
MPhil in Modern South Asian Studies 
 
The Structure of the Course:  
 
Assessment is done in two parts: coursework essay, book review and the option essay 
(Part I) and the dissertation (Part II).  Both parts must be passed.   
 
Part I 
 
The coursework essay should be no longer than 3,000 words in length and should be 
submitted by 4 pm on the first day of Lent Full Term.  This essay counts for 12% of the 
final mark of the MPhil. 
 
The book review should be no longer than 2,000 words in length and should be 
submitted by 4 pm on the first day of Lent Full Term.  This book review counts for 8% 
of the final mark of the MPhil. 
 
The option essay should be no longer than 5,000 words in length and should be 
submitted by 4 pm on the first day of Easter Full Term.  This essay counts for 15% of 
the final mark of the MPhil. 
 
Part II 
 
The dissertation should be no shorter than 15,000 words but no longer than 20,000 
words in length, inclusive of appendices, but exclusive of footnotes and bibliography.  
It counts for 50% of the final mark of the MPhil.  It must be submitted before 4 pm on 
the last day of Easter Full Term. 
 
The language course, which runs throughout the academic year separately from Part I 
and Part II, is examined by means of one three-hour unseen written examination and an 
oral examination of one hour, taken during the May/June examination period.  This 
counts for 15% of the final mark of the MPhil. 
 

  



 
The Marking Scheme: 
 
Candidates are required to pass each essay examination in this MPhil in these terms.  
The classification scheme of essay marks, expressed in percentage points, is as follows:  
 
 75 and above   Marks of 75 and above indicate Distinction.   
 70-74   Marks of 70-74 are ‘High Pass’ marks 
 67-74    Marks of 67 and above are strong marks to support the  
     case for continuation to the PhD in, for example, the 
Faculty of      History.  However, this requirement 
varies from Faculty to Faculty. 
 63-66    Marks of 63 (the necessary mark for compensation: see  
     C11) to 66 are solid but medium-range marks, which 
will       help the candidate securely to pass the 
course but may, as       essay marks, raise 
questions about whether leave to       continue to 
the PhD should be granted  
 60-62    Marks of 60 to 62 are weak pass marks which indicate that  
     the piece of work deserves a bare pass in itself but is not 
      strong enough to offer compensating support 
should other       work be of marginal fail quality 
 58-59    Marginal fail marks.  Marks of 59 and below indicate work 
which falls     below the academic standard of the course as 
set out above  
 57 and below   Fail 
 
Note that ‘leave to continue’ to the PhD is judged primarily on the basis of dissertation 
performance, although essay performance may be taken into account in marginal cases.   
 
 
How the final mark is calculated: 
 
Core essay:  Double marked and an average mark produced.  This is worth 12% of the final 
weighted average mark.  
 
Book review:  Double marked and an average mark produced.  This is worth 8% of the final 
weighted average mark. 
 
Option essay:  Double marked and an average mark produced.  This is worth 15% of the final 
weighted average mark.  
 
Language course:  
 
  Oral examination: One mark decided by the two examiners present.  
 
  Written examination: double marked. 
 
The three marks (one oral and two written) are used to produce an average mark.  This is worth 
15% of the weighted average mark. 

  



 
Dissertation: Double marked and an average mark produced.  This is worth 50% of the final 
weighted average mark.  
 
The five weighted marks (core and option essays, book review, language and dissertation) are 
then added together and rounded either up or down to produce a final mark. 
 
 
Criteria of Assessment: 
 
Work at this level, particularly the dissertation, should reveal high standards of 
intellectual enquiry, research skills and analytical sophistication.  A mark of 67 or 
above should be awarded only if the candidate might reasonably be expected to go on 
to complete a successful PhD.  Examiners will primarily assess the academic content of 
essays.  They will consider scope (i.e. the appropriateness of the topic, its situation 
within its larger historical or philosophical context, and in current debate), research 
content (i.e. identification and study of primary sources, in the case of historically 
focused essays, though these may be limited to a single published text), quality of 
argument (i.e. analysis of historical sources, development of analytical arguments, or 
reconsideration of existing accounts), and awareness of limits of knowledge.  
 
