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January 2009

Comprehensive Examination: International Relations

Major Field Exam: Answer FOUR questions and have EIGHT hours to do so.

Minor Field Exam: Answer  THREE questions and have SIX hours to do so.

MA exam: Answer  THREE questions and have SIX hours to do so.

All answers will be given equal weight.  

1. How do concerns about the central issues of contemporary international politics influence developments in international relations theorizing?

2. What are the advantages of multi-method research over work relying on a single method, and what are some of the best examples in the international politics literature?

3. Some IR theorists draw a distinction between theories of international relations and theories of foreign policy. Do you believe that this distinction is helpful?


4. Policymakers and academics often introduce major dividing lines – such as the “end of the Cold War” and “September 11, 2001” – when discussing  international politics.  Are such demarcation points useful from the standpoint of international politics theory?

5. Thanks to prospect theory, economists have come to recognize that the assumption that individuals behave as rational actors maximizing utilities is not descriptively accurate. Do you believe that political scientists have adequately adjusted their own approaches given what we now know about human behavior?

6. Why would states choose to work through international institutions?  Do the incentives differ for strong versus weak states?  

7. Does international relations theory tell us anything about the causes of civil wars?  If so, what?  If not, what theories do a better job? 

8. Is constructivism vs. rationalism a useful way to structure debates in the field of IR? Why or why not?

9 International politics experts often use terms like “arms races,” the “spiral model,” and “cycles of violence” to discuss a specific conflict dynamic.  Critique the assumptions implicit in these terms.

10. A wide range of recent work in the field of IR has explored the problems of communication and signaling between states. What major theoretical arguments have been proposed, and how productive has this research program been?

