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PRELIMINARY EXAMINATION IN HISTORY 2013 

REPORT OF THE EXAMINERS 

 

Along with the FHS Examiners’ Report, this is a new style Report which concentrates on 

candidates’ performance in the exam, with administrative matters reported separately to the 

Faculty’s Examinations Sub-Committee. 

 

I: Statistical overview 

Table 1: Performance of candidates 

 

Year A B C A1 B1 C1 A2 B2 C2 

2013 
230 2364 

10.027.8% 

166 

72.17% 

115 23 

20.0% 

92 

80.0% 

115 

 

41 

35.66% 

74 

64.34% 

2012 

229 

 

38 

16.59% 

191 

83.40% 

108 

 

7 

6.48% 

101 

93.51% 

 

121 

 

31 

25.62% 

90 

74.38% 

2011 
223 55 

24.7% 

168 

75.37% 

107 19 

17.8% 

88 

82.25% 

116 36 

31.0% 

80 

68.96% 

2010 
236 

 

47 

19.9% 

189 

80.1% 

106 17 

16.0% 

89 

84.0% 

130 

 

30 

23.1% 

100 

76.9% 

 

Columns 

A: number of all candidates 

A1: number of female candidates 

A2: number of male candidates 

 

B: number of distinctions 

B1: number of women achieving distinctions, with the second figure in italic providing the 

percentage of distinctions among the female cohort 

B2: number of distinctions and percentages (similarly constructed) for male candidates 



 

C: number of passes 

C1: number of women passing, with the second figure in italic providing the percentage of 

passes among the female cohort 

C2: number of passes and percentages (similarly constructed) for male candidates 

 

Table 2: Number of candidates for each paper in 2013 

Paper Main School Joint Schools Total 

History of  the British Isles I - c.300-1087 38 2 40 

History of the British Isles II – 1042-
1330 

43 2 

45 

History of the British Isles III - 1330-1550 30 3 33 

History of the British Isles IV – 1500-1700 47 13 60 

History of the British Isles V – 1685-1830 39 11 50 

History of the British Isles VI – 1815-1924 26 10 36 

History of the British Isles VII – since 1900 7 4 11 

    

General History I – 370-900 66 14 80 

General History II – 1000-1300 51 10 61 

General History III – 1400-1650 55 12 67 

General History IV – 1815-1914 58 15 73 

    

OS 1 – Theories of the State 43 36 79 

OS 2 – The Age of Bede (no takers) - - - 

OS 3 – Early Gothic France 4 1 5 

OS 4 – England and the Celtic Peoples  3 - 3 

OS 5 – English Chivalry and the French War 8 4 12 

OS 6 – Crime and Punishment in England c.1280-

c.1450  

12 1 13 



Paper Main School Joint Schools Total 

OS 7 – Nature and Art in the Renaissance 9 2 11 

OS 8– Witch-craft and Witch-hunting 18 6 24 

OS 9 – Conquest and Colonization 37 4 41 

OS 10 – Revolution and Empire in France 22 9 31 

OS 11 – Women, gender and nation 13 1 14 

OS 12. The Romance of the People: The Folk 

Revival  from 1760 to 1914  

14 3 17 

OS 13 – The American Empire: 1823-1904 14 5 19 

OS 14 -   The Rise and Crises of  European 

Socialisms: 1881-1921 

20 4 24 

OS 15 – Radicalism in Britain 1965-75 12 - 12 

OS 16 – The World of Homer and Hesiod (AMH) - 1 1 

OS 17 – Augustan Rome (AMH) 1 5 6 

OS [18] – Industrialization in Britain & France 

1750-1870 

- 7 7 

    

Approaches to History 114 38 152 

Historiography: Tacitus to Weber 72 14 86 

Herodotus - - - 

Einhard and Asser 2 - 2 

Tocqueville 23 2 25 

Meinecke and Kehr 5 - 5 

Machiavelli 2 - 2 

Trotsky 2 - 2 

Diaz del Moral 8 1 9 

    

Quantification 2 1 3 

 

  



History of the British Isles (Sex/paper by paper) 

Class Nos 

(both 

sexes) 

% 
Men Women 

Women as 

% of total 

in each 

class 

   Nos % Nos %  

D 63 22.90 42 30.21 21 15.45 33.33 

Pass 212 77.10 97 69.79 115 84.55 54.24 

Ppass - - - - - - - 

Total 275 100 139 100 136 100 - 

 

 

General History (Sex/paper by paper) 

Class Nos 

(both 

sexes) 

% 
Men Women 

Women as 

% of total 

in each 

class 

   Nos % Nos %  

D 73 25.97 44 29.53 29 21.97 39.72 

Pass 208 74.03 105 70.47 103 78.03 49.51 

Ppass - - - - - - - 

Total 281 100 149 100 132 100 - 

 

 

 

  



Optional Subjects (Sex/paper by paper)  

Class Nos 

(both 

sexes) 

% 
Men Women 

Women as 

% of total 

in each 

class 

   Nos % Nos %  

D   74 23.20 48 28.24 26 17.44 35.13 

Pass 245 76.80 122 71.76 123 82.56 50.20 

Ppass - - - - - - - 

Total 319 100 170 100 149 100 - 

 

Approaches to History (Sex/paper by paper) 

Class Nos 

(both 

sexes) 

% 
Men Women 

Women as 

% of total 

in each 

class 

   Nos % Nos %  

D 39 25.66 26 32.50 13 18.05 33.33 

Pass 113 74.34 54 67.50 59 81.95 52.22 

Ppass - - - - - - - 

Total 152 100 80 100 72 100 - 

 

