Ph.D. Comprehensive Examination

AMERICAN GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS

May 2010

Directions: 

Please respond to four (4) of the following including two (2) from Part I and two (2) from Part II. You have up to eight hours. 
Keep the following in mind when writing your essays. First, you should articulate a coherent argument in answering each question. Merely demonstrating that you have read a lot is insufficient for answering these questions. 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 and formulate responses that demonstrate the breadth of your knowledge. Third, rough cites to prominent works (for example, “Mayhew’s 1991 book on divided government”) are acceptable. 

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

1. Writing in 1984, James March and Johan Olsen challenged social scientists to “rediscover” institutions.  What did they mean, and how well have political scientists met the challenge of re-discovering political institutions?

2. Historical institutionalism has taken root in the study of American politics.  Explain what is meant by historical institutionalism, and evaluate the theoretical, methodological, and empirical gains, if any, that have been generated by historical analyses of politics.

3. Doug Arnold wrote in 1982 of "under-tilled" and "over-tilled" areas of research on American politics.  Identify at least two over-tilled and at least two under-tilled areas of scholarship today, explain why they are over-tilled, and make an argument for exploring the under-tilled areas.

4. "All politics is collective action."  Evaluate this statement, drawing on the literature from the study of political behavior and the study of political institutions.

Part II. Please respond to two (2) of the following from this section.

5. Is the public's voice drowned out by moneyed interests?  In answering this question, draw on research from the study of both public opinion and interest groups.

6.  "He'll sit there and he'll say, 'Do this, do that.'  And nothing will happen.  Poor Ike."  Referring to incoming President Dwight Eisenhower, what did Harry Truman mean by this remark?  Do you think he is still correct?

7. Race, not class, is the defining issue underlying the contemporary American party system.  Evaluate this argument, with reference to the 2008 presidential election.


8. Incrementalism has long described the process of American public policymaking. And yet, health care and financial regulation reform are far from incremental. Why and how do public policies change in the U.S.? 
9.  The American political system is ideologically polarized.  Agree or disagree.  

