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Paul Hirst, Professor of Social Theory at 

Birkbeck College, University of London, died on 

1 6  June 2003 following a brain haemorrhage. 

He was fifty-seven. 

P
au l  was one of the most impor­

ta nt socia l  and pol it ical th i nkers 

of h is  generation .  But more than 

this,  he was an  energetic ca m paig ner 

for practica l reform .  H is  t ire less enthu ­

siasm and commitment an imated many 

i ntel lectua l  and pol itica l projects : he 

was a found ing s ignatory and Cha i r  of 

the constitutiona l  reform movement 

Charter 88, co-fou nder of the journa l  

Economy and Society, and Cha i r  of  the 

Political Quarterly ed itoria l  boa rd . He 

i n itiated The London Consorti um PhD 

Programme, bring ing  together Bi rkbeck 

with the Arch itectura l  Association,  The 

Tate and the Institute of Contempora ry 

Arts, and was its D i rector. He was more 

than a th i n ker, he was someone who 

provided the leadersh ip, hard work, 

and determination with which pol it ica l 

ca mpa ig ns, intel lectua l  ach ievement, 

and institutiona l  reforms a re susta i ned 

and adva nced . 

Pau l  was a polymath and pro l i fi c  

writer. He made i mporta nt contri bu­

tions to the ana lysis of socia l  theory, 

law, a rchitectu re, m i l ita ry h istory, and 

ph i losoph ica l  debates i n  the  socia l  sci ­

ences. Th rough h i s  ea rly work on Lou is  

Althusser, he both extended the 

ins ig hts of structura l ist ana lysis, and 

qu ickly came to cha l lenge the coher­

ence of the centra l  categories of Marxist 

thought.  In Pre-Capitalist Modes of 

Production and Mode of Production and 

Social Formation ( 1 975,  1977,  both 

with Ba rry H i ndess) , he contested the 

idea that 'h i storica l materia l i sm', con­

ceived as  a science of h istory, cou ld 

comprise the core of Marxist i nte l lectu­

a l  practice . He engaged fu rther with 

theories of h i story and h istorica l writi ng 

i n  Marxism and Historical Writing 

( 1 985) ,  and i n  On Law and Ideology 

( 1 979) a rg ued that the d i st i nction  

between the  economic base and ideo­

log ica l  superstructu re was unsusta in ­

ab le : the  concept of  property key to  the 

economic re lat ions of ca pita l i sm could 

only be understood through exa m i na­

t ion of the ideolog ica l fie ld of  law.  Th is 

work cha l lenged i ntel lectua ls  of the left 

to re-th ink  their understand ing  of the 

re lation between law and democratic 

practice, and to develop a reasoned 

and ana lytica l u nderstand ing of the 

specific role  of law in the constitution 

and ma intena nce of socia l  order, some­

th ing  he h imself advanced i n  Law, 

Socialism and Democracy ( 1986) . 



Whi le  Pau l  q u ickly left Althusser 

beh ind,  his theoretical i magination and 

concern with pol itics flourished . In  1982 

he  pub l i shed Social Relations and 

Human Attributes (with Pen ny Wool ley) ,  

sti l l  one of the most cogent ana lyses of 

the biolog ica l  and socia l  aspects of per­

sonhood ava i l able .  He eschewed the 

narrowness of conventional  d i scip l inary 

boundaries.  Aga inst those who would 

pursue avowedly ideolog ica l  a rguments, 

and those determ ined to rema in  withi n  a 

narrowly a po l it ica l u n dersta nd ing  of 

work in pol itica l stud ies, Pau l  took seri­

ously the task of th i n king  both real ist i­

cal ly  and imag inatively a bout contempo­

rary problems. This  is  evident i n  h is  work 

on democratic governa nce, g lobal isa­

tion, and war. In  Associative Democracy 

( 1 994), Representative Democracy and 

its Limits ( 1 990) ,  and  After Thatcher 

( 1 989) ,  he focused on reth i n ki n g  

democracy i n  the face o f  the l im its 

i mposed by both tra d it ion a l  l i bera l  

democratic forms and state socia l ism . I n  

h is semina l  contribution Globalisation in 

Question ( 1 996 a n d  1999,  with 

G rahame Thom pson) ,  he cha l lenged the 

widely held bel ief in 'g lobal isation', and 

i n  War and Power in the 21st Century 

(2001 ) ,  he a rgued that technological 

and cl imate change may lead to serious 

armed confl ict. Al l  of these books refuse 

wishfu l  th ink ing,  g ive bleak analyses of 

the current situation,  and at the same 

time provide resources for engaging with 

the present in more effective ways. They 

demonstrate, above a l l ,  a capacity for 

judgement, someth ing for wh ich Pau l  

appeals i n  the piece publ ished here .  At 
the time of h is  death he had a lmost 

completed a monograph on space and 

power, bring ing together socia l  theory, 

a rch itecture, u rban p lann ing and the 

space of the new world order. It is  hoped 

that this work wil l be pub l ished . 

