Comprehensive Examination for Comparative Politics

Instructions:   Choose any three of the following topics. However, pick questions which allow you to demonstrate your breadth of knowledge in the field of comparative politics and avoid overlap. Your essays should be in the form of an argument which considers and rebuts counterarguments to the thesis you are defending. 

1.
Should our discipline be defined by the “science” of politics (as implied in the formulation “political science”) as opposed to simply “the study of politics?”  In your answer, discuss the most important ways in which leading political scientists have sought to apply scientific methods to the study of politics and assess the degree to which each has contributed to our understanding of politics.
 2.
Does the adoption of a rational choice paradigm preclude the study of culture?  Does the decision to focus on culture as an independent variable preclude the use of a rational choice paradigm?  Discuss these questions in light of important works of political science.
 3.
What are the root sources of nationalist politics, and are they any different from the root sources of politics more generally?  In your answer be sure to define “nationalism” and to address major schools of thought on the subject.
 4.
How much progress has social science made in understanding why some countries develop more democratic political systems than others?  Which approaches have been the most fruitful and which the least?  What sort of approach would you recommend that future scholars pursue?

 5.  What can the literature on state-building tell us about contemporary politics around the world?

6. 
In recent years, some scholars have drawn attention to the role of timing and sequencing (e.g. path dependence, critical junctures) in shaping political phenomena.  Critically evaluate this approach to the study of politics.

7. 
 Discuss the problem of selection bias in comparative research and how best to deal with it.  How should comparativists go about choosing their cases?

8.
Rational choice theorists view institutions as merely a set of incentives which affect behavior. Historical institutionalists view institutions as both the fossil evidence of previous political conflict and the most important mechanisms for the bias of political outcomes. What are the advantages of each approach? What are the disadvantages? How might the two approaches be combined?

9.
Political scientists in the behavioral tradition often saw democracy as the norm and change as pathological. How have things changed?

10.
Has a focus on “the state” brought comparative politics to over-estimate the role of institutions and to underestimate the other sources of politics?  Illustrate your essay with reference to concrete cases.

