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1 Make five criticisms of the statistic in the advertisement and/or the inference drawn from 
it.    [5] 

 
 1 mark for any of the following: 
 

• unclear if the figure refers to individual bacteria or bacterial species 

• no information about dose / procedure required to kill 99.9% 

• 0.1% remaining might still be harmful / the most dangerous ones / represent a significant 
(and therefore potentially harmful) population 

• no information about proportion of bacteria killed by conventional cleaning (without using 
ExGerminate) 

• assumes a low number of bacteria is a prerequisite for a surface on which one would want 
dinner to be served; there might be more bacteria on a plate than on a treated work surface 

• assumes that the presence of bacteria on a work surface is a problem that needs to be dealt 
with 

• conflation of bacteria with all harmful organisms and substances – there may be other 
harmful organisms or substances that are not removed by ExGerminate 

• assumption that the profile of bacteria on a typical kitchen work surface is representative of 
all bacterial species 

• assumption that ex-Germinate is less harmful than bacteria / does not make eating your 
dinner from the work surface more hazardous 

• allow max 1 mark for a biological discussion of lack of competition from other microbes / 
development of resistance / population growth curves 

 
 
2 Briefly analyse Dave’s argument in Document 1: If you believe..., by identifying its main 

conclusion, intermediate conclusions and counter-assertions. [6] 
 

1 mark for each element (maximum 4 if MC not identified) 
 
MC – (However,) it [the Apollo 11 ‘mission to the moon’] was clearly a hoax. 
 
IC – It is impossible that something as complex as a manned mission to the moon could have 
been carried out using the technology of the time. 
IC – Sixties technology was just not up to the job. 
 
IC – A hoax makes sense in view of the political climate of the Cold War. 
 
CA – We can send people into orbit and we can send hardware to the moon 
IC – (but) people never went to the moon. 
 
IC – Some of the evidence against the moon landings is undeniable. 
CA – (People with a vested interest to distort the truth think) they can explain away such 
evidence with science 
 
IC – He was clearly ashamed of something. 
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3 Give a critical evaluation of the strength of Dave’s argument in Document 1: If you 
believe..., by identifying and explaining any flaws, implicit assumptions and other 
weaknesses. [9] 

 
 2 marks for a developed version of any of the following points. 
 1 mark for a weak or incomplete version of any of the following points. 
 
 The frequent use of inverted commas or ‘scare quotes’ throughout the document is designed to 

influence the reader’s opinion without the use of reasons. 
 
 Paragraph 1 
 
 Loaded language / ad hominem – attempt to discredit those who don’t support the author’s view 

by describing them as ‘gullible’. 
 
 Paragraph 2 
 
 Assumption – that the technology needed for a manned space mission is comparable to that 

associated with mobile phones, video recorders and the internet. 
 
 The figure of 50% is used deceptively. The proportion of missions flown ending in a crash would 

be a more relevant and meaningful statistic. 
 
 Paragraph 3 
 
 Contradiction – having claimed, in paragraph 2, that a manned mission to the moon was beyond 

the technology of the time, the author now claims that such missions were merely unaffordable. 
 
 Inconsistency – if the missions were ‘top secret’, how does the author know about them? 
 
 Paragraph 4 
 
 Weak analogy – there are significant differences between drug trials and trials for space 

missions, e.g. drug trials are more heavily regulated. 
 
 The analogy is in any case confused: the mission objective (putting a man on the moon) is 

couched as analogous to the drug, whereas it should be compared with ‘curing the disease’ – 
with the space vehicle being analogous to the drug. 

 
 Non sequitur – just because a trial fails, it does not follow that the objective is impossible to 

achieve. 
 
 Paragraph 5 
 
 Contradiction – having stated that the evidence is undeniable the author then states that there 

are people who think they can explain away the evidence. 
 
 Assumption – that there is no other substance on the moon which could produce the appearance 

of wet sand. 
 

Inconsistency / selective use of information – in stating that there is no sand or water on the 
moon the author appears to acknowledge the truth of certain aspects of moon-related information 
whilst denying others. (1 mark max) 
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 ad hominem – dismissing the arguments of those who deny the evidence on the basis of a 
claimed vested interest. 

