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Part 1: Statistical Information

Table 1 shows the distribution of the candidates’ grades for the May 2017 Advanced Level Philosophy
Examination.

Table1:

GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL
NUMBER 6 12 28 17 13 19 15 110

% OF TOTAL 5.5 10.9 25.5 15.5 11.8 17.3 13.6 100

Part 2: Comments on the candidate’s performance

Paper 1

Section A: Logic and Reasoning (Questions 1, 2, 3, 4)

The majority of candidates did well in this section. The following is a list of the most common
mistakes:

Question 1 (b): While most candidates correctly identified the fallacy as an ‘argument against the
person’, some candidates failed to specify that it is of the ‘abusive’ type (as opposed to the
‘circumstantial’ type).

Question 2 (a): It is clear that most candidates know the difference between elementary and complex
propositions. This was evidenced by the examples given to illustrate each type. However, a number of
candidates did not specify that complex propositions must contain at least one logical junctor
(connecting the elementary propositions that make up the complex proposition).

Question 3 (b): In this question candidates were asked to name the standard equivalence involved in
the translation of the previous question. A number of candidates correctly identified the standard
equivalence as distributivity, but failed to specify which junctor is distributive over which. The full
correct answer should have been ‘→ is distributive over Λ’.

Question 4 (c): In this question candidates were asked to explain, with the help of an example, the bi-
subjunctor and state the conditions under which it is false. A number of candidates lost marks
because they failed to give an example.
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Section B: Ethics and Society (Compulsory Question No. 5)

In question 5 candidates were asked to discuss the ethical implications of (i) active and passive
euthanasia and (ii) physician assisted suicide. The majority of candidates did not do well in this
question showing a poor grasp of the relevant basic concepts. A number of candidates confused
active euthanasia with voluntary euthanasia and passive euthanasia with involuntary or non-voluntary
euthanasia. Moreover, some candidates confused non-voluntary euthanasia with involuntary
euthanasia. A number of candidates failed to mention and discuss the difference between the
traditional, whole brain and higher brain definitions of death. This omission showed that most
candidates are unaware of the relevance and importance the definition of death has for a proper
discussion of euthanasia.

The small number of candidates who did well in this question, in sharp contrast to the majority of
candidates, showed that they have an excellent grasp of the relevant basic concepts by correctly
distinguishing between the various types of euthanasia (active/passive euthanasia,
voluntary/involuntary/non-voluntary euthanasia) and by identifying and discussing the central ethical
questions raised by the various forms of euthanasia.

Section B: Ethics and Society (Questions 6, 7 and 8)

Question 6

The majority of candidates who chose this question did very well. Candidates were expected to
explain the connection between the Epicurus’ view of the cosmos and his ethical theory, the
importance of logic and physics in dispelling the fear of the gods and the anxiety created by the
anticipation of death, the distinction between kinetic and katastematic pleasures and the idea that
enduring pleasures result from the satisfaction of necessary and natural needs.

Question 7

The majority of candidates who chose this question did very well. Candidates were expected to
discuss the two sources of anguish, the three inauthentic responses to anguish, focusing in particular
on bad faith, and good faith. Some candidates lost marks because they confused serious-mindedness
with bad faith and/or failed to properly elaborate on bad faith.

Question 8

The majority of candidates who chose to answer this question did not do well. While most candidates
seem to be aware of the technology and software pertinent to internet privacy, very few candidates
engaged in a proper philosophical and ethical discussion. Many candidates made no reference to the
relevant theories of privacy, failed to distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic freedom, and did not
adequately discuss the central ethical questions raised by the issue of information privacy. It is
important to point out, that while candidates of philosophy are encouraged to be opinionated on the
philosophical issues they are meant to prepare for the exam, formulations of the kind ‘I believe that...’
and ‘I agree with...’ have no value unless backed by reasons.
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Paper 2

Section A: Key Questions in European Thought (Compulsory Question)

Overall, candidates understood the drift and meaning of the excerpt. The questions were aimed to
elicit the candidates’ general knowledge on empiricism and rationalism, core topics with which
candidates should be familiar with. Although this section (Question 1) was not an essay section,
candidates were expected to write in paragraph form, especially in those sections with more marks,
and not one or two sentence answers. When asked to outline the main principles of empiricism, most
candidates described how empiricism is the view that knowledge is derived primarily from experience
or the senses. In the question on the difference between Locke’s notions of simple and complex
ideas, candidates found difficulty to describe how simple ideas are received passively by the mind
through the sense, whereas complex ideas are put together by the mind as a compound of simple
ideas.