  



Historiography (Sex/paper by paper) 

Class Nos 

(both 

sexes) 

% 
Men Women 

Women as 

% of total 

in each 

class 

   Nos % Nos %  

D 26 30.24 10 21.73 16 40.0 61.54 

Pass 60 69.76 36 78.27 24 60.0 40.0 

Ppass - - - - - - - 

Total 86 100 46 100 40 100 - 

 

 

  



II Marking & Classification 

Of the 230 candidates, exactly half were female (and thus half male).  The proportion of 

distinctions, at nearly 28%, was the highest since 2005.  While a higher proportion of the 

male candidates secured distinctions (35%) as compared with women (20%), it may at least 

be said that the 23 female distinctions was a vast improvement on last year’s seven.  (Men 

advanced from 31 (25%) to 41.)  There is a gender gap on all types of paper which favours 

men, except in Historiography, where 40% of the female candidates were awarded first-class 

marks to 22% of the male; otherwise, in General History the relative proportions are 

30%:22% of each cohort, Optional 28:17, Approaches 32:18, and British 30:15.  On this 

evidence it is difficult to draw conclusions about development over the first year, with the 

overall proportion of candidates securing distinction marks in each paper as follows: BH 

23%; GH 26%; OS 23%; Approaches & Historiography 28%. 

The profiles of each marker were carefully scrutinized.  The top half of the marks of the 

lowest marker were scaled up, and the marks of another marker were stretched out over the 

70 and 60 borderlines, to bring these two markers’ profiles more in line with the average.  

Where these rescaled marks made a potential difference to a candidate’s class, the scripts 

themselves were carefully scrutinized.  An eye was also kept out for the marks of other 

markers further from the average, especially where they might make a difference to 

classification, or were just out of line.  

69 candidates (30%) had 80 scripts re-read (8.7%) (compared with 56 & 65 in 2012).  Nearly 

three-quarters of these re-reads were under the scrutiny rules for classification, 52 to assess 

possible upward movement into the distinctions, seven for possible downward movement.  

The 80 scripts split very evenly into 27 going down, 27 remaining unchanged, and 26 going 

up.  As a result, 13 candidates were raised into the distinctions, and five went down.   

Over one quarter of the re-reads (21) were not for classification purposes, but in order to 

ensure that the marks reported to candidates were as accurate as possible, using a range of 

diagnostic tools: marks which appeared prima facie to be out of line, all marks below 50, and 

any asterisked by markers for a second opinion.  This is an important procedure in a single-

marked exam, given the store which students set by their marks, and their possible use in 

third-year applications.  It is rendered less burdensome in that second-markers moderate the 

first marks, having sight of the original marks and comments. 

No paper was failed in the main school. 

 

III Comments on Papers: General 

Prelims represents a snap-shot of students’ progress one third of the way through the course.  

These results suggest that many candidates adjust well to reading History at Oxford, but that 

there is a significant minority who do not seem to have completed the transition from school 

study by the end of the first year, and who should be encouraged to have developed more 

fully by this point.   

Perhaps the most obvious symptom of this deficit is in candidates’ approach to questions.  

End-of-school exams seem largely to require candidates to answer questions which they have 

already thought about, and have probably worked through.  We expect our candidates, on the 

other hand, to write at least some answers on questions whose specific wording and 

orientation they will not have encountered in teaching.  This requires them, first, to read the 



questions much more carefully than they would if they’re expecting well-known ones, and 

secondly to think deeply about what the question is really asking.  This is not just a matter of 

defining terms, although reflection on the specific words in the question may well be 

necessary (in the candidate’s mind, if not actually on paper), but of seeing the fundamental 

point of the question, and possibly also the problems and ambiguities inherent in it.  Only 

when they have a deep sense of what the question is getting at (which is, of course, facilitated 

by wide and deep knowledge of the subject) can they develop an answer which really 

grapples with it.  Because candidates can’t rely on being fed standard questions by examiners, 

they need to take responsibility for thinking out approaches for themselves and shaping their 

own answers.  It is this process which historians should be urged to practise throughout their 

first year, especially if it is new to most.   

This is the most common complaint emerging from these reports.  Perhaps the upside of 

current sixth-form régimes is that much less irrelevance is complained of by examiners than 

of yore.  The abiding fault is not so much just writing out information pointlessly or trotting 

out tutorial essays irrelevantly (although weaker or less-well-prepared candidates do do this) 

as not quite engaging fully and deeply enough with what the question is asking.   

Another symptom of this general failure is that some candidates feel that a monolineal 

answer, argued hard and strong, is the best way to impress.  Candidates need to think about 

what possibilities are being (implicitly) suggested by the question, and to show awareness of 

the different possible approaches and arguments, even if space and time limit the scope for 

full exploration.  This is connected to another possible influence of school work, the tendency 

to write over-long introductions (and sometimes matching conclusions) taking up far too 

much space in a long essay.  (Examiners also noted that some candidates write very detailed 

essay-plans for themselves, which may not be the best use of their time.)  Moreover, 

introductions too often simply outline an answer, which almost certainly distracts candidates 

from thinking hard about the question.  An introduction may well indicate what the line of 

argument is going to be; but this should be part of an analysis of the issues in the question, 

and it is that which sets the direction of the essay, not a simple statement of an answer. 