Pau l 's contribution to the d evelop­

ment of a cademic  and democrat ic  

i n stitutions  was remarkab le .  Th is i s  

most c learly borne o u t  i n  h i s  long­

sta n d i n g  com mitment to B i rkbeck,  

wh ich he  jo ined i n  1969,  go ing  on  in  

1 972 to found  the School  of Pol it ics 

and Sociology with Sir Bernard Crick 

and Sam i  Zuba ida . But this com mit­

ment is evident a lso in h i s  key role at 

Charter 88,  and in the fou n d i ng of the 

London Consortiu m .  With regard to 

each of these i n st itut ions ,  Pa u l 's 

i ns ight, breadth of imag ination ,  energy 

a nd determ inat ion made h im a l ife 

force . At B i rkbeck, he he lped shape 

and  g ive d i rection  to d i st inctive degree 

p rogra mmes that refuse the narrow­

ness of one d iscip l i ne ,  wh i l e  demand­

i ng  that  students engage w i th  the  most 

d i fficu lt  of materi a l . J ust the most 

recent of these educationa l  i n it iatives 

i s  the i n novative PhD programme of 

the London Consortiu m ,  fou nded i n  

1995 to cha l lenge the rel ativi sm of 

m uch work in cu ltura l  stud ies a n d  to 

comb ine  a com mitment to theory with 

a rtistic practice . Having  steered this 

from its beg i n n i n g ,  he  was a bout to 

step down as  academic d i rector of a 

flo u ri s h i n g  p rog ra m me i n  order  to 

d evote h i s  time to the development of 

a new MSc in I nternationa l  Secu rity at 

B i rkbeck. He was a l so a bout to accept 

the rol e  of Pro Vice-Master for teach ing  

at B i rkbeck, a role  that wou ld  h ave 

enab led h i m  to demonstrate sti l l  fur­

ther h i s  com mitment to an ega l i ta ri an  

model o f  exce l lence.  

H e  was the most i nsp i r i ng  of co l ­

leag u es ,  offe ri n g  aca d e m i c  leader­

sh ip ,  i ntel lectua l  generosity, serious­

ness ,  and h u mo u r. Perha p s  the most 

i mportant th i n g  a bout Pa u l  as a col ­

leag ue  w a s  h i s  capacity for i nte l l ectu ­

a l  com rades h i p ;  o n e  cou l d  h u rl a ny­

th ing  at  h im and know that  he wou l d  

respond  d i rect ly  a n d  h o nest ly, 

whethe r  one 's concern was  a bout  

po l i t ica l  p h i losophy, the i nternationa l  
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economy, the state of the u n i vers ity 

system,  or  whether  to buy a flat .  H i s  

enormous ra nge o f  engagement, a n d  

sense o f  h u m o u r, m a d e  j o y  o f  even 

the most d ifficu l t  of c i rcumsta nces . 

Teach i ng with h i m  a l ways meant 

one wou l d  have g reat fu n with ideas,  

so that even the most a bstract of top­

ics wou l d  ga in  from h i s  capacity to 

m a ke them engag i n g .  He wou ld d ive 

i nto q u ite specif ic a nd often b iza rre 

observat ions - I m ma n ue l  Ka nt's pool  

p laying tech n i q u es,  for exa mp le ,  that 

wou ld  leave everyone ree l i n g .  

sa me,  he was exemp lary. 

The School of Po l it ics and  Socio logy 

is p l ann i ng  a n u m ber of events to hon­

our  Pa u l  H i rst : a n  i nternationa l  confer­

ence in 2004, the nam ing  of the sem­

inar room i n  1 0  Gower Street, and  a 

memor ia l  fu nd to endow a n  a n n u a l  

lectu re . 

Brita i n  has  lost one of its forem ost 

inte l l ectua l s .  Co l l eag ues and  friends  

w i l l  m iss h im a lways.  

He  i s  surv ived by h is wife Pen ny 

and  son J a m i e .  

H i s  keen ness t o  cu lt ivate others, Samantha Ashenden 
and  t ime for others,  was reflected i n  School  o f  Po l it ics and  Socio logy 

h is conti n ued com m itment to teach i n g  Bi rkbeck Co l lege 

fi rst yea r underg ra d uates, and i n  h is  

w i l l i ng ness to read a nd com ment on  

work of a l l  of h i s  co l l eagues .  He  had a 

precise a n d  energetic i nte l l ect, but 

a l so determ i nat ion  to fig ht for the 

th ings  and peop le  to whom he was 

committed . He engaged fu l ly  with stu ­

dents, n o t  just those who exce l led 

a cadem i ca l l y, but  a l so those who  

worked h a rd and  strugg led . He  was 

ega l ita ria n  by nature .  Pa u l  ca red not 

who you were, but what you thought  

and  what you cou l d  do .  He  ca red , and 

took de l ight  i n  other  peop le ,  and  in  

the i r  ach ievements .  

Pa u l  was, i n  t h e  m a n n e r  o f  some­

one with a n  enormous and sceptica l 

i ntel lect, ca pab le  of astute a n d  pes­

s im ist ic d i ag noses of the present;  but 

he was a lso a lways posit ive and prac­

t ica l ly engaged with the tasks of 

renew ing  o u r  socia l  and pol it ica l l and­

sca pes, i n st itut ions ,  a n d  re lat ions ,  

even in  h is  recog n i t i on  of the  

i ntracta b i l i ty of  the prob lems to  be  

fa ced . H e  offe red extra o rd i n a ry 

breadth a n d  depth of engagement 

with the world ,  a n d  he dema nded th is  

of  others too .  I n  a lways p u rsu i ng  the 

work he thought most i m porta nt, and  

by  enco u ra g i n g  others to  do the  
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