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This seminar will be devoted to a reading of Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958), one 
of the most influential works of political theory written in the twentieth century.  Topics include: 
the meaning and function of Arendt’s distinctions among “public,” “private” and “social” and 
among “labor,” “work,” and “action”; the significance and prospects of human activity, 
including especially political activity, in modernity; the relation between philosophy and politics 
in and beyond Athens; the significance of the scientific revolution for modernity; the meanings 
of work, leisure, and consumption in postwar capitalism; the nature and basis of political power 
and freedom; the relations between art and politics; and many others.  In addition to The Human 
Condition, we’ll read some supplementary material, which includes work by some of the 
thinkers with whom Arendt was more or less explicitly in conversation; work by other writers 
from her era that will help us to situate Arendt in the larger contexts of twentieth-century 
intellectual life; and more recent writing that will give us different angles on some of the issues 
in Arendt’s book.  This is a limited-enrollment, by-consent seminar, open to advanced 
undergraduates and to graduate students; in the event of a scarcity of places, some priority may 
be given to undergraduates. 
 
TEXTS:  The primary text for the course is Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago, 
1958, 2nd ed. 1998), which has been ordered at the Seminary Co-op.  You may use any 
University of Chicago Press edition of HC; the pagination is the same. This book will also be on 
reserve at Regenstein.  All other readings will be available through the course’s Chalk site. 
 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS: A seminar paper of 15–20 pages, due on Wednesday, June 11 
by 5pm, on a topic of your choice, approved in advance by me by Friday, May 23. 
 
GRADES: Your grade for the seminar paper will be your grade for the course.  However, any 
student who is absent for three or more sessions of the seminar, except in cases of medical or 
other documentable emergency, will only be graded on a pass-fail basis. 
 
LATE PAPERS AND INCOMPLETES: Unless you have arranged prior to the due date to 
take an incomplete, late papers, except in cases of medical or other documentable emergency, 
will be penalized 2/3 of a letter grade per day, e.g. an A paper 2 days late becomes a B-minus. 
 
PLAGIARISM is grounds for failing the course. If you have questions about whether and how 
to use material written by other people, talk to me or consult Lipson’s Doing Honest Work in 
College.  If you find yourself in a difficult situation in which you are tempted to present other 
people’s work as your own, please contact me instead!  



 
ELECTRONIC DEVICES: I prefer, but do not require, that you use printed books and copies 
of articles in the seminar itself.  If you do use a laptop or tablet to access course materials or to 
take notes during the seminar, I may ask you to stop if your use of the device is distracting to 
other members of the seminar, including me.  You may not use devices for any other purpose in 
the seminar, and I ask that you disable wireless connections and silence—fully silence, not put 
on “vibrate”—cell phones while in class. </retrogrouch> 
 
WEEKLY MEETINGS AND READING ASSIGNMENTS: 
 
1: Mar. 31.   Introduction (no reading assigned) 
 
2: April 7.  “Prologue” and “The Human Condition” 
 
 1.  Arendt, “Concluding Remarks,” The Origins of Totalitarianism (1st ed.), 429–39. 
 2.  Arendt, “Tradition and the Modern Age,” Partisan Review 21, 1 (1954): 53–75. 
 3.  Arendt, HC, 1–21.  
 4.  Bertolt Brecht, “Hymn of Baal the Great,” Baal, 3–4. 
 5.  Daniel Lang, “Earth Satellite,” From Hiroshima to the Moon, 431–49. 
 
3: April 14.  “The Public and the Private Realm” 
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 22–78. 
 2.  Aristotle, Politics, Reeve trans., Book 1, 1–25. 
 3.  Martin, et al., “The Buell Hypothesis,” Foreclosed, 19–52.  
  
4: April 21. “Labor,” I 
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 79–101. 
 2.  Ellen Meiksins Wood, “The Myth of the Idle Mob,” Peasant-Citizen and Slave, 5–

41.  
 3.  Iris Marion Young, “House and Home: Feminist Variations on a Theme,” On 

Female Body Experience, 123–54. 
 
5: April 28. “Labor,” II 
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 101–35. 
 2.  John Locke, “Second Treatise,” chap. V, §§ 25–51 = Two Treatises of 

Government, Laslett ed., 285–302. 
3.  Karl Marx, “Money, or the Circulation of Commodities,” Capital, vol. 1, Fowkes 

trans., 188–220. 
4.  Karl Marx, “The Trinity Formula,” Capital, vol. 3, Fernbach trans., 957–59 only. 
 



6: May 5.  “Work” 
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 137–74. 
 2.  Arendt, “The Crisis in Culture,” in Between Past and Future, 197–226. 

3.  Harold Rosenberg, “The Herd of Independent Minds,” Discovering the Present, 
15–28. 

4.  Andrew Ross, “Containing Culture in the Cold War,” No Respect, 42–64. 
  
7. May 12.  “Action,” I 
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 175–207. 
 2.  Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, 2.34–46 = Larrimore trans., 90–97. 
 4.  Thomas Laqueur, “Names, Bodies, and the Anxiety of Erasure,” The Social and 

Political Body, 123–41. 
  
8. May 19.  “Action,” II  
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 207–47.  
 2.  Plato, “Menexenus,” trans. Ryan, Complete Works, 950–64. 
 3.  Nicole Loraux, “Under the Spell of an Ideality,” The Invention of Athens, 263–

327. 
 
*** Friday, May 23: deadline for approval of seminar paper topics *** 
 
9: May 26.    “The Vita Activa and the Modern Age” I 
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 248–289. 
 2.  Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” The Question 

Concerning Technology, 3–35. 
  
10: June 2.  “The Vita Activa and the Modern Age,” II 
 
 1.  Arendt, HC, 289–325. 
 2.  Arendt, “Preface: The Gap Between Past and Future,” Between Past and Future, 

3–15. 
 
*** Wednesday, June 11: Seminar papers due by 5 pm; you must deliver an electronic copy 
to p-markell@uchicago.edu and a hard copy to Pick 412 (slide under the door) by this time 
for the paper to be considered “on time”! *** 