Section B: Key Questions in European Thought

Question 2

Many candidates chose to answer this question since most candidates would be familiar with some of
Plato’s ideas. In fact, many candidates described Plato’s theory of Forms, alluding to the allegory of
the cave. Describing Plato’s account of the soul, candidates referred to his tripartite view of the soul,
and the Chariot Allegory. The better performers linked Plato’s metaphysical and epistemological
views to his account of the harmonious state and justice. Average essays read very formulaic,
focusing more on check-listing the main ideas and concepts without properly unpacking the theories.
Some essays that did not do well preferred to focus more on the “narratives” of Plato, such as long
and convoluted descriptions of the myth of the cave. A good answer to this essay title would have
described Plato’s views on the Forms and the soul coherently and neatly, and then moving on to
show how these metaphysical and epistemological ideas relate to his political views.

Question 3

This question was relatively popular with candidates. Those who identified what the question is asking
went on to describe several of the characteristics of personhood identified in the syllabus, such as
embodiment, network of beliefs, rationality, social relationships, self-awareness, language, reflection,
autonomy and rights. Many candidates who answered this essay question listed four or more of these
characteristics and briefly described each characteristic. Better performing candidates went on to
compare and contrast characteristics of personhood with non-human animals and machines.

Question 4

Candidates who answered this question described the Stoics’ views on nature (determinism, free will,
active principle, pantheism, logos). Better performing essays linked these views to the Stoics’ views
on virtue (indifference, tranquillity, apathy), contrasted the Stoics’ ethics with the Epicurean hedonism,
and explained the difference between natural evil and moral evil. Not many candidates who chose this
essay did really well as they failed to bring out the links between the Stoics’ views on nature, virtue
and evil in sufficient detail and clarity.
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Question 5

Candidates struggled to answer this question appropriately. Many could identify science as a kind of
knowledge that is concerned with investigating natural phenomena and the physical world. Not many
made the leap from this to describing scientific reductionism and problems associated with it. Not
many candidates elaborated on the limits of knowledge and of scientific knowledge in discussing
questions on God and other metaphysical questions. The same thing regarding the mind: not many
candidates discussed the mind philosophically, i.e. issues concerning consciousness, brain, etc, and
the limits of scientific theories to capture the essence of mental phenomena, or discuss their
existence. Some essays dealing with this question felt quite opinion-like and could not identify the
philosophical theories that required discussion.

Question 6

Candidates who answered this question tended to do quite well. Many could identify the contribution
of JL Austin to the philosophy of language by introducing speech act theory, distinguishing between
locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary aspects of the speech act, and differentiating between
constatives and performatives. Some candidates stopped here. Better performing essays discussed
the ideas of Searle and Grice on speech acts and dialogue. It would have been good for candidates to
refer to examples of speech acts (questioning, criticising, praying, joking) to illustrate the philosophical
ideas they were discussing.

General Remarks:

More emphasis needs to be made on better writing, sentence structuring, and clarity. Too many
spelling mistakes and misspelling philosophers’ names dampens the candidates’ effort to write a good
and coherent essay. Facile or superficial representations of philosophical ideas must be avoided by
more reading and better essay-writing. More emphasis needs to be made on conceptual clarity and
complexity, while regurgitated material without sufficient elaboration must be avoided at all costs.

In Philosophy at Advanced Level, what is sought for the most is good accounts of philosophers’ ideas
and proper identification of links between the different ideas. Moreover, candidates must pay attention
to what is being asked for in the respective titles, and not simply rehash a general and generic essay
in which they say all they know on a topic, without due consideration of and elaboration on the title.

Length and quality do not imply each other. Therefore, a very long essay is not the sign of a good
essay since it might be repetitive and might not be making good argumentative points. It must be
emphasised that candidates must pay great attention to how they structure the essay: introducing
their essay and saying what they will be dealing with in the essay and how; outlining the ideas they
want to discuss in relation to the topic or philosopher chosen; critically analysing the arguments
presented, justifying claims made and presenting counter-arguments; concluding the essay by
outlining what has been achieved in the essay and with what aims.
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