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Introduction
The aim of Unit 3B is to introduce students to political ideologies by acquiring a knowledge 
and understanding of the three major ideological traditions - liberalism, conservatism 
and socialism - as well as anarchism, which overlaps substantially with liberalism and 
socialism. The overall standard of responses to Unit 3B questions was, in this examination 
session, broadly similar to the standard in previous years. The major discriminator between 
mediocre and good performance was, as is so often the case, the difference between 
candidates who were able to provide a broadly accurate but essentially descriptive account 
of the ideology or sub-traditions in question, and candidates who were able to properly 
analyse and evaluate such material. The separate marking of AO2 on the essays (45 
mark, Part B) questions, means that this distinction can be exposed effectively. The extent 
to which candidates were able to respond to the requirements of synopticity was also a 
significant discriminator in the marking of essay responses. However, there is evidence of 
general improvement in this respect. In a growing number of cases, centres appear to be 
training candidates to recognise from the outset, and through the body of the argument 
itself, contention between two or more viewpoints or perspectives. However, a significant 
proportion of candidates still fail to do this adequately, in the weakest cases just uncritically 
presenting a single viewpoint. A further common discriminator, on both short (15 mark, Part 
A) questions and essay questions was the extent to which explicit conceptual understanding 
was demonstrated, the strongest candidates being able to do this by recognising the often 
complex nature of the terms and concepts encountered in 3B.
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Question 1

This question was generally well done, with a large proportion of candidates recognising the 
key features of collectivism and showing at least an awareness of how and why collectivism 
is linked to socialism. The principal causes of under-performance in this question were a 
tendency to mistake collectivism for collectivisation, and a generally greater emphasis on 
the 'how' aspect of the question than the 'why'.

A typical threshold level 2 response demonstrated the following:

•	 Accurate, if possibly implicit, awareness of the nature of collectivism

•	 Narrow or limited awareness of 'how' socialists support collectivism 

A typical threshold level 3 response demonstrated the following:

•	 Clear, and probably explicit, understanding of the nature of collectivism

•	 Knowledge of a range of ways in which socialists have endorsed collectivism 

•	 Sound explanation of 'why' socialists endorse collectivism

The strongest responses were often able to show an awareness of differences within 
socialist ideology, which are reflected in differing justifications for collectivism as well as in 
differing strategies for advancing collectivism. 
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This is an excellent response to question 1, which received 15 marks 
out of 15. It contains a very good definition of collectivism, an excellent 
explanation of why socialists support collectivism and highlights a 
variety of ways in which socialists have tried to advance collectivism.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2

This question was both popular and generally answered well.  A key descriminator was the 
extent to which constitutionalism was understood, with some less successful candidates 
merely defining a codified constitution. On the other hand, successful candidates were 
often able to convey a clear understanding of constitutionalism, but also recognised 
that it encompasses the idea of both establishing external checks on government and 
not introducing internal checks through fragmenting power among a number of bodies 
or institutions. The extent to which candidates were able to explain a specifically liberal 
concern about government power, especially concentrated government power, was another 
important discriminator.

Typical features of a level 2 response were as follows:

•	 Awareness of nature of constitutionalism, probably demonstrated by a knowledge 
of constitutional devices, such as ‘written’ constitutions, the separation of power, 
parliamentary government etc.

•	 Some awareness of the corrupting nature and its implications for constitutionalism

Typical features of a level 3 response were as follows:

•	 Clear, and probably explicit, understanding of the nature of constitutionalism, with an 
awareness of both its legal and institutional forms.

•	 Sound explanation of specifically liberal concerns about the corrupting nature of power 
and the implications of unchecked government power.
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This is a good response which received 12 marks out of 15. It 
contains a very thorough range of devices through which government 
power can be limited, and a good awareness of liberal concerns about 
power. However, it is weaker in explaining these liberal concerns, 
specifically in explaining how and why power corrupts.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3

Very few candidates failed to recognise that the individualist anarchist tradition provides 
evidence of the link between anarchism and individualism. Some less successful responses, 
indeed, did little more than describe features of this tradition. However, more successful 
responses got the heart of the question by explaining how and why indiviualism, in 
its extreme form, implies absolute freedom and so has anarchist implications, using 
individualist anarchism to illustrate these linkages. 

