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SECTION 1: STATISTICAL INFORMATION 
 
 
1.1 Total Number of candidates: 
 
A total of 389 candidates registered to sit for the Intermediate examination in Sociology in May 
2011, 6 more than in May 2010 (383).  
 
The number of absentees in May 2011 numbered 16, 5 more than in May 2010 (11). 
 
1.2     Distribution of grades in Intermediate level Sociology May, 2011 
 
The number of candidates who obtained grade A, B or C in May 2011 was, in absolute numbers, 
126 and therefore 17 more than in May 2010 (109), and also more in relative weight (32.4 
percent as against 28.5 percent). 
 
The number of candidates who obtained grade D or E in May 2011 was, in absolute numbers, 
139 and therefore 31 less than in May 2010 (170), and also less in relative weight (35.7 percent 
as against 44.4 per cent). 
 
 

Table 1  
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2010 

Distribution of Grades 
 

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL 
No of candidates 10 23 93 88 51 108 16 389 

 
 

Table 2 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2011 

Distribution of Grades 
 

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL 
No of candidates 10 23 93 88 51 108 16 389 

Total % 2.5 5.9 23.9 22.6 13.1 27.8 4.1 100 
 
 
In May 2011 the number of failures (Grade F) was, in absolute numbers, 15 more than last year 
(108 as against 93), as 27.8 per cent as opposed to 24.3  per cent in 2010. 



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.  
 
Candidates sitting for the sociology exam at an intermediate level are still expected to offer 
analytical rather than descriptive essays. Therefore, in their responses the candidates are required 
to think critically, offer insights, views, perspectives, arguments, and terminologies that belong 
to sociology, whilst applying practical and appropriate examples to sustain their arguments. 
From the candidates’ answers it could be immediately deduced whether they had or did not have 
a profound understanding over the subject they chose to write above. With this in mind, the 
candidates were penalised when they offered merely English literature essays rather than 
sociological discussions.  
 
Examiners commented that few candidates had the ability to apply their knowledge selectively 
and critically to the topic in question. A high proportion of the candidates present their work as 
(what appears to be) a memorised text - paying little attention to the nuances of the set question. 
This, in the main, results in mediocre responses with fortuitously relevant material floating in a 
sea of extraneous detail. The candidates who clearly made specific attempts to address the 
question directly and critically were rewarded with additional marks, even when answers were 
shorter. It was positive, however, that candidates who offered creative prose referring to ‘their 
own experience’ to tackle theoretical points were not numerous. A number of student efforts at 
answering questions were not marked by an appreciation for sustaining observations and lines of 
argumentation or with any with reference to the expert literature. It was evident that most 
candidates do not approach the subject of sociology in a rigorous manner and assume that 
questions at an Intermediate level may be answered on the basis of either social experience in life 
or common-sense knowledge. Some candidates also failed to provide adequate information on 
the theorists and empirical researchers related to the questions they opted to answer. For 
instance, in question 7 - which asked them to discuss Marx’s idea that the function of religion is 
to offer an illusion of hope in a hopeless situation - many candidates opted for a journalistic 
rather than sociological account of how according to him religion is “the opium of the people”. 
The same approach was noted for the majority of responses to questions 9 and 12. This report 
suggests that Sixth Form institutions emphasise consistently the distinction between sociology on 
one hand, and philosophy, social studies, and journalism on the other. 
 
Presentation and style was generally good, with most candidates offering an introduction and 
conclusion within their response. There is a tendency, however, for the candidates to overstate 
the introduction, and offer a cursory conclusion. The flow of arguments within the essays was 
adequate on the whole, but weaker in the ‘memorised texts’. The extent of the arguments and the 
depth of the logical point of views presented, together with the length of the essays, were also 



considered as an important requisite. Indeed, the length is indicative of the authority the 
candidates have over the topic they are writing about. Yet, it was kept in mind that to answer 
each question, the candidates have at least forty minutes. 
 
2.2   Specific Comments  
 

Table 3 
MATSEC Intermediate Level Sociology, May 2010 

Questions Answered by Number of Candidates 
 

question 
number 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

number of 
candidates 137 56 177 59 178 134 106 72 192 239 51 80 

per cent 36.7 15.0 47.5 15.8 47.7 35.9 28.4 19.3 51.5 64.0 13.7 21.4 
 
 
Section A 
 
1. For Dahrendorf, class conflicts are no longer based on the existence of classes identified 

by economic divisions. Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 137 candidates (36.7 per cent), with the majority of candidates 
presenting their outline of Dahrendorf’s theory as a critique of Marx. Indeed, some were too 
laborious over the details of Marx’s theory of class conflict, to the detriment of the quality of the 
essay. Others just discussed Dahrendorf’s theory in general without delving deeper into the 
enquiry presented in the essay’s title. Notably, few of the candidates could point out to which 
sociological perspective Dahrendorf belongs. Such a detail would have illustrated the degree of 
depth the candidates have in sociology. Most students were able to emphasise the importance of 
social mobility, and that with the development of the ‘middle classes’, ownership of the means of 
production was no longer linked to control and power. Most highlighted the concept of authority 
as being the source of conflict in Dahrendorf’s view, however not many candidates were able to 
describe authority in terms of legitimate power linked to particular social roles within an 
organisation. 
 
