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SECTION 1 : STATISTICAL INFORMATION 
 
 
1.1 Total Number of candidates: 
 
A total of 290 candidates registered to sit for the Intermediate examination in Sociology in May 
2011, 99 less than in May 2011 (389).  
 
The number of absentees in May 2012 numbered 8, 8 less than in May 2011 (16). 
 
 
1.2     Distribution of grades in Intermediate level Sociology May, 2012 
 
The number of candidates who obtained grade A, B or C in May 2012 was, in absolute numbers, 
112 and therefore 14 less than in May 2011 (126), and also more in relative weight (38.6 as 
against 32.4 per cent). 
 
The number of candidates who obtained grade D or E in May 2011 was, in absolute numbers, 95 
and therefore 44 less than in May 2010 (139), and therefore, slightly less in relative weight (40.4 
as against 40.9 per cent). 
 
 

Table 1 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2012 

Distribution of Grades 
 

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL 
No of candidates 12 31 69 53 42 75 8 290 

Total %s 4.1 10.7 23.8 18.3 14.5 25.9 2.7 190 
 
In May 2011 the number of failures (Grade F) was, in absolute numbers, 33 less than last year 
(75 as against 108), as 25.9 per cent as opposed to 27.8 per cent in 2011. 
 
SECTION 2:  EXAMINERS’ COMMENTS ON CANDIDATES’ PERF ORMANCE 
 
2.1   General Comments 
 
As was the case last year, in 2011, the paper contained three sections, namely: Section A: 
Theory, Section B: Methodology and Section C: Substantive Areas. The last section was divided 
into two parts, each having three questions. Part 1 covered the Family and Religion. Part 2 
covered Education and Poverty & Social Exclusion. Candidates were requested to answer one 
question from Sections A and B, and two questions from Section 3 (one from Part 1 and one 
from Part 2). Each question carried 25 marks. 
 
Examiners reported that the search for analytical accounts rather than descriptive essays is an 
important consideration even with respect to candidates sitting for the intermediate level. 
Therefore, when constructing their answers, the candidates are expected to show that they have 



understood the question correctly and so they are able to make their own analytical arguments 
through critical thinking by adopting sociological theories, perspectives, arguments, examples 
and terminologies. On a general note, it was also observed that few candidates were able to make 
reference to contemporary examples to sustain their sociological arguments.  
 
In the first two sections - which deal with both theory and methodology - one can straight away 
come to a conclusion whether the candidates possess or do not possess sound sociological 
arguments and objective criticism. As a matter of fact, candidates who in their answers did not 
portray a profound understanding over the subject in question but simply offered literature essays 
or solely opinions were penalised. In line with this argument, phrases such as “…it is not a good 
system” [referring to the capitalist system] and “[Marx] does not like this type of system” 
[referring once again to the capitalists system], show the candidates’ inability to express 
themselves in a sociological and scientific manner. Hence, candidates are expected to show to 
what extent they own sociological authority - namely, authority that reflects itself in how much 
sociological insight the candidates hold and which transmits itself in thorough knowledge of the 
social science’s classical and contemporary theories, perspective and research studies. In 
addition to the magnitude of the sociological arguments and the depth of the logical point of 
views presented - the presentation, flow and length of the essays - are also considered as 
important prerequisites. These characteristics together are indicative of the clout the candidates 
have over the subject. On a general note, it may be deduced that there is still a long way for the 
attainment of these qualities in the essays presented. 
 
2.2   Specific Comments  
 
Section A 
 
Question 1: Symbolic interactionism provides little indication of the origins of the meanings 
to which it attaches so much importance. Discuss. 
 
This essay which was the least popular in this section, sought to discuss a critique to symbolic 
interactionism. However, many of the candidates opted to discuss in a general manner the theory: 
symbolic interactionism. Very often they did so by making direct references to the studies of 
George Herbert Mead. Thus, numerous were the students who opted for a broad discussion of 
symbolic interactionism rather than to delve deeper into the enquiry presented in the essay’s title. 
But then, most of the candidates dedicated a paragraph (or two), or in some cases only the 
conclusion itself to argue that “like other theories” symbolic interactionism has often been 
blamed for analysing human interaction in a vacuum. Since the title of the essay asked for a 
critique to symbolic interactionism, the candidates who could offer a sufficient analytical critique 
were awarded the best marks. 
 