A few other points of general application arise.  In all papers but especially the outlines 

students are encouraged to display breadth; they should thus avoid answering questions 

which are too closely related in material or theme, and thus give the impression of only 

having covered a small part of the agenda of the paper.  They should certainly not answer two 

questions with broadly the same material; this is sometimes a possibility when questions are 

phrased liberally so that they can be answered using different material, and students need to 

make strategic choices about what will impress examiners.  Candidates also need to explain 

how their examples support the points they’re making; to this extent, fewer, better-explained 

examples is better than names and dates liberally sprinkled but not unpacked for significance.  

Still less should candidates mention historians as if this was enough to invoke their argument.  

Candidates need to appropriate historians’ arguments, and the evidence on which they are 

based, for themselves, and probably need only mention names when the argument is 

specifically under scrutiny. 

 

History of the British Isles I: c. 300-1087 

The paper was taken by 40 candidates, including two from Joint Schools. Eight achieved 

Distinction marks (20%) and four fell into the 2.ii range (10%). The most popular questions 

were on conversion to Christianity (question 2, 20 answers) followed by questions 1 on the 



Adventus Saxonum, 3 on kingship, 7 on Vikings, 8 on the ‘making of England’ and 20 on the 

Norman Conquest, with 9-11 responses each. Questions 4 and 17 attracted no responses, 

while 5, 9, 10, 11, 15 and 16 found three takers or fewer. The question on the conversion to 

Christianity elicited some particularly effective consideration of the primary sources, with the 

best answers making thoughtful comparisons between the written and archaeological 

evidence, as well as addressing the historiography. Likewise, answers on the late Anglo-

Saxon state and the ‘making of England’ also drew on a very good grasp of the 

historiography and debates to produce some impressive and well-supported arguments. 

Christian kingship, pastoral care, towns, justice, women, monastic reform and the uses of 

writing all attracted some very good responses, marked out by their effective use of good 

examples, reflection on key primary sources, and awareness of the historiography. Weaker 

answers were less comprehensive or made less effective use of supporting examples. The 

question on the impact of Viking settlement on the British Isles unfortunately caught a few 

candidates out, who wrote about the Danelaw enthusiastically and at length, but did not 

address the wider geographical remit demanded by the question. Similarly some answers on 

the Norman Conquest fell down, through focusing on long-term developments only, or 

becoming entangled in detailed discussion of feudalism at the expense of other developments. 

A number of candidates clearly found introductions hard to write effectively, leading to a 

disjointed introduction and the essay really only taking off from the first substantive 

paragraph. Some weaker candidates also tended to end paragraphs with statements such as 

‘Thus the impact of X is clear.’ While summing up and linking sentences are very important, 

these work best where they are used to convey some qualitative evaluation and analysis at the 

same time (‘Thus the evidence of X clearly reveals the impact of Y.’). Overall, work for the 

paper showed closer engagement with the primary sources than General History I, and much 

solid work by a well-prepared group of candidates, but responses were perhaps slightly less 

well-argued, and a few more candidates were tripped up by misunderstandings of the 

questions than on GHI. The best essays were imaginative, very well informed, and engaged 

closely with the primary sources and historiography. 

History of the British Isles II: 1042-1330 

8 candidates of 45 secured marks in the 70s, with 5 in the 50s; the preponderance of those in 

the 60s was higher rather than lower in the band.  Nearly half the 135 answers were given to 

three questions: influences on the fortunes of rulers (27), co-operation between crown and 

church (19), and rebels’ self-interest/principle (18).  The first and last were the main pegs for 

political essays, which explains such bunching; and candidates wrote on different rulers and 

rebels, so that the answers were very diverse.  Otherwise, all but two questions (architectural 

change and landscape) attracted between one and nine answers, led by other broadly political 

– including Celtic – questions (Wales - 9, feudalism/bastard feudalism - 8, dynastic ambition 

vs state-building - 7, justice in Magna Carta - 7, Scotland - 6), and with the social, economic 

and cultural questions predictably lagging behind (although both women and books/literate 

mentality got 6).  

As the marks suggest, there was very little irrelevance on offer, which is encouraging 

(perhaps one beneficial product of formulaic sixth-form regimes).  The downside is the 

unwillingness to think hard about questions and what they might really be asking; so the 

result was too much competent but one-dimensional or flat-footed analysis.  Examples of 

inadequate grappling with questions are: the practice/theory dichotomy vis a vis in the 

women question; are self-interest and principle mutually exclusive, is there a difference 

between individual or collective self-interest, and why did they bother with articulating 

principles if they were irrelevant, as too many suggested or implied; or what dynastic 



ambition and (especially) state-building might mean; feudalism essays largely trotted out a 

pre-conceived line on the conquest, with no wider thinking about terminology or concepts.  

‘Why did churches generally co-operate with kings?’ is a classic example of a short question 

which needs unpacking: would we expect churches to be co-operating with kings or not in 

this period?  Bafflingly few mentioned papal reform as a background to their and our 

expectations.  On the other hand, the question on rulers’ inheritance-ability-luck gives many 

clues, but still requires these terms to be interpreted and thought through: not enough saw the 

distinction between circumstances within and without rulers’ control, and hardly any noticed 

the strengthening of inheritance as the period goes on – or concomitantly wondered why 

king-making was so unstable in the C11 & C12.  But this may result from the cut-off point at 

1216 for the majority: even if tutors limit their coverage to that period (because of 

understandable practical limits, although the outcome is regrettable) it is a pity that students 

don’t take advantage of the lectures on offer, or the odd text-book, at least to make 

themselves aware of what happened next.  Another symptom of inadequate thinking was 

some poor question-choice, with unsuccessful attempts to cram material into unsuitable 

questions. 

