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Introduction

Welcome to the MSc Programme in International Relations.

International Relations is about the pressing challenges and problems humanity faces in the international realm. Our staff and students are concerned with war and peacebuilding, terrorism, power, diplomacy, climate change, trade, inequality, poverty, migration and international cooperation; what to do about them, how to understand them, and how to study them. 

The programme offers intensive training in the theory and practice of international relations, and preparation for a diverse range of international careers or further research. It fosters an intricate working knowledge of international institutions and practices with a deep appreciation of historical change and the most important ideas in international thought. 

Role of this Handbook

This Handbook is a guide for students on the MSc in International Relations. It will help you make the most of your time whilst at the University of Edinburgh. Please read it carefully, and in conjunction with the 2025-26 PGT Student Handbook, which includes (but is not limited to) information relating to: assessment regulations; degree classification and requirements for the award; submission and return of coursework; deadlines, extensions and penalties; academic misconduct (including plagiarism); academic appeals; student complaints procedure; special circumstances; dignity and respect; safety and security; and facilities in the School. 
NOTE: This handbook does not supersede the University Regulations, nor the formal requirements for each degree as set out in the University’s Postgraduate Study Programme in the University Calendar, nor the Terms and Conditions of Admission set out in the Postgraduate Prospectus. Every effort has been made to ensure that the information contained in this handbook was correct at the time of distribution, but the handbook does not form part of any contract between the University and any student.

Programme and Structure

Teaching is based on lectures and seminars. Learning takes place through individual reading and reflection, and through group discussion initiated by student presentations. Students are therefore expected to read extensively and deeply in preparation for all seminars, and to participate fully. From the outset students must cultivate the study skills required for scholarship at an advanced, truly postgraduate level – with full use of library, effective note taking, critical analysis and writing. 

The MSc programme has a staff-student liaison group that will meet once a semester to discuss matters of concern to students on that degree. You can raise matters of concern with your student representative, the Programme Director, or with the Postgraduate Director (Taught).  We shall ask during the orientation meeting for volunteers to join the staff-student liaison group. This group will also report to the Postgraduate Director (Taught). Student representatives are encouraged to liaise on academic matters with the Programme Directors.

The MSc in International Relations (IR) is designed to equip students with an advanced knowledge and understanding of contemporary international relations, including IR theories, international institutions, structures and practices, and processes of conflict resolution and cooperation. The programme enables students to analyse, to critically reflect, and to evaluate alternative explanations of developments in contemporary international relations.

The programme aims:

•	to equip students with an advanced understanding of theoretical and methodological debates in the study of international relations,
•	to equip students with high-quality skills in the synthesis of information and the analysis and presentation of argument, orally and in writing,
•	to equip students with the knowledge and skills needed for progression to higher level academic study or to relevant professional work,
•	to enable students to develop specialist expertise in particular areas of interest within international relations,
•	to enable students to undertake independent research, and
•	to provide a programme of study informed by a rich and active research culture.

Programme Outcomes

Knowledge and understanding 
By the end of the programme all students would be expected: 
•	to know and understand core explanatory theories, concepts, institutions and issues in the study of international relations, 
•	to have specialist in-depth knowledge of specific areas and issues in international relations, 
•	to know key contemporary debates in existing academic literatures in journals and books on international relations, 
•	to be able to analyse and evaluate competing theoretical paradigms in the explanation and judgment of international relations, 
•	to be able to apply explanatory models to analyse and understand specific developments within international relations, and 
•	to be able to draw on a variety of disciplinary paradigms in the understanding of international relations. 

Intellectual skills 

By the end of the programme all students would be expected to be able: 
•	to locate relevant information through library and IT resources, 
•	to collect and synthesise large amounts of empirical and theoretical material from a variety of sources, 
•	to analyse, use and assess empirical evidence in support of explanatory and normative claims, 
•	to analyse, use and assess complex concepts and ideas (both explanatory and normative), 
•	to articulate, sustain and defend a line of argument, and 
•	to exercise informed independent thought and critical judgment. 

Professional/subject-specific/practical skills 

By the end of the programme all students would be expected to be able: 
•	to understand the nature and significance of politics at the international level, 
•	to apply concepts, theories and methods used in the study of international relations to the analysis of political ideas, practices and issues, 
•	demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of the origins and evolution of the international relations, including contemporary changes underway, and 
•	to fulfil the requirements to undertake relevant employment or further academic study. 