 
 Paragraph 6 
 
 Assumption – that reclusiveness and reticence can be caused only by shame. 
 
 Paragraph 7 
 
 Weak analogy – when viewing a magic show you are starting in the knowledge that it will be an 

illusion; whereas in the case of the alleged hoax you are being deceived. 
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4 ‘We should not be concerned about the spread of conspiracy theories.’ 
 
 Construct a reasoned argument to support or challenge this claim, commenting critically on some or all of Documents 1 to 5 and 

introducing ideas of your own.  [30] 
 

Level Structure 
Max 

8 
Quality of argument 

Max 
8 

Use of documents 
Max 

8 
Treatment  of counter 

positions 
Max 

6 

4 Precise conclusion and 
accomplished argument structure 
with consistent use of 
intermediate conclusions. 
Likely to include at least two of 
the following: 

• strands of reasoning 

• suppositional reasoning 

• analogy 

• evidence 

• examples 
Argument is structured so the 
thought process is made clear. 
Uses vocabulary of reasoning 
appropriately and effectively to 
support argument. 

7–8 Cogent and convincing 
reasoning which answers the 
question which was asked. 
Subtle thinking about the 
issue. 
Use of relevant own ideas 
and ideas from documents. 
No glaring gaps or flaws. 
 

7–8 Perceptive, relevant and 
accurate use of documents 
to support reasoning. 
References 3+ documents. 
Sustained and confident 
evaluation of documents to 
support reasoning. (Two or 
more valid evaluative 
references to documents). 
Able to combine 
information from two or 
more documents and draw 
a precise inference. 

7–8 Consideration of key 
counter arguments and 
effective response to 
these. 
Use of own ideas in 
response to counter 
arguments not mentioned 
in the documents. 
Use of valid critical tools 
to respond to counter 
arguments. 
Effective use of 
appropriate terminology. 

5–6 

3 Clear conclusion that is more than 
“I agree”.  
Clear argument structure, which 
may be simple and precise or 
attempt complexity with some 
success. 
Appropriate use of intermediate 
conclusions. 
Use of other argument elements 
to support reasoning. 
Generally makes thinking clear. 
Appropriate use of vocabulary of 
reasoning. 

5–6 Effective and persuasive 
reasoning which answers the 
question which was asked. 
(Although there may be 
some irrelevance or reliance 
on dubious assumptions.) 
Use of own ideas and ideas 
from documents. 
Few significant gaps or flaws. 
 

5–6 Relevant and accurate use 
of documents which 
supports reasoning. 
References 3+ documents.  
Some evaluation and 
comparison of documents 
to support reasoning. 
Inference drawn from at 
least 1 document. 
 

5–6 Consideration of key 
counter arguments and 
effective response to 
these. 

Response uses own 
ideas or is developed 
from documents. 
Some use of appropriate 
terminology. 

3–4 
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Level Structure 
Max 

8 
Quality of argument 

Max 
8 

Use of documents 
Max 

8 
Treatment  of counter 

positions 
Max 

6 

2 Conclusion stated but may be “I 
agree”. 
Sufficient clarity for meaning to be 
clear throughout. 
Structure may be easy to follow 
but brief or a longer argument 
which has a less clear structure. 
Uses reasons. 
Some appropriate use of 
vocabulary of reasoning. 

3–4 A reasoned stance which 
attempts to answer the 
question which was asked. 
Some support for the 
conclusion. (Although there 
may be considerable 
irrelevance or reliance on 
dubious assumptions.) 
Some thinking/own ideas 
about the issue. 
Use of rhetorical questions 
and emotive language. 
Some significant gaps or 
flaws. 

3–4 Some relevant use of 
documents to support 
reasoning, but some 
documents used 
indiscriminately. 
Some comparison of 
documents or some critical 
evaluation of documents or 
reasoned inference drawn 
from document. 
 
 

3–4 Inclusion of counter 
argument or counter 
assertion. 
Response is direct and 
uses own ideas, albeit 
weakly or is taken entirely 
from documents. 

2 

1 Attempt to construct an argument. 
Unclear conclusion, multiple 
conclusions or no conclusion. 
Disjointed, incoherent reasoning. 
Use of examples in place of 
reasoning. 
Possibly a discourse or a rant. 
Reasons presented with no 
logical connection. 
Documents considered 
sequentially. 
Substantial irrelevant material. 

