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Part 1: Statistical Information

Table 1 shows the distribution of grades for the May 2015 session of the examination.

GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL
NUMBER 7 20 29 14 17 17 17 121

% OF TOTAL 5.8 16.5 24.0 11.6 14.0 14.0 14.0 100

Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance

2.1

Paper I

Section A: LOGIC

Most candidates answered question 1. The candidates who answered question 2 fared generally better
than the ones who answered question 1.  For each question, all the subsections were attempted by the
candidates.  In general the candidates did quite well in the logic section.

Section B: PHILOSOPHY OF LANGUAGE

3) Write a philosophical essay on either (i) the relationship between language and the world or (ii) talking
about God.

The absolute majority of candidates chose to answer question 3.

i) the relationship between language and the world

More candidates chose to answer the first part of the question on the relationship between language and
the world. A good number of candidates wrote an essay delineating the three positions the author
describes regarding the relationship between language and the world (Naturalism, Conventionalism,
Wittgenstein). A few others fruitfully expanded on these positions by referring to Frege’s discussion of
sense and reference. An even fewer also went beyond this to elaborate on the relationship between
semantics and culture or society (including Sapir-Whorf hypothesis and speech acts). However, a
substantial number of candidates wrote “opinion-like” pieces missing the point of the question without
referring to philosophical arguments.
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ii) talking about God

Although less candidates chose to answer this question, those who did tended to write better essays by
having a more specific focus, that is, the different philosophical views on the language used to talk about
God, drawing on Wittgenstein’s critique of Frazer, distinguishing between religions of the book and
religions of silence, and describing the negative and analogical approaches to talk about God (Thomas
Aquinas).

4) Discuss David Cooper’s claim that meaning is not just about words but also concerns our actions within
society.

Only a couple of candidates chose to answer question 4 on David E. Cooper’s Meaning. Those who did
wrote very generic answers that failed to articulate the fundamental aspects of Cooper’s argument on
how meaning concerns not just linguistic utterances but also other spheres such as art and society.

Section C: HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY

5) Discuss the concept of God with reference to ONE Rationalist philosopher and ONE Empiricist
philosopher of your choice.

More candidates chose to answer this question rather than the following one. This may be so because
this question was of a more general nature and left the candidates at liberty to focus on the philosopher
they know most.  However, the candidates did not do very well in either of the questions. There were
troubling and repeated unacceptable mistakes such as choosing to focus on just ONE philosopher when
the title clearly asked for ONE rationalist philosopher and ONE empiricist philosopher. It was equally
troubling that some candidates were unable to correctly identify a philosopher as a rationalist or an
empiricist. For example, some candidates wrote that Spinoza is an empiricist or that Hume is a rationalist.
These kinds of mistake are unacceptable because they reflect a severe lack of knowledge of the
philosopher and the topics discussed.

Another common mistake was that although the title left the candidates at liberty to choose rationalist and
empiricist philosopher of their choice, the title clearly asked candidates to discuss the concept of God
within the philosophical framework of the chosen philosophers. Nonetheless, a number of candidates
relied on general knowledge or introductory knowledge such as describing Descartes’ method of doubt
(sometimes in a cliché and superficial manner) or focusing on the notion of substance. It was sometimes
clear that some candidates could not refine their thinking by focusing on a specific theme and
synthesising the different ideas, relying instead on basic knowledge to fill in their writing space.

Having said this, there were a couple of candidates who wrote very good essays by clearly explaining the
concepts they are using and identifying the role that the concept of God plays within the different
rationalist and empiricist philosophers’ views.

6) Outline John Locke’s theory of human nature and its relation to (i) his theory of knowledge and (ii) his
political ideas on the social contract.

Candidates who answered this question fared better than those who answered question 5.  They outlined
Locke’s empiricism and proceeded to tie this up with his political ideas on the state of nature and social
contract. It was refreshing to read essays by candidates who must have studied in depth and took their
time to understand, clarify and analyse the different concepts being employed. One shortcoming was that
some candidates focused more on Locke’s epistemology and did not elaborate enough on his political
views.
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2.2
Paper II

Section A: ETHICS

1) Discuss the Existentialist concepts of (i) radical freedom and (ii) bad faith.

The absolute majority of candidates chose to answer this question. Unfortunately, the quality of most of
the essays was quite poor with only a few refreshingly well-written essays that showed a good
understanding of existentialism. In these essays, candidates were able to identify some existentialist
philosophers and accurately describe the key existentialist themes of radical freedom and bad faith, by
specifically referring to Sartre and Kierkegaard
There were some absurd comments written in some essays. Such comments included that all
existentialists were atheists (some even referring to Kierkegaard in this regard!), that existentialists have
nothing to contribute to ethics because, for them, everything is permitted and people can do whatever
they like or think is good. Some candidates were not able to properly identify existentialist thinkers and
proceeded to write a whole essay without referring to a single philosopher. Some candidates referred to
“bad faith” as a concept related to religion and belief, without showing any knowledge of the way this
concept is used by Sartre. Such remarks and inadequate articulations imply a severe lack of interest and
dedication by some individuals towards the subject and reflects a false and superficial understanding of
existentialist views and the inability to discuss critically these ideas.

On a more positive note, there were some very well-written essays that are heartening examples of
motivated candidates who dedicate time and energy to reflecting and thinking deeper about philosophical
issues.

2) In what ways are John Finnis’ arguments in ‘Fundamentals of Ethics’ influenced by Aristotelian ethics?

Only a handful of candidates chose to answer this question and their responses were poor. They either
did not articulate Finnis’ arguments, or focused solely on describing some points from Aristotle’s ethical
views without linking them to Finnis’ general arguments in Fundamentals of Ethics regarding practical
reason, deliberation and choice, and natural law.

Section B: SELECTED TEXTS I (Classical and Modern Texts)

The majority of candidates chose to answer the questions on Plato and Aristotle.  Generally they fared
better in the question on the Nicomachean Ethics. For the question on the Phaedrus, many candidates
opted to write a story-telling essay, recounting how Socrates met Phaedus and so on without delving
deeper into the reason why everything was happening or why the stories were being told. Some key
points were not mentioned by many candidates, showing that the candidates learned only the story as it
happened rather than why it happened.
Although the candidates fared generally better in the Nicomachean Ethics question, the quality of the
essays for both Plato and Aristotle left much to be desired.

Section C: SELECTED TEXTS II (Contemporary Texts)

The majority of candidates chose the questions on Taylor and Austin. The problem is that for the Austin
question, many candidates had pre-prepared essays which they reproduced without taking note of the
essay question, especially in the case of Austin. With regards to Taylor, most of the candidates
understood the question well and wrote very good essays.

Chairperson
Examination Panel 2015


