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This handbook can be made available in large print if 
required 

Introduction  

The Graduate School of Social and Political Science  

The Graduate School of Social and Political Science is the postgraduate division of the School of 
Social and Political Science, which comprises the subject areas of Politics, Social Anthropology, 
Social Policy, Social Work, and Sociology, the Centres for Canadian Studies, African Studies and 
South Asian Studies, and the Institute of Governance. All postgraduate students in the School of 
Social and Political Science are full members of the Graduate School. The Graduate School is on 
the first floor of the Chrystal Macmillan Building and has a computer lab, reading room and a 
common room specifically for postgraduates.  

Role of this Handbook  

This Handbook is a guide for students on the MSc/Diploma in Social Anthropology. It will help you 
make the most of your time at the University of Edinburgh. Please read it carefully, and in 
conjunction with The Graduate School Taught Masters Handbook, which includes information 
about the Graduate School, our taught degree programmes, supervision and pastoral support, and 
facilities.   

You should also consult the University’s Code of Practice for Taught Postgraduate Programmes.  
https://www.ed.ac.uk/academic-services/policies-regulations/new-policies/conduct 

 

Note: The 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 going to press, but the Handbook does not form part of any contract between the 
University and a student.  

Programme Aims and Outcomes  
Medical anthropology studies health, illness and healing from a cross-cultural perspective. Medical 
anthropologists explore health as a social and cultural process and examine the ways in which the 
body, disease, and medicines are made meaningful within social relationships. From its formative 
beginnings in the study of ‘traditional’ medicine and performative healing practices (e.g. 
shamanism), medical anthropology has expanded to explore a wide range of medical practices 
including pharmaceutical uses, new biomedical technologies, and global health interventions. 
Medical anthropologists are working in diverse fields: academic research, global health 
organizations, and health-focused NGOs. Concepts and methodologies from medical anthropology 
have become essential in all areas of public health.  

Edinburgh's Postgraduate Programme engages students with the field's distinctive approach to 
health and medicine. It takes students away from the idea that there is only one standardized "best 
practice" to explore the social, cultural and historical conditions under which diverse medical and 
healing interventions take place. Students will be introduced to the comparative method in 
anthropology and the importance of locating concepts of the body, health and disease within the 
social, cultural and political worlds of those we study.  

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
https://www.ed.ac.uk/academic-services/policies-regulations/new-policies/conduct
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(i) Aims 

The programme aims to: 

• introduce students to the key debates in contemporary medical anthropological practice 

• provide practitioners with tools for understanding health and healing through social theory 

• offer training in anthropological research methods for health related settings 

• provide students with an understanding of the possibilities and limits of medical 
anthropology within broader debates about global health 

(ii) Outcomes 

By the end of the programme, all students are expected to have an advanced knowledge and 
understanding of key concepts and theoretical approaches within the anthropology of health and 
healing, and within anthropology and global health. In particular, graduates will:  

• Have a critical understanding of the principles theories, concepts and principles of medical 
anthropology 

• Be able to apply those theories, concepts and principles to the analysis of a broad range of 
health-related contexts. 

• Have an advanced understanding of the history of medical anthropology and demonstrate a 
critical engagement with current research agendas in the discipline. 

• Be familiar with and able to engage critically with a broad range of medical and health 
related ethnographies 

• Have an advanced understanding of how the body is constituted as an object of diverse 
medical knowledge and practices 

• Have an advanced knowledge of non-biomedical forms of healing 

• Have an advanced understanding of both applied and critical anthropology in relation to 
global health 

• Grasp the relationship between globalization and health from an anthropological 
perspective 

They will also be able to:  

• Assess a range of anthropological perspectives on the body, illness, and healing 

• Construct their own anthropological arguments in relation to health scenarios 

• Engage anthropological arguments in relation to health policy and practice 

• Assess a range of anthropological perspectives and arguments in relation to global health 

• Set their own anthropological research agenda in relating to global health issues 

• Prepare and present scholarly work for seminars and publications 

• Actively participate in group discussions and confidently participate in key debates in 
medical anthropology 
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• Be able to access library and IT resources 

Courses  
Candidates for both MSc and Diploma usually take:  

Two compulsory courses (Anthropology of Health and Illness, PGSP11423, and Anthropology of 
Global Health, PGSP11379) and four optional courses.   