1–2 Attempt to answer the 
general thrust of the 
question. 
Attempt to support their view. 
Excessive use of rhetorical 
questions and emotive 
language. 
Ideas which are 
contradictory. 
 

1–2 Some, perhaps implicit, use 
of documents. 
No attempt at critical 
evaluation. 
No comparison of 
documents. 

1–2 Inclusion of counter 
argument or counter 
assertion. 
Response is direct but 
ineffective. 

1 
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Example Level 4 Answers 

 
Support (778 words) 
 
It is true that most conspiracy theories are wildly inaccurate and many of their adherents could rightly 
be described as cranks. However, they do serve a range of useful purposes in today’s society and, for 
that reason, we should not be concerned about the spread of conspiracy theories. 
 
Blind acceptance of facts from above is not a good approach, and a healthy dose of well-publicised 
conspiracy theories makes such acceptance less likely. Countries such as North Korea and pre-war 
Germany demonstrate the dangers of a population that does not question the official line.  
 
Conspiracy theories are, more often than not, critical of the establishment of the day and this criticism 
is a good thing for democracy. It helps to hold governments to account and forces them to justify 
decision making to a sceptical audience. It also makes governments more cautious – if they think that 
vast numbers of people are surfing the internet scrutinising their every move then they are less likely 
to do things that they might regret. In the judicial process we have one lawyer for each side. The 
defence lawyer has to scrutinise and criticise everything that the prosecution lawyer says. We are 
comfortable that that is an appropriate way to administer justice. We should be comfortable that that is 
an appropriate way to administer a country. Of course there are differences, I am not talking here of 
one party versus another but of the whole system of government versus ‘maybe it’s not the best 
system of government’. A ‘Devil’s Advocate’ for democratic government, you could say. 
 
All this might seem like so much hot air if conspiracy theories did not sometimes turn out to be true. 
As Document 3 states, “the Joint Chiefs of Staff really did plan a Cuban terror campaign in the run up 
to a planned invasion”. In the UK in the 1980s, trade union leader Arthur Scargill claimed that the 
government of Margaret Thatcher had a secret plan to close over 70 coal mines. Everyone in the 
media, and most of the general public, thought he was a deluded crank. Thirty years later it turned out 
the government had planned to close 75 mines (in fact they closed 159). Furthermore, with the help of 
the security services, there was a conspiracy to provoke the miners’ union into an unsupported strike 
which would undermine the whole trade union movement in the UK.  
 
Even if only 5% of such theories are true that is enough to justify their existence. We justify the use of 
motorcycle helmets when fewer than 5% of journeys result in a crash. Document 4, if it is a random 
representative range of theories and if the students’ research and debating was thorough, suggests 
that ‘true’ conspiracies are in the minority. However, in this case it is 3 out of 21, way more than 5%. 
So, on the basis of Document 5, conspiracy theories are doing their job. 
 
The existence of conspiracy theories might have less obvious benefits. Document 5 is probably 
intended as evidence that people are gullible. It could, however, be used by the US (or any other) 
government as a gauge of public opinion of the US in other countries and therefore help to inform 
foreign policy. Furthermore, these conspiracy theories spread fast on the internet. They test internet 
security systems. They provide an opportunity for our security services to practise tracking ‘covert’ 
internet traffic in a less urgent and less life-threatening manner than is sometimes the case. So, 
conspiracy theories potentially have many benefits one would not immediately foresee.  
 
As the reasonably balanced Document 3 states, conspiracy theories can enthuse and educate 
children. It is one thing telling students about the assassination of JFK – some may be interested, 
some not. But if there is some debate about what happened, shady dealings involving the mafia and 
the CIA, then all of a sudden a whole new group of students is interested. Document 3 also cites the 
use of the moon landings’ conspiracy theory to teach science. Document 1 makes the same point. 
The Document itself is weakened by its many assumptions, but it is just these sorts of assumptions 
that can be highlighted and explored in school science lessons.  
 



