Spring 2008–05–12

Comparative Poltics Comprehensive Exam
Instructions for those taking Comparative as a Major Field (Three Essays):    Choose one topic from Part I and one topic from Part II. Choose a third topic from either Part I or Part II.
Instructions for those taking Comparative as a Minor Field or MA( Two Essays):  Choose one topic from Part I and one topic from Part II.

Both Groups:  Make sure your essays take the form of an argument where you cite all relevant literature, bring evidence to bear in support of your thesis, and anticipate and refute counter-arguments to the position you have adopted.  In choosing your topics, be sure to choose those which allow you to demonstrate the breadth of your preparation. That is, avoid overlapping literatures as much as you can.

Part I:

1.
Gabriel Almond wrote:  “[Only a very] small part of the reality that we, as social scientists, want to explain is captured by the rational choice model.”  Do you agree?  Which realities might rational choice explain, and which realities might it not?  Overall, do you think that rational choice theory has made a contribution to knowledge in political science?
2.
Research in comparative politics tends to fall into one of three categories: 

a) area studies; 

b) small N, theoretically informed case studies, using qualitative or quantitative methods; and 

c) large N quantitative studies.  

What are the advantages and disadvantages of each type of research? Which type(s), in your opinion, is/are most useful? Be sure to cite examples of each category to illustrate your argument.

3. 
Since the Second World War political science has been obsessed with the scientific method. What has been gained by this attempt to approximate the hard sciences? What has been lost?  Can political science ever attain the neutrality of the hard sciences? Is such neutrality desirable?

4. 
Given recent methodological trends, to what extent have political scientists forgotten to ask the question: “who has power?” 

Part II:
5.
 Modernization theory is a long-standing theory of democratization.  Describe the tenets of the theory, the measurement of its key concepts, and recent controversies about its validity.   Is there scholarship about the theory with which you agree?  In your view, is modernization theory, or a part of modernization theory, correct?


6.
The prospects for the survival and consolidation of democracy in the world’s developing countries have been intensely debated by scholars.  Discuss this debate, and indicate your assessment of democratic trends, both globally and in one region of the world.   Which theoretical explanations do you believe are most helpful in understanding the problems and the promise of democracy in developing countries?

7.
Discuss the defining attributes and principal causes of a “failed state,” drawing on the scholarly literature on this and such related topics as political violence and civil wars.  Provide specific examples to illustrate your points, and assess the validity of generalizations about failed states.

8.
 “Protestantism promotes democracy but other religions tend to inhibit it.”  Assess the validity of this generalization, drawing on the literature dealing with the relationship between religion and politics and providing specific examples.  When discussing “other religions,” be sure to discuss at least two other major religions or ethical systems such as Buddhism, Catholicism, Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam, Orthodoxy, and Shinto.  If democracy has succeeded in particular countries despite religious obstacles, discuss two or more cases indicating how these obstacles were overcome.

9.
 “In the vast majority of the world’s successful democracies there has been a long-term trend toward the consolidation of a two-party system that consists of a center-left party and a center-right party, with few major policy differences between them. This trend has occurred irrespective of the democracy’s institutional structure (presidential; parliamentary; mixed presidential-parliamentary as in France) and irrespective of the electoral system that is used for electing the president and/or the legislature.”  Assess the validity of these generalizations, discussing the scholarly literature and providing specific examples.  

10. 
Assess the importance of timing and sequence in political development.  

