Comprehensive Exam: Political Theory Minor
May 2013
Answer one question from each of the three sections below.  No theorist should be discussed in detail more than once in answering the questions.

Section I – Overview

1. Political theory as a intellectual project may be undertaken in either a constructive or critical mode.  In considering the great texts in the history of political thought, which mode of the enterprise would you defend as more successful? Address with specific reference to at least three thinkers.
2. What does the tradition of Western political thought have to teach us about human groups that lie between the level of the individual and the state? Are such groups a source of promise or peril for the well-being of the political order? Discuss with reference to at least three thinkers, each from a different period.   
3. Imagine a graduate student colleague of yours has never read any work in the canon of Western political thought, but wants to do so this summer. What three works do you recommend and why? Explain both what she could get out of each work individually and what additionally from reading the three alongside one another. If it helps to focus your answer, you may decide and specify what major subfield (American, comparative, or IR) the student is studying.
Section II - Comparison

1. It has often been said that all political philosophy is Platonic or Aristotelian. What are the basic ontological and epistemological assumptions at the basis of Plato’s and Aristotle’s political thought? How do these assumptions shape their differing theories of politics? Focus your discussion of Plato on The Republic.

2. Marx and Nietzsche (and Freud) are part of what is sometimes called the “school of suspicion,” insofar as they developed theoretical perspectives critical of surface “reality” and “truths.”  For Nietzsche, looking behind prevailing consciousness regarding morality did not lead to an “objective truth;” however, Marx believed he had discovered scientific foundations of history, human relationships, and ideas.  Discuss the critical theories of Marx and Nietzsche.  How do you assess the theoretical legacies they have left for contemporary political and social theory? 
3. Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau all develop a notion of the social contract.  Choose two of these authors, explain the problem which, for each author, the social contract was designed to address, and assess their relative success in addressing these problems. How broad or narrow is the range of problems that social contract thinking can illuminate? 
Section III – Single author

1. For Rawls, the original position is one device by which he constructs his conception of justice as fairness.  Through what other type of reasoning does Rawls build his theory of justice?
2. On Liberty is the work of John Stuart Mill most commonly assigned in political theory classes. What are the advantages or disadvantages of this focus? Do other Mill works complement or complicate the understanding of his “liberalism” that we get from On Liberty? Consider with specific reference to one (or more if you wish) of Mill’s other major works, such as his Principles of Political Economy, or Considerations on Representative Government, Utilitarianism, The Subjection of Women, or Chapters on Socialism. 
3. What kind of republicanism do we find in Machiavelli’s Discourses? Is he better understood as extending the tradition of “classical republicanism” or inaugurating a new distinctively “modern republicanism”?
