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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.  

 

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 
The MSc/Diploma in Social Anthropology offers an intensive introduction to contemporary social 
anthropology. It is primarily intended for graduates with little or no previous training in anthropology; 
these may be either students contemplating future doctoral research in social anthropology or 
students who wish to acquire anthropological expertise to supplement their existing range of 
professional skills. The individual courses within the MSc programme range from those which offer 
a general overview of theories and theorists within social anthropology, to those concerned with the 
examination of specific issues like kinship, gender or religion. As such, it involves a combination of 
graduate-level seminar work with attendance in some undergraduate honours courses. 

 

Aims 
The programme aims to: 

• provide students with an advanced understanding of the distinctive nature of social anthropology 
and its contribution to a critical and informed understanding of the contemporary world 

• provide students with an advanced understanding of theoretical and methodological debates 
within social anthropology as well as familiarize them with a number of important fieldwork 
studies 

• equip students with high-quality skills in the analysis and presentation of complex material in a 
clear, sophisticated and engaging way 

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/current_students/taught_msc_students
http://www.ed.ac.uk/files/atoms/files/taughtassessmentregulations.pdf
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• enable students to undertake independent research and to develop specialist expertise in their 
own particular areas of interest within social anthropology 

• provide a programme of study which, informed by a rich and active research culture, will enable 
students to engage reflexively with the particularities of their own cultural and social context as 
well as with the possibilities inherent in cross-cultural comparison 

 

Outcomes 
By the end of the programme, all students would be expected to: 

 -----knowledge and understanding----- 

• know and understand core explanatory theories and concepts within the discipline of social 
anthropology 

• be able to engage critically with core anthropological issues and debates as well as assess their 
implications for anthropological theory and methodological practice 

• be able to analyse and evaluate competing theoretical paradigms as well as apply them to 
different theoretical problems 

• show awareness and critical appreciation of the ways in which fieldwork studies can contribute 
to an understanding of broader issues in the study of human nature, society and culture 

• be able to analyse different kinds of ethnography and relate them to different theoretical 
paradigms 

• fulfil the requirements of further relevant employment or academic study 

 -----intellectual skills-----  

• collect, evaluate and synthesize large amounts of empirical and theoretical material from a 
variety of sources 

• identify different theoretical approaches and assess the kinds of evidence adduced by each 

• deploy and evaluate different explanatory models and complex concepts in an informed and 
critical way 

• articulate, sustain and defend well-structured arguments 

• exercise informed independent thought and critical judgment 

• be able to apply concepts, theories and methods used in social anthropology in order to elucidate 
problems of society, culture and human nature 

 -----transferable skills----- 

• access Web sites and use library resources in an effective way 

• present and communicate information, both orally and in writing, in a clear way 

• comprehend and assess academic arguments 

• think critically 

• manage their time and plan their workload 

• undertake and manage independent research projects which are well-framed and focused 

• work both independently and be able to co-operate with others 
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Courses 
Candidates for both the MSc and Diploma take:  

Two compulsory core courses (An Introduction to Anthropological Theory and The Ethnography 
Seminar), two further core courses and two optional courses. With the approval of the Programme 
Director, candidates may substitute one optional course with an equivalent course from another MSc 
degree offered in the School of Social and Political Science. 

Most courses consist of ten two-hour classes. However, courses that are also offered to 
undergraduates include a number of additional tutorials/seminars (as advised by each course 
convener) specifically for postgraduates, to help with induction into the subject, and to discuss 
preparation for assessed work.  

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

Please refer to the Degree Programme Table for more information. 

 
 
Dissertation 
 
The award of the MSc also requires the successful completion of a dissertation due 13 
August 2020 12.00 noon (August 2020 for part time students).  

This provides the opportunity to undertake supervised research on a topic of the student’s own 
choosing - an extended piece of scholarship. In assessing the dissertation, examiners look for similar 
analytic and presentational qualities to those expected in all coursework. In addition, they expect the 
dissertation to explore the chosen topic in much greater depth, and to sustain a coherent analysis 
of considerably greater length. You are expected to demonstrate your ability to engage critically and 
analytically with literature in the field, building upon relevant concepts and theory covered in the 
taught element of the degree. Students usually undertake a balance of empirical and theoretical 
work, but are not required to conduct primary empirical research. The subject should be chosen on 
the basis of your own interests, what staff can supervise, and what is feasible in terms of the literature 
and time available. Therefore, choose a topic that interests you, and which has a clear focus and 
definable boundaries.  Dissertations are usually based on secondary library research.  

Students are informed, after the exam board in June, whether they may proceed to write a 
dissertation. The Taught Masters Handbook has information on the criteria for progressing and for 
attaining a Distinction. 

You should start thinking about your dissertation topic towards the end of the first semester. We will 
support you through a number of meetings and two-hour workshops starting in December. 

The dates and times of these meetings as well as other relevant information will be in the 
Dissertation Guidelines you will receive towards the end of the first semester. 

For detailed guidance notes on the completion of 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 also the Taught Masters Handbook. 

 

 

Research Seminars 

https://path.is.ed.ac.uk/degrees/PTMSCSANPY1F
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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Students are strongly encouraged to attend the regular social anthropology seminars held on Fridays 
from 3pm – 5pm. There are seminars most weeks in the First and Second Semesters (check the 
notice board or website for details). Some students may also be interested in the Anthropology of 
Health and Illness seminars. You will find that the Politics, Social Policy and Sociology subject areas 
also have regular research seminars. You are invited to attend any of these seminars that are of 
interest to you. The Munro Lectures and Northern Scholars Lectures should also be of interest. 

 
Programme Director 
The Programme Director is responsible for running the MSc/Diploma in Social Anthropology, 
including admission; co-ordination of teaching; examinations; programme evaluations; and 
curriculum development. As your Personal Tutor, the Programme Director facilitates your induction 
and progression through the degree, advising on course choices and on your transition into the 
dissertation stage, and providing pastoral care as needed. When you progress to the dissertation, a 
new supervisor suitable for your chosen dissertation topic will be allocated. 

The Programme Director for the MSc/Diploma in Social Anthropology is Dr Magnus Course 
(Chrystal Macmillan Building, Room 5.24; email: magnus.course@ed.ac.uk). You are free to drop in 
without an appointment during term-time office hours (Tuesdays, 10-12). Longer meetings, or 
meetings at alternative times, can be arranged as needed.  

 
Teaching Staff 
You can find profiles of all the Anthropology teaching staff on the Social Anthropology microsite.  
 
 
7. External Examiner 
The External Examiner for the MSc in Social Anthropology is Dr Arnar Arnason, University of 
Aberdeen. 

 
8. 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. 

 

 
 

We look forward to working with all of you and hope you enjoy the 
courses! 

mailto:magnus.course@ed.ac.uk
http://www.san.ed.ac.uk/people
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