2.  The creation of a nation-state intrinsically demands a particular kind of organisational  
      structure. Elaborate. 
 
This question was answered by 56 candidates (15.0 per cent). The quality of the responses 
varied greatly and hinged on the candidates’ comprehension of the terms ‘intrinsically’ and 
’nation-state’. This was crucial to the correct identification of the concept of legal-rational 
authority and Weber’s ideal type of bureaucracy. The candidates who did this were, in the main, 
very capable of listing the requirements of this ideal type as described by Weber: the official 
duties, hierarchy, abstract rules, formalistic personality, technical knowledge and expertise, and 
a strict separation of private and official income. Some were able to offer critical details, 
quoting Weber’s own misgivings about the ‘irrational’ aspects of this ‘rationality’. The weaker 
candidates appear to have focused on the word ‘structure’ in the question and offered a 



memorised description of structural-functionalism as their response. Generally, with regard to 
those candidates who have attempted this essay, there were mainly two contrasting results, those 
who to a certain degree went out of point and did not refer to Weber’s theory on the rational-
legal authority which is ultimately expressed in a bureaucracy, and others who could 
analytically outline Weber’s aforementioned theory and explain Weber’s ideal form of 
bureaucracy and the limitations this brought in actual fact. 
 
3.   The rapid expansion of industrialisation contains specific threats. Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 177 candidates (47.5 per cent). The quality of the responses 
varied from excellent use of sociological theory, to creative prose focused on topical issues such 
as working mothers and divorce. The sociological concept most selected to respond to the 
question was Marx’s alienation, with Durkheim’s anomie being the second. Very few candidates 
referred to Weber’s concept of Bureaucracy and a few successfully used all three theorists. A 
number of candidates backed their theoretical arguments instigated by the essay’s title by 
referring to examples of the specific threats the rapid expansion of industrialisation brought 
about, such as the high level of secularisation religions the world all over are experiencing 
mainly as a result of an individualistic mentality. There was a significant number of candidates 
who focussed exclusively on changes within the family with no reference at all to the broader 
structural threats linked to specialised division of labour  and rapid social change.  
 
Section B 
 
4.   A key goal of the survey method is to investigate cause and effect. Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 59 candidates (15.8 per cent). Few demonstrated clear 
comprehension of the process of searching for correlation between variables when analysing 
survey data, and the importance of vigilance when claiming causal connections between different 
variables.  Some clearly did not recognise the sociological demands of the question and 
responded by describing possible causes for choosing research projects, and the effects that this 
research might have. Comprehension of the concept of objectivity at the root of positivist 
research as the key to uncovering laws of human behaviour was poorly demonstrated.  Moreover, 
many of the candidates could compare this method to other research methods, such as participant 
observation, to sustain their arguments, but they mostly drew this comparison for descriptive 
rather than for analytical purposes. Others seems to have ignored the requirements this essay 
presented them with and instead they chose to discuss the research route social scientists usually 
embark on or listed the different type of samples social scientists usually make use of.  
 
5.    Studying the subjective states of individuals is a key procedure in qualitative research.  
       Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 178 candidates (47.7 per cent). Students were clearly well 
prepared to describe the advantages of qualitative research methods and compare them with the 
limitations of quantitative methods. This question was very frustrating to mark as the vast 
majority of students offered what seemed like memorised texts based on a prepared essay 
comparing the two. In doing so, however, they successfully described qualitative techniques as 



offering rich, in-depth data which are more likely to present a true picture of people’s 
experiences, attitudes and beliefs. The majority were well prepared in describing the different 
methods used in qualitative research, and in offering critical detail by outlining potential 
problems such as ‘going native’ in participant observation. The candidates who structured their 
responses by focusing primarily on what it means to ‘study subjective states of individuals’, 
rather than doing this in passing by comparing with survey methods, were rewarded. A number 
of students have also mentioned classical sociological studies that embarked on this research 
strategy. The students were rewarded also when besides focusing and elaborating on the 
qualitative research strategy, they drew on other arguments to depict the contrast between 
qualitative and quantitative methodologies. 
 
6.   Because sociological research has the potential to cause discomfort and harm to  
      participants, investigators are bound by ethical guidelines. Elaborate. 
 
