask about argumentation based on analogy is:

“Are there any significant differences between Z and X? Such differences can be pointed out in two ways: by claiming that Z has a certain characteristic that X does not have, or vice versa. Both forms of criticism are serious charges because basing argumentation on a relation of analogy assumes that X and Z share all characteristics relevant to the argument.” (p.99-100)

This critical question guides most of the general refutations of comparative arguments, directly – by pointing out the differences presented as essential between the compared cases, or indirectly – by proposing a counter-analogy presented as more conclusive than the one raised by the opponent because of its better adequacy to the target. However, each of these rebuttal strategies works at the specific level of the compared cases, without handling directly at the level of the more abstract common property on which the comparison is based. Such refutation moves suggest that their authors perceive arguments by analogy as being, first of all, arguments from case to case (even if the inference from one case to the other presupposes in some way an unstated general principle) (Govier 1989 : 147 ; Guarini 2004 : 155). The frequency of such moves (evoking a property possessed by the analogue but not by the target subject, contesting an analogy by proposing a counter-analogy) argues for a non-deductive reconstruction of the argument by analogy.
Besides the former strategies of refutation, which may address any kind of comparative argument, some others take specific forms according to the subtype of comparative argument involved in the discussion.

As far as the epistemic status of the comparison elements is concerned, one may expect that it entails specific modes of evaluation in an argumentative discussion. As Govier (2001) puts it, « Some aspects of inductive analogies [that is, analogies that are empirically grounded] make their evaluation different. The most obvious of these is that in the inductive analogy, the analogue must describe something real, and the quoted facts must be genuine. Imaginary examples are fine for a priori analogies, but not for inductive ones. The similarities on which inductive analogies are based are between empirical aspects of the primary subject and the analogue. We cannot determine the extent of the similarity merely by reflecting on structural features, as we can for a priori analogies. (…)

Another significant fact about inductive analogies is that the cumulative effect of similarities is an important factor. In an a priori analogy, what is important is that the similarities relevant to the conclusion hold. If they do, it does not matter whether there are many further similarities or none at all. But in the inductive analogy, the sheer number // of similarities does matter. The closer the two cases, in detail, the more likely it is that the inferred conclusion will be true. This means that the evaluation of inductive analogies depends more on factual background knowledge than does the evaluation of a priori analogies.” (p.370-371)

The importance of factual background knowledge is illustrated in the following example from a thread about war in Iraq in an Internet newsgroup. Provocator has just drawn a comparison between the US embargo against Iraq and the embargo against Cuba, which, according to him, has made no victim despite its long-lasting ; the aim of this comparison is to contest Gilles’s emphasis on the importance of civilian deaths during the war in Iraq (particularly because of the US embargo). The sequence runs as follows :

(4)

Newsgroup: soc.culture.belgium
Gilles (21 feb 2003) : 

(…) And what about the embargo ? No victims ?

Provocator (21 feb 2003)

(…) As far as the embargo is concerned, Cuba has been under embargo for +-35 years without causing any victim ! Basically embargo against a country kills or doesn’t kill depending on what suits best your demonstration. As always ! Well then, go back to your pro-dictator demonstrations.
Gilles

23 feb. 2003, 13:11

(…) the embargo against Iraq, associated with an intensive bombing, is in no way comparable to the embargo endured by Cuba, neither in its historical conditions, nor in its field of application.

(…) Comparing the embargo on Iraq with the embargo on Cuba is nonsense, they are essentially different.

Embargo on Cuba is an economic embargo imposed by the United States since 1960 and Cuba, a member of the COMECON until 1989 has always traded more or less freely with the USSR and other COMECON members plus China. As a symbol of the communist resistance to the American imperialism Cuba was even very generously supported by the USSR. The harder period for Cuba was the end of the Soviet era in 1989, but since Castro decided to liberalize the market at the beginning of the 90s, the European Union started investing in and trading with Cuba. In 2001 Cuba welcomed over 2 millions tourists and Cuba was the first South American country to use Euro in trading with Europe. So please, try to compare what is comparable!

The initiative comparison introduced by Provocator is a literal one (it concerns two embargoes imposed by the USA on dictatorial countries). It clearly is an inductive one: it involves two historical situations, which can be empirically investigated. It has a refutative orientation: it aims at contesting Gilles’s indirect claim (via the rhetorical question “What about the embargo ? no victims ?”) and intends to transfer the predicate “did no cause any death among civilians”, from the Cuba embargo, onto the Iraqi one.
In Gilles’s second message, the comparison between the embargo on Cuba and the embargo on Iraq is contested on the ground of a detailed analysis of the historical context of the embargo on Cuba. The difference from the embargo on Iraq is not explicitly stated but the addressee is expected to infer it owing to his knowledge of the historical context. All the differences that are put forward by Gilles are meant to block the transfer of the assigned predicate.
The same observation can be made for quantitative comparisons, the refutation of which may focus on the balance between similarities and differences between the terms of the comparison, or on the accuracy of the quantitative data.