Still, this is expecting much from students studying a new period in their first term at Oxford, 

and the widespread competence on display is encouraging.  These able students should be 

encouraged, however, to think harder with what they know. 

History of the British Isles III: 1330-1550 

There were thirty three candidates for this paper: thirty from the main school and three from 

history and politics.  Seven candidates attained marks of Distinction, and  generally the 

performances showed high competence. 

Candidates answered a wide range of questions.  Chivalry (5) and the court (17) each 

persuaded one candidate to attempt them, and only the questions on towns (4), law (8), family 

structure (12), and Henry VIII’s government (19) were completely ignored.  Popular 

rebellions (3) attracted the most candidates, with 19 answers, despite, in many cases, a fairly 

exiguous knowledge of the course and conduct of revolts or of rebel demands.  Candidates 

have grown more confident about studying the different polities and societies of Scotland, 

England, Wales and Ireland, and the History of the British Isles III is not implicitly a paper 

about England alone.  Three answered on the Kings of Scotland – the same number as 

answered on Parliament, and some, answering Qn. 2, considered the nobility of Scotland.  

Though there were nine answers on political society in Wales and Scotland, disappointingly 

few considered the nature of Gaelic Ireland.  Candidates answering on the status of women 

evinced a wealth of knowledge and some engagement with the historiography.  The English 

Reformation elicited some interesting discussion, especially about traditional religion, but 

there was a general reluctance to consider evangelical doctrine and the new religion.  

In general, this paper demonstrated the engagement and enthusiasm of candidates for its 

central themes.   

History of the British Isles IV: 1500-1700 

There were sixty candidates for this paper, including twelve from HPOL.  There were many 

impressive answers: thoughtful, knowledgeable, pertinent and incisive.  The most successful 

candidates demonstrated an imaginative understanding of the period, proved their arguments 

with vivid and apposite evidence, and engaged in a sophisticated and lively way with 

historiographical debate. 



Candidates ranged widely through the paper, and there was a great variety of interpretation 

and argument.  There was a preponderance of interest in the sixteenth century, with few 

candidates engaging with the later part of the period.  Every question inspired some answers, 

except for those on the relief of poverty and English colonialism, and candidates this year, as 

in many others, fled from discussion of the economy.  Most candidates chose to focus 

prevailingly upon England, but some did venture to consider the other polities and societies 

within the British Isles, and there were even some who looked beyond them to the Continent 

and its influence.  Seventeen candidates compared James VI and I’s experiences in Scotland 

and England, but only six considered Charles’s support in each of his three kingdoms.  Some 

candidates wrote well about Ireland, but few anatomised its different societies.  The most 

popular questions concerned the Reformation: its popularity – or not – and how much was 

reformed.  Here the best answers considered the doctrines at the heart of the Reformation, 

and the ways to conversion, and discerned the attempts to reform religion and society, but 

there were also some precipitate answers which lacked definition and focus and simply 

rehearsed the tergiversations of monarchical religious policy.   

The general impression was of a group of candidates who had risen well to the challenges of 

this paper and had benefited from its study.  Many had thought critically and creatively about 

the period, and wrote about it convincingly. 

History of the British Isles V: 1685-1830  

This paper attracted only slightly fewer candidates than last year: 50 (as opposed to 55), of 

which 9 were from HPOL and 2 from HENG. 7 first class marks were awarded, 33 marks in 

the 60s, and 10 in the 50s – that’s to say more candidates performed at 2.2 than at first class 

standard. Nonetheless, the general impression was quite positive. Candidates generally 

displayed quite a good chronological range, except that it continues to be the case that few 

answer questions beyond the French Revolution. Some take the phrase ‘in this period’ to 

mean ‘until the French Revolution’, thereby excising three decades from the paper. Judging 

from the questions that candidates answered (not always a good guide) teaching focuses on 

politics, national identity, and the enlightenment. The industrial revolution attracted more 

answers than this examiner remembers having encountered in recent years: a pleasing 

indication of thematic breadth.  Nonetheless, not all students have got their heads round the 

concept of per capita output; a surprising number thought that growth in population would 

have contributed directly to this. The posing of a non-standard source-related question about 

national identity was quite successful, in that candidates took it in their stride and produced 

some interesting, unhackneyed answers. Some awareness of Scottish and Irish developments 

was common. Candidates showed little interest in the gender questions. There were however 

a few wholly political scripts offering surprisingly unreconstructed ‘Whiggish’ accounts of 

the period: the 1760s were suggested to have seen the first chink in the notion that 

government was not meant just to serve interests of the monarchy; public opinion was said 

finally to ‘mature’ in the early nineteenth century. In terms of essay-writing style, many 

answers got off to a nice brisk start, and contained unhackneyed unusual information. 

Conversely, there were some clunky chronological narratives, full of paragraphs beginning 

‘Then’ or ‘Next’, especially in response to the more political questions. Many candidates 

attempting Q9 (‘What part did monarchs play in shaping constitutional ideas?’ and 15 (‘Did 

governments become more responsive to public opinion’) struggled to establish a  conceptual 

framework for their answers. Q3 (‘Were there significant developments in the role of the 

crowd’) produced some confused answers, as students slid between conceiving of ‘the crowd’ 

as a social stratum and as a mode of action. Indeed there is a possible ambiguity there, but 

answers need to sort out, not replicate ambiguities. Some candidates made their task more 



difficult by attempting to set their theme against a very broad background before getting 

down to the meat of the question. Thus an answer to Q9 (as above) might begin with a 

general sketch of the powers of the monarch, or to Q6 (which asked if candidates agreed that 

‘If there was one institution which truly benefited from the Jacobite experience it was the 

British state’) with a general account of the British state. Candidates haven’t all yet grasped 

that questions are designed to elicit reasoned arguments, and that they’re best advised to 

embark on argument as quickly as possible. Moreover, A-level habits sometimes persist in 

that candidates sometimes cite historians to no particular end other than to demonstrate that 

they’ve heard of them; historians should be invoked more tactically. The range of 

accomplishment on display was wide, but in general, candidates seem to have formed their 

own views on the topics they were asked to discuss, and some succeed admirably in 

formulating succinct, interestingly illustrated answers under examination conditions. 

