Comprehensive Examination for Comparative Politics
Instructions: Choose three of the following topics. Your essay in each case should take the form of an argument that considers all relevant literature. You should, if it all possible, avoid overlap in your choices so that the overall exam demonstrates the breadth of you knowledge of the comparative literature.

(1) “Social fragmentation in the form of ethnic or religious diversity is the primary cause of failed states.” In addressing this hypothesis, (a) define ‘failed state’; (b) indicate other possible causes, supplying evidence as available; and (c) discuss what can be done (if anything) to repair failed states. Specifically, does outside intervention help?

(2) Are democratic values universal, or is there sufficient mass support around the world for competing sets of values (such as ‘Asian values’, Islam, and nationalism) to render democratization or democratic consolidation unlikely, and perhaps impossible? Be sure to discuss relevant literature and provide specific evidence.

(3) “The state is most effective in promoting economic progress when it supports a vibrant private sector; states that suppress or weaken the private sector tend to produce such results as low growth, severe income maldistribution, widespread poverty, inflation, and long-term double-digit unemployment.” Address this hypothesis with reference to relevant literature and evidence drawn from a variety of specific cases.

(4) What tend to be the most important causes of ethnic or nationalist violence? To what extent is it driven by mass hatreds and to what extent is it deliberately provoked by elites for economic or political gain?

(5) Rational choice approaches are now commonly used in the study of comparative politics. One motivation for the use of rational choice is a presumed quest for generalizations and predictive power that may be absent in detailed studies of particular events or countries. How successful has this search foe generalization and successful prediction through rational choice theory been? Thinking of your own work, to what extend do rational choice approaches dominate the literature most closely aligned with your research interests? Would this particular sub field benefit from the greater use of rational choice theory, and if so, in what ways? Or would this subfield do better to move away from it instead, and if so, why?

(6) Political scientists often like to hope that they can make progress by progressively improving the methods by which they seek to evaluate their theories. Leading journals have thus devoted large numbers of pages to discussion of the pitfalls of problems like selection bias, omitted variable bias, and concept-stretching. Take one of these methodological problems, or consider another one that is not mentioned here but is recognized as important in political science literature, and evaluate the degree (if any) to which it actually was a problem and the degree to which it has been successfully minimized in recent research.

(7) To what extent has political culture been rehabilitated as a focus of comparative politics? Consider especially work done on identity politics and nationalism. To what extent does the more recent work avoid the pitfalls of earlier work on political culture?

(8) Consider recent work on political institutionalism. To what extent has the current institutionalist fashion forsaken the gains made in the study of political behavior?

(9) Has old fashioned “area studies” returned in the guise of “thick description”? What were some of the advantages of the area studies approach that were lost in the efforts to build more generalizable theories? Does a compromise exist between the advantages of detailed case studies and the conscious efforts not to “reinvent the wheel” inherent in attempts at “theory-building?”

(10) Historical institutionalists tend to look at the role of different interests (most especially economic) in shaping political development. Rational choice theorists borrow the methods of neoclassical economists to do the same thing. Are both approaches ideological? What are the costs of each?