Let us now turn to the question of the homogeneity versus heterogeneity of the areas involved in the comparison. Confronted with comparative arguments which associate cases issued from highly heterogeneous domains of knowledge, the refutation cannot relevantly focus on factual differences between the compared cases, nor on the degree of proximity between them. On the other hand, the refutation may focus instead on what Perelman calls the “interaction” between the phoros and the thema provoked by the comparison. Besides the characteristic of the phoros that is meant to be transferred onto the thema, a phenomenon of contagion may be observed between other features of the phoros which extend to the thema of the argumentation (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca 1988, p.508). Such an interaction can be subject to criticism, as illustrated by the following message, in which the author criticizes a comparison made by French politicians between students engaged in a protest movement and toothpaste (that is, between unquestionably heterogeneous elements). The comparison reads:

« Students are like toothpaste: once out from the tube, there is no way to get them back”. 

The comparison is criticized in a reply on a political Internet newsgroup as follows:

(5)

Newsgroup: fr.education.divers, fr.soc.politique 

No need to be a qualified professor of literature to realize that the image is not trivial, but clearly insulting. The compared term (students, a human population, hence a priori worthy of respect) and the comparing term (toothpaste) are merged owing to a shared sordid characteristic: their alleged capacity of escaping in an uncontrolled flood which cannot be contained. Given the -established - level zero of consciousness of toothpaste, the students’ protest movement would be, as toothpaste is, submitted to obscure physical laws, whose only “raison d’être” (like the law of the slice of bread and butter that always falls on the bad side) is to cause maximum trouble to the Minister.

The comparison between students and toothpaste is denounced as activating more than the alleged shared characteristic (the fact that both are “impossible to contain”): these additional features are “the lack of consciousness” and the obedience to physical laws oriented towards causing maximum trouble to the environment. Thus the criticized comparison is seen as revealing a highly negative perception of the students’ protest movement. Here, the same type of criticism of the comparison as is shown in example 4 would make no sense, since from a factual point of view, there is no doubt that students are very much different from tooth paste.

As a conclusion, it seems quite hazardous to try to systematically match a specific evaluation device with each subtype of comparative argument. We prefer to assume that the criticism of a comparative argument is likely to take specific forms if one considers very distant subtypes of comparative arguments, as in examples 1 and 2 ; the extreme poles of the opposition being a priori qualitative figurative comparative arguments, as opposed to quantitative, literal, inductive comparative arguments.

We will conclude with the observation that in polemical contexts, comparative arguments of the latter type often elicit a criticism which requires an ever increasing degree of factual similarity between the compared elements. Such a criticism, in the end, may result in an outright rejection of comparison as an argument, on the ground that, following the French expression, “comparaison n’est pas raison” (comparison isn’t reason), for comparative arguments always involve some kind of shift, which makes them specifically vulnerable to refutation. 
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- similarité formelle / substantielle  (proportional analogy / predictive analogy ; Brown 1989) ; pour Brown, focus différent (proportionnelle : focus sur le principe ; prédictive : focus sur la propriété attribuée à la cible) ; analogies proportionnelles d’autant plus frappantes que les domaines impliqués sont éloignés (Brown 1989 p.4) ; analogies prédictives plus sujettes à la domain-constraint, même si pas obligatoire; Brown 1995 p.96-97)

Blanché (1973), Borel (1977)
� On peut ici généraliser la critique addressee par Hamblin (1970, chap.1) aux classifications des fallacies.


� On indicators of arguments by analogy, see Snoeck-Henkemans (2003).	


� All the quotations from French authors in this paper have been translated by me.


� According to Kienpointner, « Les arguments peuvent-ils faire l’objet d’une classification exhaustive? Sur la complétude des typologies d’argument » (Conference on « Structures argumentatives et types d’arguments », Paris, May, 26th, 2006).


� As Woods & Hudak put it, “analogies are not objets trouvés, (…) analogies are made, not found.” (1992: 206).


� Woods & Hudak (1989) extend this property to all arguments by analogy, which they define as « arguments about arguments, meta-arguments” (p.127) ; hence the designation of this category as “arguments by parity of reasoning”. 