Typical threshold level 2 responses contained the following features:

•	 Accurate, if possibly implicit, awareness of the nature of individualism

•	 Some awareness of the link between individualism and anarchism, probably 
demonstrated by references to individualist anarchism.

Typical threshold level 3 responses contained the following features:

•	 Clear, and probably explicit, understanding of the nature of individualism

•	 Sound explanation of the link between anarchism and individualism, associated with 
support for enlarging individual freedom.
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This is a sound response to the question. It was 
given 10 marks out of 15. Although it starts with 
some generalised points that do not clearly address 
the question set, it highlights, particularly in its 
account of the ideas of Stirner, why individualism 
can have anarchist implications.

Examiner Comments

Individualism could and should have been defined. The 
conceptual link between individualism and anarchism 
should have been explained more clearly and explicitly.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4

This question was popular and generally well answered, with very few candidates failing 
to demonstrate at least a basic grasp of the One Nation thinking within conservatism. Less 
successful reponses to the question tended to offer a largely descriptive account of the 
disposition within conservatism towards welfarism, without adequately explaining where 
this comes from, politically and ideologically. By contrast, successful reponses dealt very 
effectively with the grounds on which conservatives have supported One Nationism, often 
being able to recognise both principled and pragmatic grounds. The clarity and depth 
of analysis in this respect was a key discriminator between sound, good and very good 
responses.

Typical threshold level 2 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Some awareness of the nature of One National principles

•	 Limited knowledge of at least one conservative justification for One Nationism. 

Typical threshold level 3 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Clear, and probably explicit, understanding of the nature of One Nation principles

•	 Sound explanation of both principled and pragmatic justifications for One Nationism, or 
very full explanation of one justification.
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This is an excellent response to the question, which 
received 14 marks out of 15. It is particularly impressive 
in the fullness and clarity of its explanation and analysis.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5

The quality of responses to this question varied significantly. Less successful responses 
sometimes demonstrated little understanding of either economic liberalism or social 
liberalism, in the weakest cases simply writing about other issues, such as freedom or 
toleration. In other cases, candidates recognised that economic liberalism and social 
liberalism are rooted, respectively, in classical liberalism and modern liberalism, but 
then proceeded to provide an account of the latter rather than the former. This enabled 
something relevant to be said, but it was an approach that failed to get to the heart of 
the question. On the other hand, there were some excellent reponses that recognised, for 
instance, the market fundamentalism that operates at the core of economic liberalism and 
concerns that social liberals have expressed about laissez-faire.

Typical threshold level 2 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Some understanding of one form of liberalism, with at least an awareness of the other 
form.

Typical threshold level 3 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Sound explanation of both forms of liberalism, with at least some contrasts being made 
explicitly.
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This is an excellent response, which received 15 marks out of 15. Having located both 
economic liberalism and social liberalism in relation to wider issues, it then examines 
with impressive insight and clarity contrasting positions on the relationship between 
the market and the state within liberalism. 

Examiner Comments
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Question 6

Very few candidates found it difficult to highlight the relationship between socialism and 
equality. However, less successful responses tended to do little more than provide an 
account of contrasting socialist traditions, with relatively little being said about how these 
traditions deal with the issue of equality, particularly equality of outcome. More successful 
repsonses showed, in the first place, a greater insight into the nature of equality, and 
were to highlight the distinctive character of equality of outcome, usually distinguishing 
it from equality of opportunity. They then considered the contrasting traditions within 
socialism, but focused particularly on how, why, and crucially, the extent to which they 
have embraced distinctive conceptions of equality. It was disappointing that some weaker 
responses merely stated that socialists support equality of outcome without explaining what 
its supposed benefits might be.

Typical threshold level 2 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Awareness of nature of equality of outcome

•	 Limited awareness of divisions amongst socialists over the nature of equality, probably 
linked to the rival ideas of equality of outcome and equality of opportunity.