History of the British Isles VI: 1815-1924 

36 candidates sat this paper, 26 main school, 10 joint school.  13 of these obtained first class 

marks (36%), one a mark in the 50s (2.7%).  

There was an impressive range of questions answered, with good attention to social and 

economic topics, though the question on high culture did not find any takers. The question on 

whether Empire was a burden sometimes simply produced answers on whether it was 

popular, but in general this was well dealt with a gratifying spread of conclusions based upon 

serious engagement with the evidence. Questions on Liberalism, Labourism, education, and 

women were popular and generally well done. 

There is a certain tendency for candidates on this period to stress the placid reformism and 

urbane elite management above all else. In answering the popular Question (3), for example, 

candidates could certainly justify the argument that Britain was essentially stable between 

1815 and 1848, but due regard should be given to the stresses of an era that saw the collapse 

of a long established constitutional settlement between 1827 and 1830 (Repeal of the Test 

and Corporations Act, Catholic Emancipation, Great Reform act) as well as considerable and 

often menacing popular agitation culminating in Chartism. It was perhaps unadventurous of 

most candidates simply to argue that because Britain ultimately avoided revolution, this was 

not a particularly fraught and undetermined period. The best answers covered the time range 

of the question, rather than simply taking into consideration the Great Reform act or 

Chartism, and took seriously the strains to which the British body politick was subject. 

 

Only one candidate answered the question on the Irish Famine. Such a low take-up is 

unsurprising, as this catastrophic event of world historical significance has for some reason 

been absent from Oxford history examination papers for very many years. It would be good 

to see a return to the land question in Britain and Ireland more broadly in future years. It was 

certainly a topic that exercised statesmen of the period. 

 

As ever, the question on suffrage was popular, with most candidates tending towards the view 

that reform was mostly driven by a far-seeing and imperturbable elite. Again, this is broadly 

defensible, but it would be good also see recent historiography reflected which argues that 

elite attempts to assuage popular demands at minimal cost had a tendency to develop their 

own reformist dynamic in ways not entirely welcome to this same elite. 

 

In general, candidates have a tendency to ‘rush to judgement’ in answering questions, which 

rather reinforces the impression that they are wheeling out prepared packages. The best 



candidates will think on their feet, and interrogate their evidence from more than one point of 

view with the aim of building plausible cases for and against the propositions the question 

requires them to debate. This is not to say that candidates should avoid concluding with a 

determinate conclusion, but their ability is best shown off by an open-minded consideration 

of alternative perspectives, rather than by making a crushingly one-sided and prosecutorial 

case. Candidates do well to indicate that they can see both sides of a question, even as they 

settle at last on one side or another. 

 

History of the British Isles VII: since 1900 

11 candidates sat this paper, 7 main school, 4 joint school. 4 candidates (36.4%) obtained 

marks of 70 or above, while one candidate obtained a mark below 50.   

The standard achieved in this paper was generally good. At the weaker end, candidates relied 

too much on general knowledge gathered from awareness of current affairs, but the great bulk 

of candidates more successfully combined lively interest in recent history with an awareness 

that the protocols of evidence and critical scrutiny apply just as much to recent ‘national’ 

history as to papers of at first sight more exotic provenance. 

The question on Margaret Thatcher was extremely popular. The best answers evaluated the 

success of Thatcherism not only be ‘objective’ standards (the extent of economic recovery, 

for example) but also by the subjective standard of whether Thatcherism succeeded by its 

own criteria, such as in her stated aim of ‘re-moralising’ a society allergy drained of personal 

responsibility by excessive reliance upon the state. In other words, was post-Thatcher Britain 

the kind of society she had hoped to create? The question on New Labour was also popular, 

though usually not tackled quite as well. It would be helpful to consider New Labour in the 

long range: to what extent had ‘Old Labour’ ever intended to radically transcend capitalism? 

Was New Labour a continuation of, for example, 1950s Labour ‘revisionism’? 

The question on women’s rights attracted sound answers, though most candidates who 

answered this question struggled to give adequate attention to both first and second wave 

feminism. A demonstrated ability, when the question requires it, to range and compare across 

the span of the paper is important. Answers on religion were also popular, though there is a 

tendency to make a straw-man of ‘secularisation’ theories rather than investigate whether 

secularisation may be reconsidered as a partial affair, overlapping with certain forms of 

religiosity rather than simply competing with them in a zero-sum manner.  

Answers on the Northern Ireland Troubles are often vague on the main episodes of the 

conflict. Reference should be made to the civil rights movement, fall of Stormont, 

Sunningdale, Anglo-Irish Agreement, 1990s ceasefires and Belfast / Good Friday Agreement 

at least. There is also an unexamined assumption usually present that the conflict was entirely 

sectarian, without due recognition of the importance of the question of national identity as 

such, both within Northern Ireland and between Great Britain and Ireland. 

Overall, there was an impressive variety of questions were answered, and the evident 

enthusiasm and work of candidates was commendable. 