Transferable skills 

By the end of the programme all students would be expected to be able: 
•	to present and communicate information and ideas orally and in writing, 
•	to think clearly under pressure, 
•	to manage their time and plan their academic workload, 
•	to undertake and manage independent research projects, and 
•	to work both independently and co-operatively with others.

Structure

The MSc programme is taken over 12 months of full-time study (September - August). Students are expected to be present in Edinburgh throughout this period. If you need to be away from Edinburgh, please contact your Student Adviser. This includes during the summer period when you are working on your Dissertation. 

Candidates for both MSc and Diploma (see below) are normally required to take the one compulsory course, one specialist course and four further optional courses of their choice (60 course credits per semester in total). Courses normally consist of 2 class-contact hours per week where regular attendance is expected and necessary for good progress. Candidates for the Diploma are required to pass all taught courses. MSc students are required to pass the coursework (minimum 50%) before undertaking a dissertation between April and August. 
For programme details and up-to date course information, see the Degree Programme Table (DPT): 
MSc International Relations DPT 

Courses for MSc International Relations

All students are normally required to take the one core course and one specialist course – unless they have an exemption (further details below) - and four elective courses. In general, students will attend two hours of meetings for each course per week. 

The University expects all students to attend all their University classes, lectures and tutorials etc, whether or not these are described as “compulsory” by the School. This includes participating fully in the requirements of all courses, including submitting assignments and contributing to tutorials and workshops.

Your attendance will be monitored by the School (e.g. by taking class registers), so that staff can help you to manage your progress through the year. This will be done so we can be quickly alerted to any additional pastoral or academic support needs any student might require, and so that the School can provide you advice, guidance or support in a timely and useful manner.

Attendance at classes is a requirement for all courses. Assignments may not be accepted from students who have enrolled on a course but have not regularly attended classes without good reason.

All meetings of each individual course, including the first meeting of each, are substantive meetings (as opposed to informal, preparatory meetings). Students are responsible for getting a course handbook prior to the first meeting of the course, noting the relevant preparatory reading, and then finding it and reading it. Course handbooks should be available on the course handbooks page on the SPS website and on individual course Learn pages.

Scrupulous attendance and preparation are essential for successful participation in all seminars.

Students who already have an academic background in IR theory may apply to the programme director for an exemption from the relevant core course requirement. However, in most cases this is not advisable, since different universities and countries teach international relations theory in different ways, with different topics, readings and methodologies, so there is unlikely to be an exact duplication of what students have learned before. There is also no harm in developing a more detailed knowledge of the subject by studying it again. To apply for an exemption, students must submit a description of previous relevant coursework to the respective course organisers during the first week of semester. This description must include a list of the names and content of courses taken, books used, degree and mark received, name of course organiser and university attended. The Programme Director will communicate their decision to the student and the Postgraduate Teaching Office by the second week of semester.

Courses

The MSc Programme is taken over twelve months of full-time study. It consists of two parts. Part I consists of six taught courses; Part II consists of the Dissertation. Students must pass Part I in order to proceed to Part II.

Compulsory courses

· International Relations Theory

· and at least one course from the list of Specialist Courses listed on the Degree Programme Table: MSc International Relations DPT

Elective courses

Please consult PATH for the most up to date list.
Note:
1. With the agreement of the Director and the relevant outside department, candidates may also select one option from other subject areas, such as African Studies, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies, and Law.
2. Course availability cannot be guaranteed.

Dissertation
The dissertation is an extended piece of scholarship of a maximum 10,000 words in which students have the opportunity to pursue a topic largely of their choosing. Academically it is the most advanced element of the degree. It is also the point where students progress from structured study in courses to independent study.

All students are assigned a supervisor for their dissertation. Students are expected to demonstrate the ability to engage critically and analytically with the literature, building upon relevant concepts and theory covered in the taught element of the degree. The dissertation is normally made up of a balance of empirical and theoretical work. However, students are not required to conduct primary field research.

Examples of dissertation topics in previous years in related programmes include International Security, Comparative Regionalism, Modern Peacekeeping, Middle Eastern Politics, African Foreign Policy, EU Environmental Politics, Humanitarian Intervention, International Terrorism, Gender Politics, American Foreign Policy, Cosmopolitanism, International Trade, European Security and Defence Policy, Enlargement of the European Union, Turkish membership of the EU.


Outside options
Students may search other programmes within and outside the School for courses of interest. Students are permitted to choose one of these options from other programmes. Students must obtain approval from the MSc IR Director to take courses outside SSPS as an elective. As places on these electives cannot be guaranteed, students are strongly advised to have a firm back-up option.

