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1. The examination process  
As in previous years, the Part IB HPS examination consisted of two papers: History 
of Science (HPS/1), and Philosophy of Science (HPS/2). The examiners were 
Dmitriy Myelnikov (senior examiner), Anna Alexandrova, Rosanna Dent, Michael 
Diamond-Hunter, Stephen John, and Staffan Müller-Wille. There was no external 
examiner. 
 
Candidates sat two three-hour invigilated exam papers using the Inspera platform 
for the first time. For each exam, candidates answered 4 questions from a choice 
of 12 (1 out of 2 Section A questions; 3 out of 10 Section B questions). The HPS/1 
exam took place on Wednesday, 28 May 2025, 13.30–16.30 and HPS/2 on Friday, 
13 June 2023,09.00–12.00. No candidates withdrew. In one case, a candidate 
struggled with launching Inspera, so they typed up the answers in a word 
processor under invigilation. There were no other notable incidents during the 
examinations, to the examiners’ best knowledge. All candidates with registered 
disabilities were accommodated appropriately, also to the examiners’ best 
knowledge. 
 
Drs Dent, Müller-Wille and Myelnikov read the History of Science scripts, and Drs 
Alexandrova, Diamond-Hunter and John read the Philosophy of Science scripts. 
Each script was blind double‐marked. On each paper, any given examiner read 2/3 
of the scripts, the rota being arranged so that each pairing of examiners was 
assigned 1/3 of the whole set. A numerical mark out of 100 was given by each 
examiner to each script, and that mark was agreed between the two examiners in 
each case; in very few cases, agreement was reached with the help of the 
remaining examiner. Where there were significant disagreements in marks, 
answers to individual questions were discussed and considered.  
 
2. The subject examiners’ meeting, and recommendations arising from it  
The HPS Part IB Final Examiners’ Meeting on 27 June was attended in-person by all 
examiners except Dr Diamond-Hunter, who joined via Teams. Marks on the 
individual papers, HPS/1 and HPS/2, had all been agreed at the prior meetings on 
26 June (HPS/1) and the morning of 27 June (HPS/2), and were combined to provide 
an overall mark for each candidate. As in previous years, the examiners agreed to 
lower the average marks for HPS/1 by one point except for the very top 
performances, to better align with the marking pattern for HPS/2, which in turn 
came closer to the NST IB target distribution. The combined adjusted marks, 
however, did not meet the expected grade distribution, nor the cohort values, so 
the scaling formula was used for the NSTIB candidates.  
 
 



3. Summary of results 
A total of 24 NSTIB candidates sat both papers; 3 non-standard candidates sat 
HPS/1, 11 non-standard candidates sat HPS/2. After the scaling formula was 
applied for NSTIB candidates, the cohort boundary value of 69.083 was selected to 
determine the 2.i/1st boundary, and an adjusted value of 63.0 for the 2.i/2.ii 
boundary, mapping onto a reasonable gap in the marks. This produced 16.67% 
firsts, and 66.67% firsts-and-2is, within the target values for the size of the cohort. 
The average NSTIB mark was 63.34 with the standard deviation of 5.57. No 
candidates withdrew.  
 
4. Comments on performance on individual questions 
As in previous years, there was some unevenness in the distribution of candidates 
tackling different questions. For Section A, in HPS/1 there was a strong preference 
for Q2 (20 out of 27). For Section B, there was uneven distribution in both exams. 
For HPS/1, there were spikes on Q4 (14 out of 27 candidates chose this), and Q8 
(16 out of 27). For HPS/2, Q3 was answered by over two-thirds of the candidates 
(25 out of 35). This was a question on Popper and Kuhn, such questions seeing 
large spikes also in previous years. Q7, on octopus cognition, was also very 
popular, chosen by 22 candidates out of 35.  
 
 

Distribution of answers 
 

 
 
 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 

HPS/1 7 20 11 14 1 6 6 16 8 4 8 7 

HPS/2 25 11 29 6 7 4 22 3 15 2 9 9 
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Average mark by question 
 

 
 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 

HPS/1 67.29 65.68 67.55 68.75 71.50 62.92 59.08 66.78 66.88 63.75 69.50 66.21 

HPS/2 63.64 65.00 65.03 52.92 62.07 64.38 64.45 70.00 62.53 63.50 60.39 69.50 

 
 
HPS/1 History of science 
 
1. Has scientific knowledge grown over time, and if so, in what sense and how?   
This was the less popular Section A question but overall answered quite well. The 
best essays defined the meaning of ‘growth’, and considered counterexamples, for 
instance the importance of ancient knowledge (and appeals to it) for early modern 
natural philosophers. Many answers built on the argument presented in the 
Empires of Knowledge lectures, but candidates used a range of examples.   
 

