Comprehensive Exam: Political Theory Minor
May 2008
Answer one question from each of the three sections below.

Section I
 

1. If ancient political thought turned around the problem of justice, modern political thought turns on the problem of rights. Using at least one ancient thinker, one modern thinker, and one from any era, take sides in the debate between the ancients and the moderns, arguing the merits and demerits of ancient “justice” and modern “rights.”

 

2. Some would say that Western political thought has become more liberal over the course of time.  Some that it has become more egalitarian.  Which side in this dispute is correct?  Answer with reference to at least one ancient thinker, one early modern, one modern and one 20th Century.

 

3. A graduate student colleague of yours has never read any work in the canon of Western political thought, but wants to do so in her spare time this summer. What three works do you recommend and why? Explain both what she might get out of each work individually and what additionally from reading the three alongside one another.

 

4. An historical overview of political thought might show us that thinkers have designated quite different domains as specifically “political.”  Taking three thinkers, one each from ancient, early modern, and modern/contemporary, discuss their assumptions, or arguments, about what constitutes the political realm, and why this is important.

 

 

Section II
 

1. Plato and Aristotle are sometimes interpreted as the fountainheads of alternative traditions within Western political thought and sometimes as variations upon a single tradition of classical political philosophy. Which interpretation do you find more compelling and why? Your answer should survey specific similarities and differences between Plato and Aristotle, and explain why the specific points you address add up to favor your overall interpretation.

 

2. The idea of the social contract developed by Hobbes and Locke in the 17th century provides the foundation for modern notions of political obligation and legitimacy.  Compare/contrast these two theories in terms of their reasoning about the constitution of the collective will and the nature of the sovereign.  

 

3. Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals and Freud’s Civilization and its Discontents both argue that liberalism is repressive and unhappy. Freud however, in contrast to Nietzsche, is much more willing to accept the “discontent” shadowing liberalism as necessary and unavoidable, even if he wishes to avoid its pathological forms. Discuss Freud and Nietzsche’s respective positions with regard to modern liberalism, and explain which is most correct.

 

4. Will Rawls's A Theory of Justice be remembered 100 years from now as the definitive work of 20th Century Anglo-American political thought?  Or will one of his critics, or one of his later books, be remembered as defining the age?  Answer with reference to TJ, and to one other work on the question of justice.

 

Section III
 
1. Was Machiavelli evil?  Answer with reference to both The Prince and the Discourses.

 

2. Rousseau’s reconstruction of the origins of the modern self in his Discourse on Inequality provides a brilliant analysis and indictment of potential pathologies in complex social orders.  He proceeds to retrieve modernity through politics in The Social Contract.   Discuss Rousseau’s diagnosis and solution (“cure”?) through these two works.   

 

3. Explicate and evaluate Tocqueville’s declaration that “a new political science is needed for a world altogether new.”

 

4. Jürgen Habermas’s Between Facts and Norms argues in detail for a sociologically informed theory of deliberative democracy. Is Habermas correct in claiming that his conception of deliberative democracy is best suited for our post-traditional world?
