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For my mother, Mary Howard, who first taught me to love stories.
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CHAPTER 1

Cause and Effect in Fiction: An Introduction

Abstract  This chapter introduces the topic of the book: causation within, 
or according to, stories, and my intention to explore and defend George 
Saunders’ claim that the successful deployment of such causation makes 
fiction better. In addition, this chapter tries to make sense of the notion of 
literary merit. If no stories are better than any others, there is no point 
writing about what makes stories better. I explore several different accounts 
of literary merit and argue that some of these are false, and the ones that 
remain provide a sensible basis for exploring the question of whether and 
how and why causation makes fiction better.

Keywords  Causation • Causation in fiction • George Saunders • 
Literary merit

There are two things that separate writers who go on to publish from those 
who don’t. First, a willingness to revise. Second, the extent to which the 
writer has learned to make causality. Making causality doesn’t seem sexy or 
particularly literary. It’s a workmanlike thing, to make A cause B, the stuff of 
vaudeville, of Hollywood. But it’s the hardest thing to learn. It doesn’t 
come naturally, not to most of us. But that’s really all a story is: a series of 
things that happen in sequence, in which we can discern a pattern of causal-
ity. (George Saunders 2021, p. 226)
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