This question was answered by 134 candidates (35.9 per cent). Candidates who tackled this 
question demonstrated good understanding of the importance of ethics in sociological research. 
The issues linked with safety and consent/deception were the points that were given the most 
attention in the responses. Anonymity and confidentiality of the research subjects were also 
given the required importance. Many students were able to quote examples of problematic or 
unethical methods in empirical research (with particular reference to overt/covert observation) to 
enhance their responses. Some of the stronger responses also included reference to the particular 
problems associated with consent when researching children.  The better prepared students also 
emphasised the issues related to honesty and transparency in presenting research findings and the 
impact that research may have on the lives of those studied. Some candidates, however, 
discussed the ethical guidelines very vaguely without attempting to focus their analysis, while 
others illustrated their analytical analysis by for example explaining that even the topic under 
research makes a difference to the guidelines applied. This in view of the fact that there are a 
number of sensitive topics that still ought to be researched, such as ‘abortion’, ‘drug use’ or 
‘domestic violence’, but which should be ethically addressed with extra sensitivity. Most of the 
students drew on the participant observation’ research method and discussed the advantages and 
disadvantages of ‘overt’ and ‘covert’ approaches vis-à-vis ethical guidelines. 
 
Section C 
 
7.   According to Marx, the function of religion is to offer an illusion of hope in a hopeless  
      situation. Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 106 candidates (28.4 per cent). Although  there were candidates 
who demonstrated an understanding of why Marx considered religion as the “opium of the 
people” as a result of the workers’  oppression at the hands of the capitalists. The majority were 
not clear as to the function of religion is precisely to offer an illusion of hope in a hopeless 
situation. They failed to show how according to Marx religion is used by the capitalists to 
legitimate the subordination of the subject class resulting from their exploitation. 
 
 
 



8.   The monogamous nuclear family developed with the emergence of private property.  
      Discuss 
 
This question was answered by 72 candidates (19.3 per cent). Here the candidates were asked to 
discuss how the monogamous nuclear family developed with the emergence of private property. 
Apart from a small number of candidates who mentioned that a modern industrial system with a 
specialised division of labour demands considerable geographical mobility from its labour force 
and that the nuclear family is suited to this need for geographical mobility. However, the 
majority of candidates failed to mention the theories of Parsons, Laslett, Durkheim and Engels 
according to whom there is a functional relationship between the nuclear family and the 
economic system in an industrial society  
 
9.    Family life is by no means always a picture of harmony and happiness. Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 192 candidates (51.5 per cent). Here a very good number of 
candidates, in fact the majority succeeded in discussing the statement correctly quoting 
sociologists like R.D. Laing, the Bergers, Barrett & McIntosh, Christine Delphy and Diana 
Leonard, Hart and Zanetsky among others.  Some of the participants did, however, gave a very 
journalistic answer discussing the statement in a very superficial manner. 
 
10.  The idea that we compete on equal terms is an illusion. Discuss with reference to the  
       sociology of education. 
 
This question was answered by 239 candidates (64.0 per cent). The large majority succeeded in 
explaining how with reference to the sociology of education, it is an illusion to say that we 
compete on equal terms. A good number even referred to the studies of Bowles & Gintis, 
Bourdieu, Rist, Howard Backers, Douglas, Bernstein, Paul Willis and Ivan Illich, who in way or 
another emphasised the fact that the education institution is a large myth making machine. They 
showed that meritocracy is a myth and that the upper class students were favoured to the 
detriment of those from working class families. A number of students also discussed such 
concepts as “the cultural capital”, “the ideal student”, “the self fulfilling prophecy”, “the hidden 
curriculum”, speech differences, etc. 
 
11.  According to Bernstein, attainment levels in schools may be related to speech  
       differences. Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 51 candidates (13.7 per cent). Many canidates succeeded in 
discussing Bernstein’s consideration of class differences in speech patterns and their relationship 
to educational attainment. They highlighted how Bernstein distinguished two forms of speech 
patterns namely the elaborated and the restricted code showing how while the members of the 
middle class used both codes those of the working class were limited to the use of the restricted 
code. Following Bernstein’s line of though they argues that since speech is an important medium 
of communication and learning, the attainment levels in schools are often related to differences 
in speech patterns. 
 
 



12.  New right solutions to poverty include reducing welfare expenditure and universal  
       benefits and services. Discuss. 
 
This question was answered by 80 candidates (21.4 per cent). Most candiadates answering this 
question succeeded in discussing the New Right solutions brought forward by Margaret Thatcher 
and John Major as leaders of the British Conservative Governments after 1979. Their solutions 
included the reduction in welfare expenditure and move away from universal benefits and 
services so as to target better the resources to the poor. They also advocated the creation of a 
more dynamic economy by freeing economic resources. In so down as the economy grows, the 
living standards would rise and resources would trickle down to those in low income brackets. 
Moreover reducing universal benefits would result in removing the dependency which makes 
people rely heavily on state handouts. The successful candidates also mentioned the critics of the 
New right according to whom far from reducing poverty the measures advocated by the New 
right would on the contrary increase it. Many people would end up destitute and homeless, some 
even becoming unable to buy necessities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chairperson 
Examiners’ Panel 2011     


