
7.10 SkillBuilder: Analysing cause and effect
When studying history it is important to remember that events don’t ‘just happen’. Many factors combine to
bring about historical events. Being able to analyse cause and effect is an important historical skill.

7.10.1 Tell me
What is ‘cause and effect’?
Cause and effect underlies all history and historical events. Every event occurs for a variety of reasons and
leaves behind it a range of effects. This is equally true for both the smallest and the largest events. But the
causes are not always easily identified and the effects are not always obvious either. In fact, debate about
the causes and effects of historical events is one of the most contentious areas of the study of history about
which historians do not always agree.

Why is it important to analyse cause and effect?
Analysing cause and effect helps us evaluate the importance of different events within historical periods.
For example, we might come to the conclusion that one particular event was more significant to a period
of change than another. This could be something like the importance of World War I in world history
compared to that of World War II, or it could be about the significance of a particular invention (for
example, the printing press or the telephone).

7.10.2 Show me
How to analyse cause and effect
1. To begin thinking about the causes of an event, start by asking the question, ‘Why did this event

happen?’ This can be a deceptive question because the answer is usually more complex than it might
appear at first. Brainstorm and write down all the reasons you can think of. Try to classify them into
long-term causes and short-term triggers.

2. Next, for effects, ask, ‘What happened because of it?’ Once again, brainstorm and then write down all
the things you can think of, trying to separate the short-term or immediate effects from the long-term
effects. For both causes and effects you will probably notice that the immediate or short-term factors
are easier to identify than those of the longer term.

3. Now organise the results in a way that makes them easier to analyse. One of the most effective ways to
analyse cause and effect in history is to use a graphic organiser such as that shown in SOURCE 1. As you
can see, there is room in the centre for you to indicate the event you are analysing, and there is room
on each side to list a number of different causes and effects, both long and short term.

4. Once you have set out your initial thoughts, you can start to evaluate the significance of the event you
are studying. Consider these questions:
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• How different was the situation after the event from before it?• Was the event I am analysing a key factor of change in the historical period I am studying?• How many people were affected by the event?• Did the differences that this event brought about remain in place for a long time, or did the
situation return to how it was beforehand?• Which of the effects were intended, and which were unintended? Did the event result in change
that was expected? This requires some careful thinking because it might depend on whose
perspective you are viewing the effects from.
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SOURCE 1 An effective way to identify and analyse cause and effect

The First

Opium War

Causes Effects

Long-term Short-term Short-term Long-term

Further resistance
to foreign influence,

and rise of
anti-Qing sentiment

Weakness of
Qing exposed

Destruction of
British opium

Social effects
of opium

Confrontation
of different

cultures

Murder of
Lin Weixi

Treaty of Nanjing

Continued
encroachment of

foreigners into
China

An example of analysing cause and effect
The example here uses the First Opium War to outline how to analyse cause and effect.
1. Why did the First Opium War happen? After brainstorming some ideas, long-term causes were the

confrontation between British and Chinese cultures, and the social effects of the opium trade in China.
Short-term triggers that set off the First Opium War were the destruction of British opium stocks by the
Chinese authorities and the murder of Lin Weixi.

2. What happened because of the First Opium War? Immediate effects were the signing of the Treaty of
Nanjing and the exposing of Qing government weaknesses. Long-term effects were increased
encroachment into China by foreign powers and further popular resistance to foreigners and to the
Qing government.

SOURCE 2 The signature page of the Treaty of Nanjing SOURCE 3 The Guangxu
emperor, who initiated the
Hundred Days’ Reform

3. The causes and effects have been put into the diagram, making it easier to identify and categorise
them. Of course there may be more branches, depending on the historical event being analysed.
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4. By analysing the diagram and considering both the causes and effects of the First Opium War, it
becomes clear that it was a significant event in nineteenth-century China. In the long term, it played an
important role in the changes that China experienced in the nineteenth century.
a. How many people were affected by the event? The Opium War directly affected the thousands of

people who fought in it. Indirectly, it could be argued that millions of people were affected. It
exposed the weakness of the Qing dynasty and led to further anti-Qing sentiment. It also further
expanded foreign influence in China through the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing, and this would
have affected many people in different ways.

b. Did the differences that this event brought about remain in place for a long time, or did the situation
return to how it was beforehand? The differences remained in place and set in motion events that
would change China permanently. The Treaty of Nanjing increased foreign influence which would
eventually lead to further tensions and uprisings within China, ultimately helping to bring about the
end of the Qing Dynasty.

c. Which of the effects were intended, and which were unintended? Did the event result in change that
was expected? For the Western powers, some of the effects of the Opium War were intended. They
fought the war with the aim of increasing their influence and power over China through forced
trade, and the Treaty of Nanjing gave them exactly that. However, the level of anti-Qing sentiment
that arose may have been unexpected, given that some of these tensions were eventually directed at
the foreign powers in the Arrow War and Boxer Rebellion.

SOURCE 4 Opium being destroyed in China

7.10.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activity to practise this skill.

7.10 ACTIVITY
Now that you have seen an example of how to analyse cause and effect, create a chart similar to the diagram in
SOURCE 1. Then use it to identify the causes and effects of the Boxer Rebellion.

CONTENT TO COME
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