An important criterion of evaluation is the extent to which the dissertation makes on 
ORIGINAL CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE.  Original primary research, and 
original interpretations of known materials and sources, will be recognised by 
examiners 
 
Candidates are also expected to present work which is clearly and correctly written and 
which has an adequate scholarly apparatus.  The decision to balance judgment on 
content and presentation in marking MPhil essays, on how to mark relatively for 
weaknesses either of argument or of prose and presentation rests with the examiner.  
Examiners should consider the organisation of the narrative and the argument, 
capacity to summarize findings, style and clarity of prose and precision in 
documentation (including footnotes and bibliography). 
 
 
Use of English:  
 
Candidates are expected to make use of all available resources to ensure that both essay 
work and dissertations are written in correct English.  Examiners should comment on 
linguistic shortcomings if appropriate.  Linguistic shortcomings should be penalized if 
their effect is to make the work not clearly intelligible.  Candidates are encouraged to 
take great care when proof-reading their work. 
 
 
Selection of Examiners:  
 
All work is assessed by two independent examiners in the first instance.  Examiners are 
nominated by the MPhil Sub-Committee at the time that titles of essays are approved 
and any necessary changes (e.g. due to refusals to serve) are made by the Convener 
subject to the approval of the Sub-Committee acting as Board of Examiners.  
Dissertation supervisors may not act as examiners of dissertations they have supervised.  



 
 
Marking Procedures:  
 
The two examiners must not confer before marking and there is no reconciliation of 
the two marks into a single overall mark.  The marks are registered separately by the 
MPhil Sub-Committee sitting as Board of Examiners (and, if necessary, by the External 
Examiner) and reported separately to the Degree Committee.  On receipt of two pass 
marks where there is a discrepancy of 10 or more marks, a third mark will be sought 
from the External Examiner, except where both marks are 75 or above.  If the External 
Examiner is one of the regular examiners involved in a case of manifest divergence, the 
Convener will ask an experienced faculty member in Cambridge with relevant expertise 
to provide the third mark and appointment of this person will be confirmed by the 
MPhil Sub-Committee sitting as Board of Examiners at the time the marks are 
confirmed.  When a third examiner has to be appointed, this person should first reach 
an independent conclusion on the basis of the written work and only then look at the 
marks and comments of the two examiners before giving a final mark.  
 
Where all the marks are pass marks, all three will be presented to the Examiners’ 
meeting and recorded in the candidate’s file.  However, for the purposes of the scaled 
average, whichever two marks of the three are closest to each other will stand, the 
outlying mark being discarded.  
 
Where the three marks are equidistant from each other, the two marks most favourable 
to the candidate will stand.  
 
In the case of one or more marks being a marginal fail or fail, all three marks are 
presented, with the third mark confirming whether that element is deemed to be a pass, 
marginal fail or fail.  If the candidate is deemed to have passed, the marginal fail mark 
will be discarded.  
 
If the supervisor or examiner of any piece of work (except the External Examiner) are 
members of the MPhil Sub-Committee sitting as Board of Examiners, they shall not be 
able to vote on any question arising about that piece of work. 
 
 
Marginal Fail Marks in the Core Course and Options Essays  
 
(a) The marks of 58 and 59 are a marginal fail marks.  All work receiving a 
marginal fail mark will be read by a third examiner (normally the External Examiner).  
The third reader will examine and award marks independently, without reference to the 
marks already awarded.  Whenever possible, the third reader’s mark should give a clear 
recommendation of Pass or Fail.  If the External Examiner awards a mark of more than 
60, the marginal fail mark or marks will be ignored.  If confirmed by the External 
Examiner or other third marker, marginal fail marks on a single essay may be redeemed 
by the essay for the other course element where the mark for that essay does not fall 
under 63 (counting for this purpose only the third mark on an essay where one has been 
awarded).  
 



