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Thinking with Technology Course

Seeing Reason Tool Resources 
Causal Fallacies 

It is common for arguments to conclude that one thing causes another. But the relationship between cause and effect is a complex one. It is easy to make a mistake. 

In general, we say that a cause C is the cause of an effect E if: 

•
Generally, if C occurs, then E will occur, and 

•
Generally, if C does not occur, then E will not occur either.

We say “generally” because there are always exceptions. For example, we say that striking the match causes the match to light, because: 

•
Generally, when the match is struck, it lights (except when the match is dunked in water), and 

•
Generally, when the match is not struck, it does not light (except when it is lit 
with a blowtorch). 
The following are causal fallacies: 

•
Coincidental Correlation – Because one thing follows another, it is held to have caused the other. Also known as post hoc ergo propter hoc (“after this therefore because of this”). 

•
Joint Effect – One thing is held to cause another when in fact both are the effect of a single underlying cause.

•
Insignificant – The purported cause is insignificant compared to the other cause(s).

•
Wrong Direction – The direction between cause and effect is reversed.

•
Complex Cause – The cause identified is only part of the entire cause.

Students will benefit from an introductory discussion of cause-and-effect relationships before beginning investigations. For further information about causal fallacies, visit: www.intrepidsoftware.com/fallacy/causal.htm 
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