General History I: The Transformation of the Ancient World, 370-900 

80 candidates sat the paper, including 14 taking Joint Schools. 17 candidates achieved 

Distinction marks (21%) and 7 were awarded 2.ii marks (9%). All questions on the paper 

were attempted, although questions 6, 12, 16 and 19 on delegating power, peasants, trade 



networks and gifts attracted four takers or fewer. Questions 1 on concepts of transformation 

or decline and 3 on political collapse were the most popular (30 and 34 answers). While the 

end of the Roman empire in the west was the most popular example of political collapse, 

pleasingly some candidates took the opportunity to compare two or more empires, including 

China. The most successful responses defined political collapse and drew on the 

historiography in making their case; weaker answers tended to discuss collapse more 

generally, or failed to bring out which factor was most significant. Question 1 likewise 

provoked many thoughtful responses, some taking a narrow chronological focus while others 

considered developments across the full sweep of the paper. Overall, the responses to these 

questions and those on the economy, the cult of saints and dispute settlement drew 

confidently upon the historiography. It was striking, however, that there was much less use 

and awareness of the historiography for other topics, such as education and learning (q. 13, 

25 responses). On question 4, while the limits on the spread of Christianity were generally 

probed effectively, the limits on the spread of Islam proved more problematic: the best 

responses distinguished between the political and religious spread of Islam at the outset, 

while essays that failed to do so mostly offered a more limited answer or became entangled. 

While some candidates showed a real understanding of potential tensions between nomads 

and settled communities (q. 9, 9 answers), others were caught out and answered on migrating 

barbarians in general rather than steppe nomads in particular. Question 20 on sources 

attracted some strong answers, with the best also addressing the limitations of their chosen 

building or written source. In general, candidates across the paper could have reflected 

further on the problems inherent in the primary sources. Many good candidates failed to 

supply enough supporting evidence: for example some otherwise thoughtful discussions of 

towns and monasteries were pulled down by a lack of specific, detailed examples. The 2.ii 

marks mainly arose from problems with timing, or less familiarity with the medieval context. 

Shorter or incomplete third answers also drew a number of candidates with Distinction 

potential down into the 2.i range. Some candidates were writing very detailed essay plans, 

which may not be the most productive use of time in the exam. Overall, the best work on the 

paper was very perceptive, taking imaginative issue with the questions or terms such as 

‘decline’, and using the primary sources and historiography effectively to offer an 

independent perspective on the debates. The generally substantial, well-written essays 

pointed to an impressively well-prepared and thoughtful cohort who had engaged actively 

with the debates around the transformation of the Roman world in particular. 

General History II: Medieval Christendom and its Neighbours 1000-1300. 

12 candidates of 61 secured marks in the 70s, and 7 in the 50s; the other marks were evenly 

distributed across the 60s.  Nearly two-thirds of the 183 answers were provided by five 

questions: papacy (33), reform-heresy (32), crusading (25), Byzantium (21), religious orders 

(17).  The ecclesiastical bias is striking, especially alongside the neglect of politics: three 

questions covering rulers’ claims and their realization, community/hierarchy, and lordly 

autonomy could only muster 12 answers between them (largely on the first of those).  The 

relations between Christians and others in peripheral regions, especially but not only Iberia, 

fared just as well.  All the other questions except artistic changes received 1-6 answers.   

This profile may reflect a (welcome?) shift away from political topics, but it more likely a 

reluctance to tackle the broad conceptual parameters of those available; but this is meant to 

be a broad, thematic paper more than one demanding close knowledge.  All too often 

questions requiring broad knowledge were answered by candidates who didn’t have it.  The 

canons (let alone different types of reformists, nuns and military orders) were absent from the 

successive religious orders; and a default reform-cycle narrative obscured the pluralization of 



ideals.  Dualist heretics were not adequately distinguished from reformist ones (even if only 

to break down that distinction again), and the broader reform background was lacking with its 

multiple results – clerical exclusiveness as well as uncontrollable demands for further reform.  

Lack of chronology in these essays deprived them of an unfolding dynamic.  The 

development of crusading ideology and practice was too often treated largely using the first 

crusade and with no mention of the late twelfth century, or of the pluralization of crusading 

outside the Holy Land.  Similarly Byzantine answers deployed an inadequate chronological 

breadth. 

The other major problem was lack of thought about what the question might be asking.  ‘Did 

the papacy aspire to lead a church or a state?’ requires thought about tricky issues of 

terminology, perception and concept, and not just an essay about how political the papacy 

was; ‘both’ occurred to far too few candidates, quite apart from the state-like nature of the 

papal church, what a ‘church’ might mean and be attempting to achieve, the universally-

accepted distinction between temporal and spiritual, and so on.  The not-self-evident assertion 

in the crusade question about declining success might have provided the grit which 

stimulated pearls of reflection, rather than bafflement.  And when asked ‘Why was 

Byzantium able neither to dominate the west nor integrate into it’, candidates needed to ask 

themselves immediately, ‘did Byzantines want to do these things?’ before considering what 

was possible.  It must be possible in the first year to teach candidates that more is required of 

them than at school, in terms of taking responsibility for their approach to questions for 

themselves.  Indeed, the evident influence of one or two persuasive lectures makes the same 

point: a series of texts quoted from a hand-out cannot constitute a satisfactory answer if the 

lecturer was not arguing this particular question.  

All that said, most candidates can make competent arguments relevant to the question based 

on what they know.  They just need to be encouraged to acquire a breadth of knowledge in 

this paper, and to deploy it more thoughtfully. 