(b) If a confirmed marginal fail mark on an essay (with the other essay a clear 
pass) is not compensated by the evidence specified in (a) above, the candidate shall be 
deemed to be a case of ‘marginal failure’ of the MPhil.  Candidates in this position will 
normally be advised to leave the course.  However, in exceptional circumstances, point 
3(a) of the Board of Graduate Studies ‘Guide to Examiners and Assessors for the 
degree of MPhil’ may apply, giving the Degree Committee of the Human, Social and 
Political Science discretion to allow a candidate to submit a dissertation.  In such a 
case, if the dissertation achieves two marks of 63 or above (or a confirmed post-viva 
mark of 63 or above), the Degree Committee has power by this regulation to take this 
into account as a compensatory mark in making its final recommendation to the Board 
of Graduate Studies.  
 
(c)  Receipt of a marginal fail mark from any examiner, confirmed by the External 
Examiner or by another third marker, in both essays will constitute an outright failure 
of Part I of the course, see below. 
 
 
Failure in Part I:  
 
(a)  As a consequence of confirmed marginal fail marks in two essays: 
Receipt of a marginal fail mark from any examiner, confirmed by a third marker, on 
more than one essay will constitute an outright failure of the course.  Normally this 
would entail failure of the course as a whole.  The MPhil Sub-Committee sitting as 
Board of Examiners will make a recommendation to this effect to the Degree 
Committee of the Faculty of Human, Social and Political Science, which has the 
responsibility of confirming passes and fails in MPhil courses under its jurisdiction.  
Any candidate who fails this part of the MPhil course may apply to the Board of 
Graduate Studies for transfer to the Certificate of Postgraduate Study.  
 
(b)  As a consequence of a confirmed fail mark: 
In the case of one or two fail marks (58 or below) the External Examiner is 
automatically asked by the Chair of the MPhil Sub-Committee to examine and enter a 
third mark for the essay.  Fail marks submitted by the External Examiner acting as a 
regular essay examiner will be moderated by a third marker appointed by the Convener 
and confirmed by the MPhil Sub-Committee sitting as Board of Examiners.  The third 
reader will examine and award marks independently, without reference to the marks 
already awarded.  Whenever possible, the third reader`s mark should give a clear 
recommendation of Pass or Fail.  A third mark, which is a failing mark, cannot be 
compensated and constitutes grounds for failure of the course overall.  The MPhil Sub-
Committee sitting as Board of Examiners will make a recommendation to this effect to 
the Degree Committee of the Faculty of Human, Social and Political Science.  Any 
candidate who fails this part of the MPhil course may apply to the Board of Graduate 
Studies for transfer to the Certificate of Postgraduate Study.  The Board of Graduate 
Studies allows the Degree Committee discretion in the case of certain core course and 
option failures to allow a candidate to submit a dissertation.  In such a case, two marks 
of 63 or above (or a confirmed post-viva mark of 63 or above) for the dissertation 
would be required in order to compensate for the core course or option failure. Referral 
of essays for further work and for re-examination at a later date is not allowed.  

  



 
Marginal Fail Marks in the Dissertation:  
 
The mark of 59 is a marginal fail mark, which is redeemable by evidence of more than 
borderline performance overall in the essays submitted in the core course and options.  
In giving such a mark examiners would indicate that the dissertation alone is not 
evidence enough to pass the course, but that it is sufficiently close that evidence of 
reasonably strong performance elsewhere in the course would warrant the award of the 
MPhil degree.  
 