2. How have institutions shaped the production of knowledge about nature?  
This was the more popular Section A question. Institutions are not something that 
has been well defined in the lectures, and perhaps as a result the candidates took 
the meaning to be very broad. Most discussed scientific societies and academies, 
hospitals, museums, and international organisations. Some candidates stretched 
the definition too far, for instance counting empire as an institution. Few spotted 
the question’s relevance to questions of norms, values, and standards, but many 
did observe that ‘knowledge about nature’ goes beyond organised Western science 
and considered the roles of institutions in excluding knowledge claims.  
 

3. Why did so many early modern natural philosophers dedicate their books to 
princely and church rulers?  
This was mostly well answered, with strong focus on patronage in courts and the 
importance of the Catholic church to Early Modern natural philosophy. The 
answers rarely strayed far from lecture materials, however.    
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4. Was Isaac Newton the ‘last of the magicians’?  
This was a popular question, mostly answered competently. Stronger answers 
considered Keynes’s quote in the context of historiography of science and 
changing images of Newton and picked up on the “last” in the quote, challenging 
the decline-of-magic narrative and arguing for continuous influence of occult 
sciences for some time after Newton. There was a good diversity of arguments 
made in response to the question.     
 

5. How did scholars and artisans in early modern East Asia make knowledge about 
plants and objects?  
Only one candidate answered this question. 
  
6. What impact (if any) did Europe's universities have on the development of 
natural philosophy after 1600?  
There were some strong answers to this question, but many candidates struggled 
to define a manageable period to focus on. Some otherwise good essays 
concentrated on examples before 1600 (e.g. Vesalius’s anatomy and sixteenth-
century European exploration of the Americas) and thus could not be marked 
above a 2.ii.   
 

7. How did nineteenth-century experimental physicists establish authority outside 
their laboratories?  
The answers largely focused on patronage and status of physics, as well as its 
relevance to industrial and imperial projects. Some of the stronger answers 
questioned the division between the inside and outside of the laboratory and 
argued for continuity of efforts across sites. Few candidates spotted the 
opportunity to discuss standardisation. One answer, while attempting to tie the 
argument to physics, focused on the rise of bacteriology.  
  
8. Why did the evolution of species become such an influential idea around the 
world in the late nineteenth century?  
This was the most popular Section B question, which the candidates largely 
answered quite well, if staying close to the lecture materials. The case studies of 
translating Darwin globally were largely well presented. Several students 
interpreted Darwin’s extensive correspondence as primarily a tool of propaganda, 
rather than a project of data collection and network-building, but not convincingly. 
 

9. Was the First World War the ‘chemists’ war’?  
There were many strong answers here, which stayed rather close to the lecture 
materials. Many candidates primarily focused on the issues of fertiliser supply and 
post-WWI autarky, which, while certainly relevant, meant less attention was paid 
to chemical weapons and their legacy in the interwar period and beyond.  
 

  



10. ‘There are no magic bullets.’ Discuss in relation to pharmaceuticals in the 
twentieth century.   
Several candidates took an overly broad approach to what a ‘magic bullet’ might 
mean in this context, discussing various examples from medical history in the 
twentieth century, some not involving pharmaceuticals at all. There were also 
some very original answers, however, focusing on antibiotic resistance, farming, 
and bacteriophage therapy.  
  
11. Activists’ challenges to scientific and medical authority since the 1960s have 
been a positive development. Discuss.  
There were some strong answers to this question which brought a range of 
examples to bear. Many candidates synthesised materials from Science in Power 
and Science and Crisis courses well.   
  
12. Why has genomic research into human diversity generated controversy?  
Given how close the relevant lecture was to the exam, this was a relatively popular 
question. There was a good range of examples used, including the HGDP, and 
several candidates engaged with Kim TallBear’s work well, but few attempted to 
construct a strong argument to addess the “why” in the question.  
 
