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POLITICAL THEORY EXAMINATION PROCESS 

Reading Lists  

The exam will cover a reading list of at least 35 works. Each student’s list will consist of 
20 required works in the history of political thought (listed at the end of this document), 
and 15 optional works, subject to certain distribution requirements given at the end of this 
document and also listed in the “Political Theory Examination Bibliography” compiled 
by the faculty. Of the optional works, at least 10 must be drawn from the “Bibliography”; 
if they wish, students may include up to 5 optional works of political theory from outside 
the “Bibliography,” provided that these works are approved by a faculty member in 
political theory.  

Structure of the Exam  

The exam will be two days in length; students will answer one question per day. 
Questions on the first day of the exam will cover the history of political thought, and 
students will be expected to answer those questions with primary reference to works on 
the required portion of their lists. Questions on the second day of the exam will cover 
students’ whole reading lists; that is, they may deal with contemporary political theory, or 
with the history of political thought through the twentieth century, or they may ask 
students to integrate contemporary political theory and the history of political thought. 
Questions on the second day of the exam will be tailored to each student’s reading list.  

Exam Day  

At the start of each day students will be given a list of two or more questions, typically by 
e-mail, from which they will choose one question to answer. Students must return their 
answers to the exam administrator eight hours after they receive their questions. Delivery 
by e-mail attachment is acceptable. Answers should be typewritten, double-spaced, in 12 
point or larger type; each answer should be between 2000 and 3500 words in length.  

Evaluation  

At each offering of the exam, at least two faculty in political theory will be responsible 
for writing questions and evaluating answers. These faculty will be provided with copies 
of each student’s reading list. Each essay will be read and evaluated by at least two 
faculty members. Students will be notified of the results within one month of taking the 
exam. “Pass” and “not pass” are the only evaluation options. In accordance with 
departmental policy, students who do not pass the exam the first time shall have the 
opportunity to retake the exam at a subsequent offering. If a student fails to pass the 
examination twice, his or her retention in the Ph.D. program will be under review.  



Advising  

We encourage students to begin formulating proposed reading lists in consultation with 
faculty early in their course of graduate study, and no later than two quarters before they 
intend to take the exam. Although reading lists need the approval of only one faculty 
member in political theory, we encourage students to talk with multiple faculty members 
about their reading lists and strategies for exam preparation. We’re happy to help.  

 


