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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Cause and Effect
Any given event can cause any number of effects, each of which can cause 
any number of effects etc. until the entire universe of events is completely 
inter-connected. The only question is: “which strand(s) are you interested in following, and for how far”?
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3 types of Cause/Effect papers

i.   Multiple causes  — one effect (eg. Causes of the fall of the Roman Empire; Why did Johnny resort to a life of crime…)

ii.  One cause — multiple effects (eg. My decision to go to Teachers’ College had many effects; the many problems caused by smoking…)

iii. Causal Chain (eg. Rube Goldberg Machines; multi-car pile-up on the highway…) 
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Bob believed in the ripple effect. Which
was surprising, given that his own ripple
didn’t appear to be all that effective.
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Cause and Effect Tips 

Causal analysis is one of the chief techniques of reasoning; and if the method is used at all, the reader must always have confidence in its thoroughness and logic.  Here are some ways to avoid the most common faults in causal reasoning: 

1. Never mistake the fact that something happens with or after another occurrence as evidence of a causal relationship – for example, that a black cat crossing the road caused the flat tire a few minutes later, or that a course in English composition caused a student’s nervous breakdown that same semester.

2. Consider all possibility relevant factors before attributing causes.  Perhaps studying English did result in a nervous breakdown, but the cause may also have been ill health, trouble at home, the stress of working while attending college, or the anguish of a love affair.  (The composition course, by providing an “emotional outlet”, may even have helped postpone the breakdown!)

3. Support the analysis by more than mere assertions:  offer evidence.  It would not often be enough to tell why Shakespeare’s wise Othello believed the villainous Iago – the dramatist’s lines should be used as evidence, possibly supported by the opinions of at least one literary scholar.  If you are explaining that capital punishment deters crime, do not expect the reader to take your word for it – give before and after statistics or the testimony of reliable authorities.

4. Be careful not to omit any links in the chain of causes or effects unless you are certain that the readers for whom the writing is intended will automatically make the right connections themselves – and this is frequently a dangerous assumption.  To unwisely omit one or more of the links might leave the reader with only a vague, or even erroneous, impression of the causal connection, possibly invalidating all that follows and thus making the entire writing ineffective. 
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