Law courses
Courses taught in the Law School run as single- and/or double-semester options. Please note the specifics in each description below. Note that some of these electives are advanced and may require previous background in law or strongly advise auditing an undergraduate course. Priority will be given to those students with such a background. In order to keep all classes to a manageable and rewarding size, the Law School reserves the right to limit numbers attending LLM and MSc courses to not more than 25. Where a course is likely to be oversubscribed (which will be determined at the first class meeting for each course) students will be asked to complete a class application form. Priority for admission to the course will be given first to students registered for the nominate LLM to which the course is attached; then to students registered for the general LLM; then to students from other Schools with which the Law School has reciprocal arrangements; then to students registered for other nominate LLM programmes. In determining which students will be permitted to take such courses account will be taken of the student's previous degree or experience and their relevance to the subject-matter of the course.

Points of Contact

All students will have a dedicated Student Adviser, who can help with matters relating to student support, special circumstances, interruption of studies, progression and degree awards and any other programme-related queries.

On academic matters, advice is provided by the Programme Directors.

Dr Stephen Hill (stephen.hill@ed.ac.uk) is the Dissertations Convener.  Please contact him if you have questions about the dissertation writing process.  Information on this will be provided in semester 2.

The Postgraduate Students website has further information on welcome week, writing skills, avoiding plagiarism, careers workshops, study skills, dissertations and much more:   

The External Examiner for MSc International Relations 2025-26 is:

Dr Fiona McCallum Guiney from the University of St Andrews

Library Facilities

Please see here for the latest Library services updates.

Edinburgh University Library is one of the largest university libraries in the UK. It comprises the Main Library (Arts, Social Sciences and general subjects as well as Special Collections) on George Square and a number of separate libraries which are among the most comprehensive in the UK in their subject areas: these include the Erskine Medical, Law and Europa, New College (theology), Reid Music, Science, and Veterinary Libraries. Tours are available at the Main Library, and students are strongly encouraged to familiarise themselves with the Europa Library in Old College.  It contains copies of important EU documentation from the European Commission as well as EU-relevant books and journals. The Europa Library is also a “European Documentation Centre”, which means that it receives all official EU publications and numerous research papers from various specialist bodies. Students are also encouraged to visit the Library’s website at http://www.lib.ed.ac.uk/ and make independent use of the search tool “DiscoverEd”. Note that you can recall books you need if they have been checked out by someone else. 
If the libraries at the University of Edinburgh do not have a book necessary for your work, this can usually be obtained through the Inter-Library loan service in the Main Library.  Moreover, as registered postgraduate students, you will normally be entitled to obtain a reader’s ticket, free of charge, at both the National Library in Edinburgh and the British Library in London, which obtain copies of every book published in the UK. 
You can also visit the University of St. Andrews Library (just over one hour train ride away and with a good International Relations stock) free of charge on presentation of your Edinburgh University matriculation card.

Access to e-sources and journal subscriptions
The University holds numerous online subscriptions to e-journals and provides a rich selection of other electronic sources such as e-books. To search for articles in e-journals it is best to use a general search engine like Google Scholar (scholar.google.co.uk). If you do so from within the university network (i.e. logged in with your student user ID via EASE) you will be able to instantly, from within Google, access any full-text articles in journals that the library holds subscriptions with. Otherwise use DiscoverEd as mentioned above.

Referencing and sources
There is no set referencing style that you need to adhere to. However, in-text ‘Harvard-style’ referencing (Name year: page) is recommended. Footnote-based systems are acceptable but please note that footnotes (as well as in-text references) count towards overall word limits, so you might want to revert to more parsimonious styles. Please consult the Learning and Academic Skills Handbook, which is available from the Student Development Office.
All submitted coursework as well as the dissertation have to come with a complete bibliography, i.e. a list of sources used, in alphabetical order, containing all bibliographic information. Note that it is not acceptable to add sources to the bibliography that are not cited or referenced in text (as indicative or background readings). 
It is also advisable to not over-rely on generic textbooks when building an argument in submitted written work, e.g. by taking direct citations or references from them. Textbooks are specifically designed for learning and do as such not constitute original research. Textbooks provide general guidance and can be a useful starting point for your own research but they are no substitutes for consulting original sources. When researching for coursework and your dissertation, you are generally also expected to read and research beyond the readings suggested in course handbooks. 
To aid source management and to facilitate referencing you might want to consider using citation software. We recommend Zotero, which is freely available and includes an add-in function for all common word processing programmes.
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