Ph.D. Comprehensive Examination

AMERICAN GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS

September 2005

Directions:  Please respond to five of the 13 questions listed below.  Answer at least two questions from Part I and at least one question from Part II.  (This means that you will answer anywhere from zero to two questions from Part IV.)  You have eight hours to complete the exam. It is our expectation that the questions from Parts I will require more attention and time than those from Parts II and III.

Keep the following in mind when writing your exam.  First, you should articulate a coherent argument in answering each question.  Second, you should view the exam as an opportunity to demonstrate your understanding of the multiple literatures in American politics.  Because your exam will be evaluated on its overall comprehensiveness, you should select questions that demonstrate the breadth of your knowledge.  Rough cites to prominent works (for example, “Mayhew’s 1974 book on congressional organization”) are acceptable.  

Part I: Please respond to at least two (2) of the following questions: 

1. Scholars of American politics have increasingly turned to studying the selection and evolution of American political institutions.  What theories or approaches have been used to explain the choice of political institutions?  What are the strengths and weaknesses of these alternative approaches?  Choose one particular political institution and explain how rational choice theory has been used to account for the institution's development.   How convincing are these accounts?
2. The framers of the Constitution developed a republican form of government, one in which designated representatives serve on behalf of the general population.  Given what political scientists know about representation, how well do you think our current system lives up to this principle?  In your answer, think broadly about the different arenas in which representation is at issue, including national political institutions, political organizations, and mass and elite electoral behavior.  Discuss as many of these issues as you feel are necessary to make your case.
3. Many scholars of economics and politics have suggested that problems of social decision-making are endemic in American politics.  Explain how theories of social decision-making have been used to explain two different types of political problems, and evaluate how useful such theories have been in explaining why problems arise and how they can be resolved.
4. Within the academy, a debate has arisen as to whether those of us who study politics are really scientists.  Indeed, some departments have opted to employ the name “Department of Politics” or “Department of Government,” rather than the “Department of Political Science.”  Frequently, it is students of American politics who insist upon employing the term “Political Science.”  Does the word “science” really characterize what we do?  What factors hinder our ability to be scientists?  What commonly employed research designs and tools are most consistent with the political science nomenclature.  Finally, why do you suspect that American subfield is frequently the defender of the term “scientist”? 
Part II. Please respond to at least one (1) of the following questions: 
5. In one of the most famous quotes in the history of the analysis of political parties, E. E. Schattschneider wrote in 1942 that "Modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of the parties."  Explain what Schattschneider meant, making reference to parties both inside and outside of legislatures.  Is Schattschneider’s claim still valid in the U.S. today?  Why or why not?
6. Explain the rise of the Republican South.

7.
A central question in the study of the mass public is whether citizens are democratically "competent."  You are to provide an argument about how competent citizens are.  In making this argument, you should refer to several ideas: the extent and importance of information about politics; Converse's argument about "ideological innocence"; and the utility of heuristics in political decision-making.

Part III. Please respond to no more than two of the following questions.  If you have already answered five questions, you do not need to answer any questions from this section.  Thus, it is our expectation that you will answer none, one or two (0-2) questions from this section of the exam.

7. According to Richard Fenno, we love our congressman, but hate our Congress.  Why?  Conclude your essay with an evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of existing research that bears on this issue.

8. A dominant theme in the study of judicial decision-making portrays Supreme Court justices as acting in accordance with their policy preferences.  Recent work on executive-legislative relations likewise suggests that preferences (exogenously determined) determine policy outcomes—or the lack of outcomes due to gridlock. What evidence supports and what evidence contradicts these preference-based models?  What alternative models have been used to describe how national policymakers make decisions?   What conclusions do you draw about the explanatory power of preference-based models?  In answering this question, describe in detail the preference models and their alternatives.

9. Conventional wisdom holds that the U.S. Constitution gives the president very few formal powers, and many scholars have argued that the presidency is a very weak office. Are these received wisdoms correct?  If not, what sources of power, if any, have presidents used to accomplish their policy goals?  Should the conventional wisdom about limited presidential power be revised?  Why or why not? 

10. States have often been described as "laboratories of democracy."  What does this mean?  How have scholars assessed the extent to which states play this role?  What are their central findings?  What questions remain to be answered?

11.  The decisions reached by the United States Supreme Court depend in large part upon the information that has been conveyed to the justices.  What factors shape the nature of the information received by the justices? 

12.  The legal policy contained in Supreme Court decisions has changed over time.  What accounts for these changes?

13.  Are bureaucrats constrained?  If so, by what factors?  If not, why not?