Question 2: Common values and identities provide a basis for unity and cooperation. 
Discuss. 
 
This question was mainly designed to evaluate the sociological insight of the candidates on one 
of the central concepts of Functionalism, that is, value consensus. In spite of this, many 
candidates chose to discuss Functionalism in general sometime without referring directly to this 



concept [that is, value consensus]. Indeed, most of those that chose this essay dedicated a good 
part of their essay discussing Talcott Parsons’ concept of ‘functional prerequisites’, at times 
without any attempt to link Parsons’ analysis of this social system with the concept of ‘value 
consensus’, and with the end result that the discussion on AGIL as a social system outweigh that 
on ‘value consensus’, to the point that the latter was briefly referred to at the beginning or at the 
very end of the essay. Also some students dedicated more effort to try and compare broadly 
Functionalism with the theory of Karl Marx, rather than to elaborate on the ‘value consensus’. 
Besides, some of the essays were short in length. This maybe attributed to the fact that some 
candidates might have been concerned about the time available to answer the four questions.  
 
Question 3: Members of both the main social classes are largely unaware of the true nature of 
their situation. Discuss. 
 
This was the most popular essay in this paper’s section, which on a general note was ‘well’ 
tackled by the students who have answered it. Its popularity may be attributed to the fact that 
Karl Marx’s classical theory is tackled during various stages of the students’ course. Indeed, 
some candidates could also offer examples by referring specifically to particular social 
institutions, such as religion and/or education, to analytical discuss the situations which 
characterises the subject class in a capitalist system. Numerous students included in their answers 
a discussion around sociological concepts such as ‘false consciousness’; ‘exploitation’; 
‘alienation’; and ‘surplus value’ amongst others. Nonetheless, some students offered a weak 
discussion reflected in phrases, such as, “…it is not a good system” [referring to the capitalist 
system] and “[Marx] does not like this type of system” [referring once again to the capitalists 
system]. Few students offered their opinion on the composition of social classes in society 
without drawing on sociological arguments. This was one of those essays, which in particularly 
suffered from a poor flow. Many students seemed enthusiastic to write down all the points they 
had studies on the Marxists view with respect to social classes, without giving much attention to 
the structural layout of their argumentation.  
 
 
 
 
Section B 
 
Question 4: There is more than one strategy for sociologists to obtain representative samples of 
the population they wish to study. Discuss.  
 
The students that gave this essay a try generally could discuss and elaborate on different 
representative strategies, but they could do so in a general way rather than in a focused 
contextual approach as they were expected to do in this essay. Besides, it was noted that there 
were instances when a number of candidates literarily listed different representative samples, 
such as, random and systematic sampling; stratified random sampling; quota sampling and multi-
stage sampling, then described them briefly one by one without analysing them vis-à-vis the 
question or at least amongst each others. On the other hand, some candidates went at a tangent 
when they discussed various research methods or else research techniques rather than the various 
representative strategies.  



 
Question 5: Questionnaires may be administered in a number of ways. Elaborate. 
 
From the answers offered for this question, it was evident that a significant number of the 
candidates hesitated to take a position in line with the direction of thought presented in the 
essays’ titles, that is, how a questionnaire can be administrated depending on the circumstances 
and the frame of reference. Instead, a number of the candidates have chosen to answer this 
question by listing or mentioning the strengths and weaknesses/the advantages and the 
disadvantages and/or the main characteristics and features of the topic they were presented with, 
that is, questionnaires. This shows that most of the candidates lack confidence in expressing 
themselves sociologically, particularly with regard to sociological methodology. 
 
Question 6: For many sociologists, statistical data does not provide a valid insight on human 
behaviour. Discuss. 
 