General History III: Renaissance, Recovery and Reform, 1400-1650 

Some 67 candidates sat GH III.  14 scripts received distinctions (most of them borderline, but 

two over 75), and 14 were marked below 60 (again mostly marginally).  Essays were spread 

roughly equally between the four sections of the paper: A (demography, urbanisation, poor 

relief, women and overseas expansion): 43 answers, B (intellectual history) 37, C (religion) 

59, D (politics, aristocracy, war) 50.   

Attention was also widely distributed amongst the questions: only two received less than five 

answers (16 Ottomans and 17 republicanism); 13 of 20 questions received between 5 and 10; 

and the main clustering was on five questions: Catholic Reform (23), war and government 

(21), popular revolt (20), the radical implications of Luther’s theology (16), and humanism 

(16). 

As usual, bunching resulted in part from formulations which allowed students to think they 

were boldly subverting the question when they were merely toeing the standard line in 

arguing that (13) much Catholic reform was not a response to the Reformation and (19) that 

truly popular revolts were not intended to change the structure of states or societies. In 

answering the former question, not one student recognised that, on the crucial issue of faith 

and works, Trent marginalised the previously mainstream tradition of Pauline-Augustinian 

theology from which Luther emerged.  On the latter, no mention was made of the Swiss 

revolt against Habsburg hegemony, and very few answers exploited the opportunity to talk 

about the Reformation.   



A more general problem was a failure to explore all the dimensions of a question.  In 

discussing the pattern of European overseas expansion (5), answers concentrated mostly on 

motivations, while technological means (guns, ships, sails, navigational aids, fortifications) 

were overlooked almost entirely (likewise trade, Asia and Portugal were neglected in favour 

of colonisation, America and Spain).  Discussions of ‘patronage of all the arts’ invariably 

collapsed into painting, with the occasional reference to architecture.  Essays on the 

intellectual consequences of discovery (9) were surprisingly patchy, given that John Elliott 

sketched out the broad framework in a very digestible and accessible little book ages ago.  

Wide-ranging essays on the effects of population growth (1) were provided primarily by 

HECON candidates (who tended to fare far less well on their other two questions). 

What all of these shortcomings illustrate is the tendency of first-years to gravitate toward 

political and social chestnuts, while avoiding the economic, technological, theological or 

intellectual dimensions of questions.  One of the best strategies for excelling is to equip 

oneself with a firm grasp of one or more of these areas.  As usual, some of the best answers in 

this year’s paper were on only moderately popular questions, such as poor relief (3), the legal 

status of women (4), and education (8). 

Another surprisingly elementary mistake was failure to define terms.  A good answer to 

question 6 depended on careful definitions of both ‘humanism’ and ‘Renaissance’, but none 

of the 16 essays on this question provided both.  Likewise, no one bothered to distinguish 

‘witchcraze’ (in question 15) from witchcraft beliefs, witchcraft accusations, witchcraft trials, 

or witch hunts.  On the military revolution (20), David Parrott is rapidly becoming the arbiter 

of orthodoxy.   

General History IV: Society, Nation, and Empire 1815-1914 

There were 71 candidates taking this paper, including 58 from the main school.  The overall 

performance can only be described as strong. Of the 71 candidates, 22 scored a first (roughly 

30%), 44 were awarded a 2.1 (around 60%), with the remaining 5 having to settle for a 2.2. 

The most popular questions concerned the Industrial Revolution (chosen by 36 candidates), 

followed by questions to do with religious identities (28 candidates), nationalism (22 

candidates), political inclusion and democracy (22), gender identities (15), socialist 

movements (12), elementary education (12), the bourgeoisie (10), revolutions (10), 

imperialism (8), rural society (7), and migration (5). Very few candidates chose to address 

questions on public architecture (2), technology of communications (1), or extra-European 

calls for self-determination (1). Candidates did particularly well on questions concerning 

gender (7 of the 15 who addressed that question got 70+), political inclusion (8 out of 22), 

religious identities (9 out of 28), the Industrial Revolution (8 out of 36), while only three of 

the 22 candidates who answered the nationalism question scored 70+. 

 

Optional Subject 1: Theories of State 

This year 79 students sat this paper (36 from joint schools), and all 14 questions were 

answered. The significant innovation made in the examination paper last year was retained: 

this came in the thematic questions (9-14), in which candidates were invited to ‘answer with 

reference to at least two of the set authors’. This change was introduced in order to give 

students the opportunity to focus on two or three of the set authors, rather than thinking that 

they were obliged to discuss all four. Many of the better answers did, in fact, take advantage 

of this opportunity to maintain a sharper and more analytical focus.  



Overall, the standard of answers was high, and reflected well on students’ development by 

the Trinity Term, in which they will have studied for this paper. Students did, however, treat 

the instruction in the rubric to use refer to the ‘prescribed authorities’ very differently. Some 

History & Politics students tended to neglect the texts themselves and argue solely by 

reference to conjectural examples (sometimes anachronistic ones), while, at the opposite 

extreme, some History students tended to cite from the texts in a purely illustrative way. The 

best answers combined an analytical reading of the primary texts with a consideration of 

interpretative problems highlighted in the secondary literature. For this, a clear knowledge of 

the texts is more important than numerous quotations.  

