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SENIOR COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION
FALL 2024/SPRING 2025

QUESTIONS FOR PART I

The Comprehensive Exam consists of Part I and Part II.  

Part I consists of Part I-a (political philosophy) and Part I-b (American politics).  

Part I-a. QUESTIONS ON POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY.

Students will have two hours to write on one of the three questions listed below. Students must 
be prepared to write on all three questions. The one question you will be asked to write on will 
be chosen by the Department.

In each question, when a student is instructed to choose “three of the following,” this means 
“choose one thinker from each number in the list.”

1. What is the end of human life and how is that related to the end(s) of politics?  Discuss 
the views of three of the following:

a. Aristotle or Plato
b. Augustine or Aquinas
c. Hobbes, Locke, or Marx

2. Discuss the understanding of Christianity and its relation to political life according to 
three of the following:

a. Augustine or Aquinas
b. Machiavelli, Hobbes, or Locke
c. Rousseau, Hegel, or Nietzsche

3. Compare and contrast three of the following thinkers on the nature and the strengths 
and/or weaknesses of democracy:

a. Plato or Aristotle
b. Hobbes, Locke, or Rousseau
c. Tocqueville, Nietzsche, or Marx
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Part I-b. QUESTIONS ON AMERICAN POLITICS.

Students have two hours to write on one of the 
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7. American Foreign Policy. Compare and contrast one or more of the following presidents 
(George W. Bush, Barack Obama, Donald Trump and Joseph Biden) with the Founders as to the 
following points:

(a) The purpose (or purposes) of foreign policy; 
(b) The policies and other means for pursuing this purpose; and 
(c) The moral limits on such means.  

Your answer should utilize relevant official documents from the founding as well as the speeches 
and writings of the pertinent policy maker(s).

8. American Political Thought. What lessons did the founding generation of Americans learn in 
establishing governments on the state and national level?  Did the elected representatives 
entrusted with the legislative power of government respect the limits on their power, including 
what justice requires?  Drawing specifically on the relevant papers from The Federalist, explain 
what problems had arisen and how the Framers of the Constitution of 1787 sought to mitigate 
them.  

9. The New Left. What was the Old Left?  Who were the leading theorists (or teachers) of the 
New Left?  In what ways did these theorists perpetuate the views of the Old Left?  In what ways 
did they depart from it?  Finally, who were some of their students (or followers) in the US?       

10. Political Parties. Trace the thinking about political parties in America from the Founding 
Era to the present. Include in your answer the change in James Madison’s thinking on political 
parties from the Federalist to his Party Press essays, Martin Van Buren’s view of political parties 
and the ethos of the professional politician, and the difference in view between the Progressives 
and the political machines. 

11. Public Policy. Discuss a reasonable public policy response to an issue of contemporary, 
political concern. Frankly discuss what you know and what you don't know, and give suggestions 
for further research or study; briefly describe a variety of plausible policy responses, whether 
you support them or not; and provide a final policy recommendation outlining a reasonable, 
productive course of action that is simultaneously rooted in strong ethical reasoning and 
principles of good government.
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TEXTS FOR PART II

The second part of the examination will consist of an essay written on a question that addresses a 
specific text or author. The text/author is to be chosen by the student from the list below, but the 
question will be written by a Politics professor. Editions to be used are those assigned in Politics 
classes. Students must choose a text or author that they have spent at least three weeks on in a 
Politics course. Other texts are possible with the approval of the department’s comprehensive 
exam administrator (Dr. Culp).

 The Bible, selections from Senior Seminar
 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War
 Plato, Republic
 Xenophon, selections assigned in any Politics class
 Aristotle, Politics
 Cicero, On the Commonwealth
 Plutarch, Lives, selections assigned in Political Regimes
 St. Augustine, The City of God, selections assigned in Political Regimes
 St. Thomas Aquinas, “Treatise on Law”
 Thomas More, Utopia
 Hobbes, Leviathan, selections assigned in Enlightenment
 Locke, Two Treatises of Government, selections assigned in Enlightenment
 Rousseau, selections assigned in Enlightenment
 Hamilton, Madison, and Jay, The Federalist Papers
 Tocqueville, Democracy in America
 Marx, selections assigned in Marxism and Russia
 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil
 Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morality
 John Stuart Mill, On LiÁ  Mill, 

Marx, selectionof
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