In the case of one examiner awarding a marginal fail (59) and the other a pass (60 or 
above), the dissertation will be marked by a third reader (normally the External 
Examiner).  The third reader will examine and award marks independently, without 
reference to the marks already awarded.  Whenever possible, the third reader’s mark 
should give a clear recommendation of pass or fail.  If the third mark is a pass the 
candidate is deemed to have passed.  If the third mark is a marginal or an outright fail, a 
viva will be held.  In the case of both examiners awarding a marginal fail, a third reader 
(normally the External Examiner) is consulted.  If the third mark is a pass, a viva will 
be held.  If the third mark is a marginal or outright fail, the candidate will be deemed to 
have failed.  If the outcome of such a viva is itself a marginal fail mark of 59, this 
would constitute a marginal fail of the dissertation, and point 3(b) of the Board of 
Graduate Studies Guide to Examiners and Assessors for the Degree of Master of 
Philosophy would apply, giving the Degree Committee discretion to judge whether the 
essays in the core course and options, taken as a whole had achieved what the Guide 
calls ‘high performance’ and to take this into account in recommending a pass to the 
Board of Graduate Studies. Such ‘high performance’ would, for this course, be 
constituted by a set of essay marks none of which falls under 63 (and excluding for this 
purpose any mark of 59 which was not confirmed by a third marker).  If such 
compensation is judged to be available, the candidate may be deemed to have passed 
the MPhil as a whole.  If compensation is not available, the candidate will be deemed to 
have failed.  
 
 
Failure in the Dissertation: 
 
In the case of one passing and one failing mark (i.e. 58 or below) from examiners, the 
dissertation is sent to a third marker (normally the External Examiner).  If the third 
mark is a clear pass, the dissertation will be deemed to have passed.  If that marker 
awards a fail mark (i.e. 58 or below), the candidate will be deemed to have failed.  If 
the third mark is a marginal fail, a viva will be held.  
 
The third reader will examine and award marks independently, without reference to the 
marks already awarded.  Whenever possible, the third reader’s mark should give a clear 
recommendation of pass or fail.  
 
In the event of two clear failing marks, the candidate will be deemed to have failed.  
In each case where a candidate is deemed to have failed, a viva may be held, but only if 
the candidate wishes it.  Candidates must be informed of their right to request a viva in 
such cases.  In the event of two low failing marks, it is appropriate to advise the student 



that a conversion of the fail to a passing mark, though theoretically possible, is in 
practice highly unlikely.  
 
Referral of the dissertation for further work and for re-examination at a later date is not 
permitted for MPhil dissertations.  A fail mark (58 or below, or uncompensated 
marginal fail mark of 59) confirmed after the viva is grounds for failure of the MPhil 
course overall.  The MPhil Sub-Committee sitting as Board of Examiners will make a 
recommendation to this effect to the Degree Committee of the Faculty of Human, 
Social and Political Science.  Any candidate who is deemed by the Degree Committee 
to have failed an MPhil course as a whole, may apply to the Board of Graduate Studies 
and the Degree Committee to be considered for the award of the Certificate of 
Postgraduate Study.  
 
 
Viva Voce Examinations:  
 
A viva will be required only for certain candidates who receive a failing mark (or a 
confirmed marginal fail) or in other special circumstances (e.g. suspected plagiarism) 
recommended by the examiners and/or determined by the MPhil Sub-Committee acting 
as Board of Examiners.  Viva voce examinations (which normally last for thirty 
minutes) are held at a predetermined date (usually the day or the day before the Board 
of Examiners meet).  All candidates are informed of this date well in advance.  
Unauthorised absence of a candidate from a viva implies a failure in the dissertation 
examination.  Postponement of the viva will be allowed by the MPhil Sub-Committee 
only on the most serious (e.g. medical) grounds.  In many cases, candidates may have 
left Cambridge after submitting the thesis; however, if you a candidate is required to 
attend a viva, they must return to Cambridge.  Vivas must almost always be held in 
person.  The Faculty Degree Committee has determined that vivas held by 
videoconference are not in the best interest of students, and therefore will not authorise 
this except in very unusual circumstances.  Candidates are usually expected to bear the 
cost of their return travel and accommodation if they have left Cambridge.  If a viva is 
necessary, the candidate will be notified as soon as possible so that appropriate 
arrangements can be made.  If that happens the viva examiners will be notified 
immediately.  
 