 

Approaches to History 

152 candidates sat the paper (38 from joint schools). 38 candidates (25%) achieved first class 

marks, with some outstanding performances at the top end. 10 candidates were awarded 

marks in the 50s (6.6%).  The most popular section was Sociology (section F) with over 100 

answers, followed over 80 for Art (C), Economics (D) and Gender (E) and nearly 70 for 

Anthropology (A), with Archaeology (B) lagging behind at 22 responses.  All but three 

questions on the paper were attempted (B10, urban space, D16, the rational optimising 

model, and F27 on alienation/anomie). Question C14 (why rulers commission works of art) 

proved most popular, with over 40 answers, followed by F29, on the distinction between 

‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies (38) and D20, on whether economic history suggests that 

‘geography is destiny’ (35).    

Within Sociology, after F29, there were 28 answers on the functioning of power (F30), and 

15-20 for group behaviour in times of rapid change (F28), and the uses of the comparative 

perspective (F26). Rather unusually, understanding of the basics drawn from Weber, Marx 

and Durkheim appeared rather inadequate compared to treatment of more recent 

historiographical interventions on these topics (perhaps an over-reaction to last year’s report); 

it is useful, in this paper, to firmly locate contemporary debates in the evolving sociological 

tradition.  Answers on Economics were led by the Great Divergence (D20), currently a topic 

exciting great interest; in general, the standard reached was impressive, with a good 

understanding of recent research on display. The best answers in this section had something 

to say about the knotty methodological problems inherent in estimating historical economic 

performance. The work of History and Economics Joint School students stood out as 

especially strong, unsurprisingly given the technical equipment they could bring to bear in 

their answers.  The popularity of the questions on Art (but not including images and miracles 

(C12) which received a solitary answer) was sometimes belied by a thoughtlessly restrictive 

definition of ‘art’, too often simply equated with painting and excluding the other visual arts: 

sculpture and architecture, engraving, photography and the (anachronistically desribed) 

'decorative'.  Archaeology, although far less popular, was generally done well, with 

candidates drawing on strong examples and a high level of knowledge. 

Successfully integrating the work of anthropologists, sociologists and others with that of 

historians proved challenging for many. Faced with the unfamiliar demands of this paper, 

some fell back into A-level modes of argument, ('A says this, and B argues this, and I think 

this is all quite sensible within certain limits...') to a much larger extent than on other Prelims 

papers (in particular the Optional paper, taught in Trinity Term, where candidates’ essays 

tended to be much more analytical). Defining key terms better, or focusing more precisely on 

the question, would have brought up the marks of many candidates in the low-to-mid-2.i 



range; often such candidates offered some acute observations, but failed to develop them into 

a sustained analysis. The 2.ii essays tended to be more superficial and simplistic in their 

handling of concepts, or to suffer from a lack of clarity. On the other hand, there was much 

excellent work on the paper, marked by subtle handling of concepts, debates and 

methodologies. Successful scripts made effective use of well-developed examples, with some 

candidates deploying strikingly thoughtful and original material. Though the demands of 

bridging the different disciplines proved daunting for some candidates, the Approaches paper 

is a valuable exercise, which serves important functions in broadening students’ horizons and 

deepening reflections about the intellectual underpinnings of various forms of historical 

analysis. 

 

Historiography: Tacitus to Weber 

There were 86 candidates, of which 14 were joint-schools.  There were some exceptionally 

good scripts this year, and a satisfying number (20) of clear Distinction standard. The 

majority, however, remained safely in the mid-sixties, but only a very small number did 

worse than this. Generally, candidates were well prepared for the paper, demonstrating a sure 

knowledge of texts, if they were not always as confident when treating the context in which 

those texts were written: the very best scripts were attentive to both interpretative elements. 

Most candidates stayed securely with three historians as their mainstays; even here, the better 

candidates drew on knowledge of other historians studied for the paper when making 

arguments about specific individuals. Those who chose to write answers to the more general 

questions at the end of the paper did so securely, although weaker candidates tended to 

demonstrate a less certain knowledge of the historians they had relegated to this comparative 

status. A small number chose to write two answers of this kind; some did so exceptionally 

well, but this is not a strategy to be recommended to any but the most confident candidates. 

More than occasionally, one sensed that the ghost of a tutorial essay had been called back 

from the dead in answering questions; as a result, spontaneity and freshness were lost, and a 

genuine engagement with the specifics of the question failed to emerge: candidates should 

exorcise such spirits when sitting any examination, and this applies a fortiori to the 

Historiography paper. This was all too clear when unfamiliar variations on conventional 

views of a subject were taken; as, for example, with the question on Machiavelli and 

Renaissance and ancient politics. Most candidates answering this question were sure quickly, 

often immediately, to turn it around to fit their more conventional perspectives, but all too 

few justified this procedure as strongly as they really ought to have done. Questions are asked 

to make candidates think; if they dissent from the foundations of a question, they should 

make clear why they do so, something the very best candidates did again and again. 

Similarly, the best candidates demonstrated consistency in their thinking across the paper; 

and candidates should think about the broader historiographical issues this paper raises as 

well as the specifics encountered in the writings of particular historians. Satisfyingly, all of 

the questions asked secured an answer from at least two candidates, although it was 

noticeable that only very few chose to tackle the questions relating to the speed with which 

Ranke acquired his authoritative reputation or the issue of Weber’s appeal to primary sources. 

There is a tendency to play safe with this paper; the occasional calculated interpretative risk 

is to be encouraged, but this can only be undertaken if candidates are thoroughly familiar 

with the material they adduce in making their case; a handful of candidates chose to make 

this approach to the paper, invariably with great success. Fluency and liveliness marked the 

best papers, as did a desire to get beyond the commonplace in their assessment of texts and 

contexts. Candidates should try not to mire themselves in quotation, but to paraphrase 



arguments and contentions; that way they can secure their own interpretations and 

perspectives more deftly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


