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DESCRIPTION 
 
Thomas Hobbes is one of the first modern political philosophers to analyze, in 1651, human 
political behavior without recourse to theology or metaphysics. Three hundred years later 
Benedict Anderson also rejects theology and metaphysics, this time for political analysis via 
social constructionism. His argument: there is nothing natural about the nation whatsoever. Both 
men demonstrate that politics, especially the politics of constructing a preferred community, is 
very much an act of imagination. Thus Hobbes bases political community on the idea of an 
imaginary contract between free and equal individuals. (The contract limits the natural freedom 
of each member even as it legitimizes his or her right to oppose the government should it fail to 
meet its contractual obligations.) In ways somewhat similar, Anderson demonstrates that the 
nation is entirely fictional, in all of it parts. (No member of the national community will ever 
personally know more than a small proportion of all other members. And no nation regards itself 
as a community of all humanity; the nation defines itself precisely in terms of who it excludes 
from membership.) Politics by means of imagination has generated solutions to certain questions. 
But some of these solutions entail unintended consequences that continue to plague us, even 
today. For example, Hobbes‘s notion of the state, despite its republican and democratic features, 
also displays authoritarian aspects of our own political liberalism. And according to Anderson, 
every member of a national community imagines his or her community as an association of 
equals – but precisely thereby obscures some very real communal inequalities. In this seminar we 
will reconstruct the basic arguments of Hobbes and Anderson; examine them with respect to 
strengths and weaknesses; and study both theories as possible forms of social critique of 
contemporary political community. 
 
READINGS 
 
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan. Edited by Richard. Tuck Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
2007 (ISBN 978-0-521-56797-8) 
 
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. London/New York: Verso, rev. ed. 1993 (ISBN 0-86091-546-8) 



EVALUATION 
 
A student will receive a benoteten Schein of 9 ECTS for an essay of between 14 and 18 pages 
(font 12, Times Roman, 1.5 spaced), to be submitted via email-attachment no later than 1 August 
2009. 
 
Students must submit a topic to me, either in seminar or by email, no later than 15 June 2009. 
“Topic” refers to a brief description of analytic content, and should include an explicit statement 
of the student’s tentative thesis. 
 
Interdisciplinary topics are particularly welcome and should correspond to your own disciplinary 
focus and interests. 
 
Topics should fall into one of the following categories (which overlap in part) and in all cases 
must entail a close reading of relevant portions of both texts in comparison one with the other: 
● textual analysis of portions of both texts (immanent critique); 
● historical, sociological, anthropological, psychological, politological or economic 
 investigation of particular topics central to both texts; 
● linguistic or aesthetic analysis of the language deployed in both texts; 
● empirical or theoretical application of the topic of “politics by imagination” to a subject matter 
of your choice (including cultures and political communities in any part of the world); 
● thematic investigation of particular topics central to both texts (e.g., power, political
 consciousness, social organization, “nationalism” (the latter would require a strong 
 reading of Hobbes)). 
 
SCHEDULE OF TOPICS AND READINGS 
 

Friday, 12 June 2009 
 
 

SESSION 1, during the hours 9-12 
 
□ ANDERSON 
 
● ch. 1: nation as imagined community: imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign 
● ch. 2: fraternity, power, time (empty homogenous time) 
 
□ HOBBES 
 
● ch. 1: the human senses 
● ch. 2: human imagination 
● ch. 3: train of imaginations 
● ch. 4, p. 30: language and understanding 
● ch. 8, pp. 50, 53: imagining; power 
● ch. 10, pp. 62-63: power 



● ch. 11: power and emotional affect 
 

SESSION 2, during the hours 13-18 
 
□ ANDERSON 
 
● ch. 3: capitalism; print-technology; linguistic diversity 
● ch. 4 (pp. 55, 62-65): geography (fatality of birth); creole functionaries and creole printmen 
 
□ HOBBES 
 
● ch. 13: natural equality 
● ch. 14: natural law (in distinction to positive law, below) 
● ch. 15, p. 110: politics needed to enforce conscience 
● ch. 16, p. 114: political community and the single ruler 
 
 

Saturday, 13 June 2009 
 

SESSION 3, during the hours 9-12 
 
□ ANDERSON 
 
● ch. 5: pluralization of valid cultures and the creation of homogenous, empty time; bureaucratic 
expansion and egalitarianism; the bourgeoisie as an imagined community; model of the nation as 
something available for piracy 
● ch. 6: official nationalisms; empire (universal) in distinction to nation (particular) 
 
□ HOBBES 
 
● ch. 17: political community 
● ch. 18: power of the state 
● ch. 19, pp. 135-138: succession of state power from one government to another 
 

SESSION 4, during the hours 13-18 
 
□ ANDERSON 
 
● ch. 7: modular character of nationalism not via any particular language but via print-language; 
becomes international norm; nationalism qua official, popular or republican (or qua official, 
vernacular, or creole) 
 
 
 
 



□ HOBBES 
 
● ch. 20, pp. 138-140: fear as the motivation for political community 
● ch. 21, pp. 145-154: liberty of the individual member consistent with the absolute power of the 
sovereign 
 

Sunday, 14 June 2009 
 
 

SESSION 5, during the hours 9-12 
 
□ ANDERSON 
 
● ch. 8: emotional attachment to imaginings; imagined objects of attachment; nationalism in 
distinction to racism 
● ch. 10: imagined identity via census, map, museum; totalizing classificatory grid; “logo” as 
empty, contextless, visually memorable, and infinitely reproducible 
 
□ HOBBES 
 
● ch. 26: positive law (in distinction to natural law, above) 
● ch. 28: crime and punishment 
 

SESSION 6, during the hours 13-18 
 
□ ANDERSON 
 
● ch. 11: technology makes imagining possible; nationalism originates in the New World, not the 
Old; creole imaginings parallel to metropole; reading nationalism genealogically 
 
□ HOBBES 
 
● ch. 29: causes of the dissolution of political community 