The compulsory courses must be taken by all candidates. The optional courses will be selected 
depending on the student's interests and prior knowledge of social / medical anthropology. The 
selection of courses is individually decided in discussion with the Programme Director. An 
individual tutorial will be held with the Programme Director in the first teaching week of the 
semester for this purpose. With the approval of the Programme Director, students may also take 
postgraduate courses from other MSc programmes offered by the University.   

Times and lecture halls listed below only refer to the "lecture" slot. These slots are usually 110 
minutes long (e.g. 11.10-13.00) and, for most courses, entail a 60-minute lecture and a 50-minute 
seminar/tutorial. Most courses are 20 credit courses, but there are some that are run as 10 credit 
courses, check with one of four "blocks" they are on (e.g. "block 2" is the second half of the first 
semester). Some of the large courses also use the "tutorial" slots listed online in DPRS. All the 
courses that are cross-listed as undergraduate Honours courses offer an extra 5 tutorial session for 
PG students. Always refer to each individual course handbook to find out about the full class 
schedule.    

Note: Students will not be allowed to change courses after the end of the second week in each 
semester.  

It is your responsibility to ensure that there are no timetabling clashes in the personal timetable 
that you put together.  

Please refer to the Degree Programme Table  for more information.  

Dissertation and Placements  

The award of the MSc also requires the successful completion of a 15,000 word dissertation. The 
dissertation gives the opportunity to undertake supervised research on a topic of the student’s own 
choosing. The dissertation is your chance to undertake an extended piece of scholarship. It gives 
you the opportunity to pursue in some depth an academic interest in a topic of your choosing. In the 
dissertation you are expected to demonstrate your ability to engage critically and analytically with 
literature in the field, building upon relevant concepts and theories covered in the taught element of 
the degree. For detailed guidance notes on the completion of the dissertation, the role of the 
dissertation supervisor, formal requirements, ethical issues, as well as the dates you need to keep 
in mind when you are planning your dissertation research, see The Graduate School Taught 
Masters Handbook  

There are two types of dissertation: (i) dissertations based on the student's own research (usually 
library-based, in exceptional cases based on fieldwork) and (ii) placements.  

(i) Research Dissertations 

Research dissertations are carried out independently by the student. The subject is determined on 
the basis of your own interests, the expertise of staff, and what is feasible in terms of the literature 
and time available. 

They are usually based on library research, but can sometimes entail the student's own fieldwork 
data (sometimes from a short period of fieldwork undertaken during the summer, sometimes from a 

https://path.is.ed.ac.uk/degrees/PTMSCMEDAN1F
https://path.is.ed.ac.uk/degrees/PTMSCMEDAN1F
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
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student's previous work experience). In all cases, students aim to balance empirical data and 
theoretical work. You are free to choose any research strategy and methods that seem appropriate 
and practical to answer your research question, including:   

• Analysis primarily aimed at advancing conceptual and/or theoretical insights 

• Analysis of documents, such as policy documents 

• Analysis of secondary data (quantitative or qualitative data) 

• Fieldwork-based, involving the generation or collection of primary data 

• Any combination of the above. 

During Semester 2, students will submit a two-page outline of their proposed projects that will 
include the following headings:  

• Outline of the topic 

• Research aims or question 

• Methods to be used 

• Timetable 

• Key disciplinary/theoretical debates to which your completed research will speak, and 
relative to which it can be situated. These should be outlined in a manner that refers to a 
minimum of a half-dozen recent & relevant pieces of social scientific literature 

• Possible ethical issues (please refer to section 5 of this handbook and 
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/admin/info_research/ethics; a more complete ethical review 

will be conducted with your supervisor if necessary in light of your proposed methods)  

• Anticipated costs and how these will be covered 

 

These proposals will be due towards the middle of the second semester, when students have 
established more clearly their research goals and agendas. We will convene a specific meeting to 
further explain the mechanics of the dissertation at that time. Students will be prepared for the 
dissertation step by step throughout the academic year.  

