January 2012

Comprehensive Examination: International Relations

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

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

All answers will be given equal weight.  Be sure to refer to the relevant literature in your answers and watch the time.  

1) Rational choice scholars and constructivists both emphasize communication and information, but typically think about them in very different ways. How do these differences affect their theories about the circumstances under which actors are likely to change their behavior in response to communication from others? What are the respective strengths and weaknesses of these different approaches in explaining real world outcomes? In a short essay, examine how these two understandings of international politics differ in their understandings of these factors, and what consequences these differences have for their explanatory projects

2) Throughout much of the past two decades, theoretical debate in IR revolved around battles among "isms"—realism, (neo)liberalism, constructivism.  More recently, there has been a push to move away from research structured around battling "isms" to more problem-driven research, which seeks to generate and answer questions that focus more narrowly on specific international issues, without necessarily adhering to a particular ‘ism.’  Has debate among "isms" been useful for the field?  Why or why not?  What would a move toward more problem-driven research look like?  Would this be useful?  What might be gained or lost?  


3) Some theories of foreign policy decision-making focus on individuals, their beliefs, and related psychological factors.  Others emphasize different aspects of the bureaucratic and/or organizational environment in which individuals make decisions.  Briefly describe and compare these two types of arguments in the literature, discussing their strengths and weaknesses.  Conclude your essay by discussing whether one type of argument explains more than the other.

4) Scholars in international political economy disagree over the sources of state interests. What consequences do these disagreements have for their understandings of international economic outcomes? Where do their understandings of interests differ from those of traditional scholars of security? In a short essay, provide a critical overview of controversies over the sources of interests in international political economy, assessing the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches, and of international political economy’s understanding of interests as a whole.

5) What is the value-added of the field of international political economy relative to economics? Are the two disciplinary approaches mutually exclusive? Are political science approaches better in capturing the practical dynamics of global trade and finance than purely economic arguments? If so, what political, institutional, and ideational factors are most important in driving global economic outcomes? Conversely, what does IPE tell us about the effect of economic structures on political outcomes?  

6) Many scholars of security have started to move away from thinking of states as actors that are largely autonomous from their societies, and have begun to think of ways in which states’ relationship to politically empowered actors (e.g. electorates or selectorates) shape their communications and their interaction with other states. In a short essay, discuss the major approaches to studying this relationship and their findings, with particular reference to differences between democratic and non-democratic states.

7) A central question for structural theories of international relations is explaining whether (and the conditions under which) states compete or cooperate.   Competition can take many forms, including acquiring capabilities for fighting—building arms and/or gaining allies (that is, internal and external balancing)—and starting wars.   However, many of the arguments that explain why states acquire capabilities are quite different from the arguments about why states start wars.   Present some of the key arguments for balancing and for war; explore some of important ways in which they differ (for example, types of variables they consider), but also identify some ways in which they are similar or overlap.

