Comparative Politics Comprehensive Examination
January 2006

Please answer three (3) of the following questions. Be sure to organize your answers carefully to address the questions as posed and cite relevant literature. Choose questions to avoid overlap and demonstrate the breadth of your knowledge. Good luck!

1. When asked about political culture, many students of comparative politics focus on either Almond and Verba’s Civic Culture or Putnam’s Making Democracy Work as examples of cultural analyses. Yet, there are many other ways in which scholars have studied political culture. Discuss some of these other types of cultural analyses and whether or not you believe they can enlighten us about political life.

2. Categories focusing on social class are much more frequently employed by comparativists than by other political scientists. What kinds of phenomena benefit from an analysis of the roles of social classes? Is class obsolete as a concept? Cite examples.

3. To what extent have political scientists exaggerated the impact of institutions on political development? Are institutions better viewed as a measure of development (a la Huntington) or as a tool to analyze divergent forms of development (a la Thelen, Steinmo, et alia)?

4. “No sooner had we brought the state back in than the growing impact of international actors and subnational actors in the domestic politics of states made it irrelevant.” Discuss.  Feel free to cite developments in one or more regions as well as relevant literature.

5. How do we know a consolidated democracy when we see one? Discuss with reference to the literature concerning the transition to democracy in Latin America, Southern Europe, and Central/Eastern Europe/the former Soviet Union.  

6. While Mancur Olson famously showed the obstacles to collective action, there are many examples of collective mobilization that, according to some, have defied his predictions.  Write an essay about some of the barriers to collective action in politics and the conditions under which these barriers are circumvented.

7. The rational choice approach has been criticized both for having a conservative bias and for simply couching the obvious in a formal language. Do you agree of disagree? Illustrate your argument with examples drawn from the comparative field.

8. Discuss the state of social science knowledge about the causes of ethnic conflict. Are there ways in which such conflicts can be prevented or are they usually inevitable and difficult to head off?
9. The so-called “Color Revolutions” that have brought down authoritarian leaders in Serbia, Georgia, and Ukraine have demonstrated once again the power of social movements and civil society in shaping political life.  What role have women played in these or in other social movements that led to earlier waves of democratization, and what impact has this role had on women’s participation in leadership and public policies toward women after these “revolutions/democratic breakthroughs?”