Dissertation submission deadline is 12.00 noon, 13 August 2020.  

ii)  Placements 

Alongside the standard dissertation, students will have the opportunity to apply for a number of 
work-based placements in the UK and overseas.  

Placements consist of eight weeks of on-location research with a host organisation that is involved 
in health issues in some way, for instance NGOs, charities, social enterprises, think tanks and 
government bodies.  

Placements are allocated on a competitive basis. Students will need to apply for individual projects. 
Work-based projects will be allocated on the basis of academic performance in Semester 1 and 

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/admin/info_research/ethics
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/admin/info_research/ethics
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evidence of relevant skills and interest. It is assumed that students taking up work-based projects 
will have at least average mark in semester one of 60% or higher, and no mark less than 55%.  

Projects may take place in the UK or abroad. They may be chosen from a list of existing 
placements negotiated by the University of Edinburgh on your behalf or set up independently, at 
your own initiative.  

For those set up by the university, the Placement Coordinator will draw up a list of potential project 
placements to which you may apply. Possible work-based placements will be advertised to 
students in December, and places will be allocated by late February. Further information will be 
provided at this time. If you are curious about the types of projects that may be offered, you can 
consult the list of last year's projects.  

Students wishing to set up their own placement should begin early since it can be a lengthy 
process. Normally you would first speak to the Programme Director to ensure that the 
organization(s) with which you would like to work is appropriate. You are then responsible for 
making initial contact with the organization. After an agreement in principle is reached between 
yourself and the organization, the Placements Coordinator should be involved in order to formalize 
the agreement in a Memorandum of Understanding that defines the programme of work.  

All placements will involve an identified programme of work. This must be formally agreed between 
the School of Social and Political Science and the host organisation. The programme is then 
signed by your programme director and the host organisation, and lodged with the Placement 
Coordinator. The details of this programme of work must be in place before the start of the work-
based project.  

The agreed programme of work can either be a piece of research requested by the host 
organisation, or a specific contribution to an identified project. Some examples include a policy 
report or briefing paper on a specific issue relevant to the work of the host organisation and 
which makes recommendations for organisational strategy and future action; a research report 
based on quantitative or qualitative data collected on behalf of the organisation, which addresses 
an issue of specific concern to the host organisation, and which feeds back into the organisation’s 
work; a project evaluation report that looks critically at a specific project established by the host 
organisation – examining its success in achieving goals and objectives, and any problems or 
obstacles it faced – and which sets recommendations for the future.  

Students will be supervised throughout the placement by a member of academic staff on the same 
basis as those students who are carrying out a ‘standard’ dissertation. You will also have a 
supervisor based in your host organisation.  

Some warnings about Placements:  

• Students are not paid during their Placements and should be prepared to cover their own 
costs. The University of Edinburgh does have a number of small grant schemes to which 
they can apply, but not all projects will receive funding. 

• Students working on their dissertation in conjunction with a health organisation need to 
manage their time and topic very carefully. Your work-based project must not hinder you 
from fulfilling your academic responsibilities with regard to submitting a dissertation which 
fulfils all the criteria outlined in these guidelines and those of the Graduate School. As part 
of your placement you are likely to have other activities to perform and your host 
organisation may request that you produce work in a different format to your final 
dissertation. Ensure from the outset that: a) you and the organisation are clear about your 
responsibilities to the organisation and to the university; and b) that the organisation 
understands the deadlines and provides you with ample time in the final stages to complete 
your work. 
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• The University of Edinburgh accepts no responsibility for the success of work-based 
projects, and students who choose to undertake work-based projects are advised that they 
should be fully aware of the risks of the work-based project not working out.  The Placement 
Coordinator is here to support students throughout the entire placement process. She is the 
first point of contact if you have any issues or questions regarding your placement. 

Research Seminars  

Students are expected to attend the regular Anthropology seminars held on Fridays from 3pm-5pm 
Semesters One and Two (check the notice boards or website for details; details are also sent 
around by email each week). There is an opportunity to meet the presenter, informally, after the 
seminar. Most subject areas host regular seminars, and topics of interest to students of medical 
anthropology will be covered in many of the School’s seminar series (e.g. Global Public Health Unit, 
Sociology and South Asian Studies). Keep an eye on the notice boards in the foyer of CMB. These 
provide a very valuable opportunity to hear from specialist researchers from across the UK and 
Europe. 

