
8.14 SkillBuilder: Analysing cause and effect
8.14.1 Tell me
The importance of analysing cause and effect
An important reason for studying history is that it enables us to understand the world we live in today.
Our world has developed as a result of a whole series of different events; some of them recent, some that
happened hundreds of years ago. Each of these events has had some impact on events that have followed,
and this is what we understand as cause and effect. In order to fully understand a particular event or series
of events, we have to be able to work out what caused them. In order to assess the importance of any
historical event, we have to be able to recognise the effects of that event on later developments. Often this
is not obvious, which is why historians sometimes disagree. Analysing cause and effect involves examining
sequences of events and looking for connections between them. Did event A directly cause event B or was
it merely coincidence that they happened close together in time? Usually we have to form judgements, by
looking at the evidence and drawing conclusions from it.

Immediate causes and long-term trends
When two football teams play each other and one wins convincingly on the day, we can look at the match
and recognise particular players who played well on the winning side, as well as some who played poorly in
the losing side. We can identify particular strategies that worked on the day, and some that failed. Analysing
these factors can give us the immediate causes of the match being won by one side rather than the other on
that particular occasion. These are also recognised as the short-term triggers that worked on the day of the
match.

We can also look more deeply than the immediate events on the day of the match. If the winning team is
near the top of the ladder and consistently wins most of its matches, there will be underlying causes for this
dominance. If they recruited particularly well in the previous few years, have been well coached, have few
injuries and have experienced leaders in their team they are likely to do well against most other clubs. These
factors form the long-term trends that can make the club a dominant force for a period of time.

Historical causes can be grouped in the same way. If we want to examine a particular event and find its
causes, we can look at the events that happened immediately beforehand and look for connections. These
are the immediate causes or short-term triggers that directly cause the event in question. We can also
examine the society in which the event occurred and look for trends and longer term conditions that may
have allowed the immediate causes to trigger the events in question. These are the underlying causes, and
they are just as significant.

8.14.2 Show me
How to analyse causes and effects of significant events
To demonstrate a method of determining causes and effects we need a sample question. For the purposes of
this exercise, let us examine the following question:

Why did Japan descend into the age of the warring states from the mid-fifteenth century until the
establishment of the Tokugawa shogunate in 1603?

We can tackle this through the following steps.

Step 1
Identify when the period of the warring states actually occurred and compile a list of events that occurred
during the period and in the years beforehand.

The period from 1467 to 1603 is the period usually known as the age of the warring states.
Some of the events that might be relevant include:• In 1467, a civil war broke out between the followers of two brothers who were rivals for the position of

shogun.• This dispute began in 1464 over who should succeed to the position of shogun.Pdf_Folio:55
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• The supporters of each brother were powerful daimyo clans, each seeking to increase their power.• Wars and violence between different daimyo clans continued for over 100 years until the country
became unified under Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Tokugawa Ieyasu, who eventually
founded the Tokugawa shogunate in 1603.

Step 2
Identify some of the longer term trends that had been present in Japanese society before the outbreak of
civil war and during the period.• The Ashikaga shoguns had been in power since the fall of the Kamakura shoguns.• The Kamakura shoguns had lost power when the daimyo and samurai rebelled against them.• The shoguns had held official military power in Japan since 1192, when the emperor became a mere

figurehead.• The daimyo were the wealthy landowners; they held a great deal of power in Japan since the eighth
century and had been backed up by samurai warriors.• Although the Ashikaga shoguns were officially in charge as shoguns during the period of the warring
states, they were really little more than the puppets of different daimyo clans.

Step 3
Use the information gained to formulate an answer to the question.

The following is a model of what the answer could look like.

The period of the warring states had both immediate causes and longer term causes. The immediate trigger was
a dispute between two brothers over who would inherit the position of shogun. In 1467, this led to an outbreak
of civil war between the daimyo clans supporting each of the brothers. This was the first of a series of wars and
uprisings involving daimyo clans that continued for over 100 years. The wars broke out and continued because
different daimyo groups were constantly competing with each other for power and influence.

This leads to the underlying cause of the period of warring states: the large amount of wealth and power of
the daimyo led to constant rivalries between the different daimyo clans. Each clan had large numbers of samurai
warriors supporting them. While the daimyo retained their power and wealth, there were always going to be
rivalries and the likelihood of war between the powerful clans. We know that this was a major underlying cause
because the Kamakura shoguns had lost their power when a significant number of daimyo and samurai had
rebelled against them in 1333. The power of the daimyo was a continuing problem and an underlying cause
of conflict because it was not until Tokugawa Ieyasu came to power and took steps to weaken the power of the
daimyo that the fighting came to an end and the power of the shogun was restored.

8.14.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

8.14 ACTIVITIES
Use the three steps to answer the following question, discussing both the long-term trends and the short-term
causes:
Why did the Tokugawa shoguns take control of Japan’s foreign trade?<content to come>
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