Typical threshold level 3 reponses exhibited the following features:

•	 Sound and explicit understanding of the nature of equality of outcome, and of its link to 
socialism

•	 Clear explanation of how and why different socialist traditions disagree over equality of 
outcome.
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This is an excellent response to the question. It demonstrates 
very broad and accurate knowledge and understanding, 
consistently strong intellectual skills, an impressive 
awareness of contrasting viewpoints within socialism, 
and also advances a coherent overall argument, clearly 
communicated. The marks it received were 12, 12, 12, 9.

Examiner Comments
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Question 7

As seems to happen with anarchism questions, there are a proportion of candidates who 
use them as an opportunity to write all they know about anarchism, paying relatively little 
attention, in the process, to the theme of the question. Fortunately, this only applies to 
a minority of candidates, but it applied again this year. More successful reponses dealt 
effectively and explicitly with viability or practicability of the anarchist goal of a stateless 
society, often helpfully recognising that this concerns the link between anarchism and 
utopianism. In better cases, anarchist ideas were set against critical views, advanced, 
amongst others, by liberals, conservatives or Marxists. A key discriminator was the 
effectiveness with which anarchist utopianism was explained, which ranged from simply 
assertions that 'anarchists believe that people are naturally good' to the recognition that 
anarchists believe that human nature is malleable and that positive potentialities only 
blossom in particular economic and political circumstances.

Typical threshold level 2 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Awareness of the core aim of anarchism, the achievement of a stateless society

•	 Awareness of disagreements between anarchists and their critics over the practicability 
of this goal.

Typical threshold level 3 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Clear explanation of anarchist utopianism, linked to the feasibility of a stateless society, 
probably through reference to human nature

•	 Clear explanation why critics of anarchism have regarded statelessness as unachievable.
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This is a highly effective response to the question. It contains excellent knowledge 
and understanding, strong intellectual skills, a clear understanding of differences 
within anarchism over this matter, and a coherent argument, clearly communicated. 
The marks it received were 12, 12, 12, 9.

Examiner Comments
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Question 8

This was a popular question, generally well answered by a large proportion of candidates. 
The most successful reponses focused effectively on the issue of human imperfection, often 
helpfully recognising that conservatives believe that human beings are imperfect in a variety 
of ways. They then explained each of these imperfections and evaluated the extent to 
which different traditions within conservatism hold these views, usually with an awareness 
of differences between traditional conservative and the liberal new right, although One 
Nationist ideas could also have been discussed. Less successful reponses sometimes 
struggled with the idea of human imperfection, sometimes failing to recognise distinctively 
conservative thinking on the matter. In these cases, generalised and poorly focused 
responses were offered.

Typical threshold level 2 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Awareness of at least one clear sense in which conservatism is a philosophy of 
imperfection

•	 Some awareness of divisions within conservatism over imperfection, probably associated 
with rival views of traditional conservatism and the liberal New Right.

Typical threshold level 3 responses exhibited the following features:

•	 Sound explanation of two or more ways in which conservatism is a philosophy of 
imperfection

•	 Clear understanding of how and why the liberal New Right departs from the traditional 
view.
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This was a very good response to the question. 
It exhibits consistently strong knowledge and 
understanding, impressive intellectual skills, a reliable 
understanding of differences within conservatism over 
the matter, all expressed in a clear and coherent overall 
argument. The marks it received were 11, 11, 9,8.

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary
General advice for improving candidates' performance and outcomes in Unit 3B include the 
following:

•	 Strengthening conceptual understanding, not only by ensuring that candidates have 
accurate and robust single-sentence definitions of key terms, but also by making them 
aware of the wider and often complex meaning of these terms.

•	 Ensuring that candidates develop an analytical understanding of the relevant ideological 
traditions, rather than just a descriptive understanding. 

•	 Enhancing candidates' awareness of debates, discussions and arguments about the 
nature of the ideological traditions that feature in Topic B, usually (but not always) 
associated with rival sub-traditions within the ideology.
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this 
link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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