Students on the MSc in Medical Anthropology are members of the Edinburgh Centre for Medical 
Anthropology. EdCMA is a world leading academic unit dedicated to the anthropological study of 
the body, health, and medicine. Many members of the centre draw on years of expertise and 
fieldwork in the Global South or with poor or otherwise marginal populations, thus contributing their 
in-depth knowledge of environments where biomedical models of illness and formal healthcare 
systems encounter major problems. While grounded in social anthropology, the centre is open to all 
disciplines focusing on health related issues. Students should check EdCMA website regularly for 
events and activities on the following web pages.   

http://www.san.ed.ac.uk/edcma 

Students on the MSc in Medical Anthropology are members of the Global Development Academy 
and Global Health Academy, providing students access to cutting edge research with an 
international development and health focus. The Academies bring together scholars, graduate 
students and experts across different disciplines to promote research, collaboration and 
dissemination around issues of key contemporary importance. Both academies offer a series of 
events and activities, such as seminars with researchers and practitioners, workshops, discussion 
groups, and an annual lecture. Further details of events are advertised on their web sites:  

www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/global-development  

http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/global-health  

Programme Director  
The Programme Director is responsible for the smooth running of the MSc/Diploma Programme, 
including responsibility for admission, co-ordination of teaching input, examinations, programme 
evaluations and curriculum development. The Programme Director is charged with facilitating your 
orientation and smooth progression through the degree, from initial induction, to subsequent 
course choice and the transition into the dissertation stage. The Programme Director is also your 
Personal Tutor (PT). The PT is responsible not only for helping you deal with academic issues, but 
is also charged with students’ pastoral care, including any personal issues that may arise. 
Therefore, your PD/PT is the main person you should count on to provide guidance and support 
over the period of your enrolment. You should therefore ensure that he is aware of any issues you 
feel may adversely affect your studies. The PT/PD will be able to advise you on university 
procedures, as well as possible support networks within the University.  

The Programme Director for the MSc Medical Anthropology is:   

http://www.san.ed.ac.uk/edcma
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/global-development
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/global-health
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Dr Ayaz Qureshi (Chrystal Macmillan Building, 5.02) 

During teaching weeks, programme director will hold regular weekly office hours. You are free to 
drop in without an appointment then.   

In addition, a series of individual and group meetings with the Programme Director will be held 
throughout the year:  

Semester 1:   

Induction Week: Group meeting: Introduction to the programme, Individual meetings  

2-3 Group meetings throughout the semester (dates TBC) 

Week 10: Individual meetings 

Semester 2:  

Week 1: Group meeting  

2-3 Group meetings throughout the semester (dates TBC) 

Week 10: Individual meetings 

The Programme Director will contact students directly to arrange and time and place for these 
meetings.  

Teaching Staff 
The medical anthropology group at Edinburgh University comprises Professor Alex Edmonds, Dr 
Ayaz Qureshi, Dr Stefan Ecks, Dr Alice Street, Dr Lucy Lowe, Professor Ian Harper, and Dr 
Rebecca Marsland. There are many other faculty members at Edinburgh who have research 
interests relevant to medical anthropology. Profiles of all staff within Social Anthropology can be 
found at:  

http://www.san.ed.ac.uk/people  

External Examiner  
The External Examiner for the MSc in Medical Anthropology is Dr Arnar Arnason (University of 
Aberdeen).  

Teaching and Learning Approach  
Teaching is primarily seminar and lecture based. Learning takes place through individual reading 
and reflection, and through group discussion initiated by student presentations and the lecture 
material. Students are expected to read extensively in preparation for all seminars and lectures, 
and to participate fully in the class discussions and/or presentations. From the outset, students 
must cultivate the study skills required for scholarship at an advanced level - using library sources 
fully, effective note taking, critical analysis and writing.  

Assessment   
Please refer to the Taught MSc Student Handbook 2019-20. 

http://www.san.ed.ac.uk/people
http://www.san.ed.ac.uk/people
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
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We look forward to working with all of you and hope you enjoy the 
courses! 
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