HPS/2 Philosophy of Science 
 
1. Could science exist without scientific communities?  
There were some impressive answers, but overall, this question was answered by 
listing ways in which community is helpful to scientific research, which is not the 
same as whether science could exist without it. Few candidates took the 
opportunity here to ask whether the very idea of knowledge is social. 
 

2. Should scientists pay more attention to philosophers? Should philosophers pay 
more attention to scientists?  
The candidates who chose this question seemed much more comfortable with the 
first half than the second, which was acceptable if the first half was well-
addressed. Some examiners noted that two-part questions can be potentially 
misleading and wondered if the candidates were preaching to the choir somewhat, 
as the majority argued scientists should listen more to philosophers. 
 

3. Contrast and assess Kuhn’s and Popper’s philosophies of science with respect 
to the demarcation problem.   
This was an overwhelmingly popular question, with much clustering around 
similar points when explaining Popper’s and Kuhn’s positions. Stronger answers 
took the “assess” part of the question closer to heart and made sure to follow the 
instruction to focus specifically on the demarcation problem.  
  
 
 



4. Compare Feyerabend’s critique of method to Cartwright’s. Which, if either, is 
more convincing?  
This question was generally answered rather cautiously. Few candidates 
presented sophisticated arguments or attempted to properly defend either 
philosopher’s position. Cartwright’s arguments were not as well understood as 
Feyerabend’s, especially that her emphasis on rejecting method was because she 
sees it as a distraction from focusing on multiple lines of evidence for causal 
claims. 
 
5. The underdetermination of theories by data necessitates scientists’ reliance on 
social factors in theory choice. Do you agree?  
This question produced answers that showed adequate understanding of 
underdetermination. However, the examiners wanted to see more of a discussion 
of what might count as a social factor or value, and for the candidates to not take it 
for granted that values are always social. 
  
6. What, if anything, does Absolute Space explain?  
Not many candidates answered this question. The ones who did tended to 
compare Absolute Space to other concepts, rather than answering the question of 
what it might be able to explain.   
 

7. Does the different organisation of the octopus brain, compared to the human 
brain, preclude octopuses from experiencing pain in a way comparable to 
humans?   
This was a popular question. Many candidates used the question as an 
opportunity to discuss different conceptions of the mental. Stronger answers 
focused on the specifics of the octopus example and what ‘comparable’ might 
mean.   
  
8. Is the idea of representational risk helpful for understanding how values 
influence the development of models?  
Few students chose this question. The ones who did largely agreed with the 
premise and did not consider potential objections. 
  
9. Should we be more sceptical towards claims of social scientists than towards 
those of natural scientists?  
Most candidates discussed what might be special about the social sciences. 
Stronger answers translated these issues to arguments for or against greater 
scepticism and imagined what that might look like in practice. 
  
10. Do values play a special role in psychology and social sciences?  
Only two candidates answered this question and here again it would have been 
better to see stronger definition of what counts as a value and what counts as 
special 
 
 



11. When should policymakers act on uncertain results?  
Weaker answers did not engage with the precautionary principle, or the idea that 
some mistakes might be worse than others but took the question as an 
opportunity to provide general ideas about policy under conditions of uncertainty. 
 
12. Does biology need a unified species concept?  
This was a popular question, despite the materials coming quite late in the 
academic year. There were generally strong answers here, some memorably so.  
 
 
5. Reflections 
The examiners were satisfied with the conduct and progress of the examinations 
and marking, and the transition to the invigilated closed-book typed format. The 
first trial of the Inspera platform went smoothly, with only one case of technical 
difficulty that was resolved to everyone’s satisfaction with a back-up strategy of 
word-processing the answers under invigilation. While there were some concerns 
about whether exam-only assessment was the best way to evaluate performance 
and achievement in HPS, the examiners largely agreed that original approaches to 
answering questions were more noticeable this year. The examiners also agreed 
that the invigilated closed-book format allayed worries about potential plagiarism 
or uses of generative AI, making the marking process more rewarding.  
 
Especially for HPS/1, while there was some inevitable regurgitation of memorised 
lecture material, the examiners felt the candidates were better at focusing on 
giving an answer to the specific question compared to the open-book format. With 
HPS/2, some examiners noted that year after year, regardless of format, many 
students continue reproducing expositions of philosophical debates that they had 
prepared rather than trying to purposefully answer the question posed to them.  