This question was the most popular in this section. Again this was a case where the question 
specifically sought to test the candidates on a particular sociological debate but in their main the 
candidates chose to tackle this question by describing the two contrasting sociological positions. 
Indeed, rather than elaborating on the limitations of statistical data a substantial number of 
candidates could analytically differentiate between the goals positivists and humanistic 
researchers hope to attain through their preferred research methods. 
 
Section C 
 
As regards this section, examiners pointed out that, overall, candidates demonstrated good level 
of preparation. The similarity of the responses implies a tendency to memorize teachers’ notes. 
This technique seems to be adequate to enable mediocre responses to the set questions. The 
number of students, however, who were capable of critical engagement with the concepts they 
used is small and this is impacts on the quality of the work overall. There seems to be a 
disproportionate amount of effort put into memorizing author’s names and their substantive 
research which are then used as examples in the responses. 
 
Question 7: Weber’s arguments that religious beliefs can be a major influence on economic 
behaviour received both criticism and support. Elaborate. 
 
This question was, by far, the least frequently attempted. It was also the one that proved to be 
most problematic, with the median mark being just above the pass mark at 13.  The students 
generally gave a good description of Weber’s work on the Protestant Ethic and the ‘spirit of 
capitalism’ however the vast majority had great difficulty in offering any critique at all. Some 
offered general comparison (e.g. Weber vs Marx) and others got drawn into discussing 
Durkheim and the  functional effects of religion. The candidates who did offer some argument 
against Weber’s views were few, and the overall marks reflects this .  
 
Question 8: Parsons’ views on the family have been criticised as overly optimistic and that 
have little relationship to reality. Discuss. 



 
This question was the most popular and was generally well answered with the majority of 
candidates awarded between 14 and 22 marks. There was a tendency, however, to give 
inordinate attention to describing the functionalist perspective on the family, with the critical 
engagement only coming in towards the end of the essay, and sometimes not at all. Some 
students offered general critique of concept of the family, rather than focusing on the 
‘functionalist myopia’ of Parsons, as requested in the title.  
 
Question 9: As an economic unit, the nuclear family is a valuable stabilising force in 
capitalist society. Discuss with reference to Marxist feminism. 
 
Overall, candidates who attempted this question were able to highlight the way that the 
‘stabilizing effect’ of the nuclear family indirectly contributes to the capitalist exploitation of the 
workers. There was good reference to feminist Marxism to counter this. However, some 
candidates focused exclusively on the exploitation of women in the family, without linking it to 
the economy in any way. 
 
Question 10: Social exclusion is about the inability of our society to enable all groups and 
individuals to realise their full potential. Discuss. 
 
Responses to this question were generally good, with the mode of 19 indicating the overall 
quality of the work. There were two types of answers offered: one which focused on (patently 
memorized) theoretical description of relative poverty, which was then successfully linked to the 
concept of social exclusion. There were others who discussed social exclusion in a more 
nuanced, relational way, where reference to theory/substantive research was minimal. These 
candidates tended to look beyond poverty as a source of social exclusion and highlighted issues 
related to ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation. 
 
Question 11: Education aids students to become aware that they are part of something 
larger than themselves. Discuss. 
 
This question was well answered with the majority of candidates drawing on Durkheim and 
Parsons’ functionalist theory to highlight the way ‘the school acts as a bridge between the family 
and society’. The majority focused on the concept of primary/secondary socialization . Some 
successfully described the process using Parsonian pattern variables and were duly rewarded. 
 
Question 12: Education creates the myth that those at the top deserve their power and 
privilege. Discuss. 
 



Responses to this question demonstrated good use of the concepts related to ‘meritocracy and 
education’. There were, however, some problems with the use of the term ‘myth’ as used by 
Marxist scholars, with many missing the complex relationship between ideology and capital that 
it encompasses. Some candidates limited their response to discussing power and privilege within 
the schooling system, rather than within society. These based their answers on describing and 
critiquing the system of streaming within schools and their lower marks reflect this limitation. 
Others enhanced their response by referring to Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and ‘distinction’ 
and were duly rewarded. 
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