Page 8 Mark Scheme Syllabus Paper 

 Cambridge International A Level – May/June 2016 9694 41 
 

© Cambridge International Examinations 2016 

Document 2 claims that conspiracy theories cost lives. This document is written as something of a 
rant and the numbers quoted seem hyperbolic but we could, for the moment, assume they are true. 
The examples selected are likely to be extreme. Counter-examples, where such a scare might well 
have prevented pain and suffering, are also likely to exist – Thalidomide was not so long ago.  
 
It is easy to criticise conspiracy theories, but we should also acknowledge their benefits. 
 
 
Challenge (764 words) 
 
People often dismiss conspiracy theories as harmless distractions that add colour to our drab 
existence, but distraction can be injurious. It is generally agreed that being distracted while driving is a 
bad thing. Even more seriously, a government distracted from the business of running a country could 
have far-reaching consequences. 
 
The biggest problem comes from the credulous nature of the general public. Let’s assume, for the 
moment, that the 9/11 attacks were carried out by Al Qaeda. According to Document 5, even in 
Germany, with a highly literate and educated population, over a third of people would rather believe it 
was the work of someone else. Public opinion surveys are often unreliable, but these figures are 
corroborated by similarly high numbers believing medical conspiracies in Document 2; here the 
source quoted, the JAMA, is likely to be a respected, peer-reviewed medical journal with high 
credibility. The beliefs of Document 1’s author cannot be generalised to a population so can probably 
be ignored here. In all the other countries for which information is presented the figure is much higher 
that Germany’s. So, if this many people can be convinced to believe a wild theory about something for 
which all the real evidence is to the contrary, it is much more difficult to convince people about issues 
for which the evidence is more difficult to process. And many such issues matter. 
 
Document 2 mentions health issues including vaccinations and GM crops. In both cases the scientific 
evidence is overwhelming: vaccinations do not cause autism and GM foods are at least as safe as 
any other food we eat. However, because some scientific knowledge is needed to fully understand 
these issues, vast proportions of the general public are easily convinced by the conspiracy theorists. It 
is important that we make the right decisions about GM foods for the sake of the many starving 
people around the world, for the children going blind due to vitamin A deficiency and in the fight 
against infectious disease. Document 2 quotes large numbers for those dying of starvation – a 
problem that could be significantly lessened by the use of GM crops, and the evidence for the return 
of some of the infectious diseases of the past is well known. Conspiracy theories cost lives.  
 
It is noteworthy that in stressing the supposed benefits of conspiracy theories, Document 3 focuses 
on historical examples and avoids discussion of these more serious and pressing issues. Document 3 
also claims that, in the case of the Boston marathon bombing, the theorists are acting as unofficial 
lawyers and he seems to think that this is a good thing. He might not be quite so enthusiastic to find 
that, should he be unfortunate enough to need surgery, he is being operated on by an unofficial 
surgeon. We already have official lawyers who have the training to make someone’s case properly. 
Jurors are made up of members of the credulous public and, rightly or wrongly, carry their beliefs and 
prejudices with them into the court. It is almost certain that juries have made some wrong decisions 
because some members held beliefs about a judicial, government or police conspiracy. Conspiracy 
theories undermine justice. 
 
It could be claimed that for every false conspiracy theory there is a shocking truth waiting to be 
revealed and so, in the search for truth, conspiracy theories are necessary. Document 4, if it is a 
random representative range of theories and if the students’ research and debating was thorough, 
suggests that ‘true’ conspiracies are very much in the minority and far less all-encompassing than the 
majority. 
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Fundamentally, conspiracy theories are anti-truth. It is difficult for us to know the absolute truth of 
anything, but the best thing we have to go on is evidence. Conspiracy theories convince large 
sections of society that evidence is not to be believed and facts are not true. In a democratic society, 
governments need to be able to convince the electorate that their policies are the best ones and an 
electorate that does not believe in evidence is a problem. It makes it difficult for governments, with 
one eye on the next election, to convince people that the tough decisions they have to make are the 
right ones. It also opens up the political arena to charlatans who can persuade voters with a smile, 
some sleight of hand or claims about a government conspiracy. Far from being essential to 
democratic health, as claimed in Document 3, they undermine the democratic process itself.  
 
For the sake of lives, justice, democracy and truth, we should be concerned about the spread of 
conspiracy theories. 
 