The Chair of the MPhil Sub-Committee will call a viva voce examination by the two 
examiners of the dissertation jointly with the External Examiner acting as adjudicator.  
Vivas caused by a mark submitted by the External Examiner acting as a regular 
dissertation examiner are moderated by a member of the MPhil Sub-Committee sitting 
as a member of the Board of Examiners.  The viva voce examiners (including the 
External Examiner or additional member of the MPhil Sub-Committee) must submit a 
joint written report to the MPhil Sub-Committee sitting as Board of Examiners and may 
recommend the raising of dissertation examination marks to pass level or higher.  If a 
joint report is not possible and the two original examiners remain in disagreement after 
the viva, the view of the External Examiner (who will be present at the viva and have 
read the dissertation) will prevail; should he or she be one of the two original 
examiners, the Examining Board, of which the External Examiner is a member, will 
decide the matter.  It should be noted that the normal expectation is that marks will not 
be reduced as the result of a viva.  Confidential minutes of the viva examination will be 
taken either by the Administrative Secretary or another member of the Centre’s staff 



appointed by the Chair.  The officer attending in this capacity will be present at the viva 
only as an observer and will not participate in the discussion.  
 
 
Distinctions: 
 
Outstanding work in Parts I and II of the MPhil should be rewarded with a mark of 75 
or above.  Examiners are encouraged to make full use of the range of marks above 75.  
 
For outstanding performance on the MPhil as a whole, the MPhil Sub-Committee 
sitting as Board of Examiners may place students in the category of Distinction.  
Students and their supervisors are informed if they achieve this level so that 
information may be used for further academic applications.  Distinction will be 
awarded normally only to those candidates achieving a final weighted average of 75 or 
above.  In addition, students awarded Distinction will normally be expected to have a 
majority of marks of 70 or more in Part I.  
 
 
The Role of the External Examiner: 
 
External Examiners are appointed by the Degree Committee to act in a moderating 
capacity,  
provide an independent assessment of academic standards, and comment on the validity 
of the examination process.  External Examiners are not normally expected to carry out 
marking of assessed work.  Rather, they are involved in assessing whether internal 
marking has been appropriately and consistently applied.  External Examiners are 
entitled to see all scripts and any other work that contributes to the assessment and 
subsequent classification.  More usually however, External Examiners will review a 
sample of scripts to ensure that internal marking is accurate and consistent and that 
classifications are of an appropriate standard.  External Examiners are expected to 
advise on the borderlines between classes and between passing and failing.  External 
Examiners appointed to MPhil Degrees are also expected to attend the final meeting of 
Examiners. 
 
 
Deposit of Dissertations in the Centre of South Asian Studies Library: 
 
The Sub-Committee will normally recommend all dissertations for deposit in the Centre 
of South Asian Studies Library.   
 
 
Recommendations for Leave to Continue as a graduate student in Cambridge: 
 
For the purpose of leave to continue in, for example, the History Faculty, the mark of 67 
defines an important borderline.  It is assumed that a mark of 67 or above in the 
dissertation indicates that the candidate has demonstrated the qualities necessary to be 
allowed to continue on to the PhD, and conversely, that a mark of 66 or below indicates 
that a candidate is not suitable to be allowed to continue.  Under the History Faculty’s 
procedure for leave to continue, a mark of 67 (if confirmed by the other examiner’s 
mark) usually constitutes a straightforward criterion for granting leave to continue to 



the PhD.  Examiners should therefore give detailed reasons in their reports if they 
would wish to recommend that a candidate be allowed to continue to the PhD to whom 
they have awarded a mark below 67, but they should not award a mark of 67 or above 
to any candidate whose dissertation does not, in their opinion, demonstrate the qualities 
necessary for research at PhD level. 

 


