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Social scientist who was diverse and industrious

Professor Paul Hirst, social theorist, was born on May 20, 1946. He died on June 16, 2003, aged 57.

AN INTERNATIONALLY renowned social theorist, Professor Paul Hirst was a man of rare insight and understanding of contemporary

politics and society. Professor of Social Theory at Birkbeck College, University of London, he had tireless enthusiasm and energy for

the many projects in which he was engaged. He was chairman and co-founder of the constitutional reform movement Charter 88, co-

founder of the journal Economy and Society, and Chair of the Political Quarterly editorial board.

He also initiated The London Consortium PhD Programme, bringing together Birkbeck with the Architectural Association, the British

Film Institute, the Tate and the Institute of Contemporary Arts, and was its director. He not only had ideas but was someone who

provided the leadership, sheer hard work and determination with which political campaigns, intellectual achievement and institutional

reforms were sustained and advanced.

He transformed the many debates in which he engaged and he was a key figure in the introduction of structuralism to social theory in

the 1970s. In Pre-Capitalist Modes of Production and Mode of Production and Social Formation (1975, 1977, both with Barry

Hindess), he contested the idea that "historical materialism" could form the core of Marxist intellectual practice.

He engaged further with theories of history and historical writing in Marxism and Historical Writing (1985), and in On Law and

Ideology (1979), forcing intellectuals of the Left to rethink their understanding of the relation between law and democratic practice.

In Associative Democracy (1994), Representative Democracy and its Limits (1990) and After Thatcher (1989) he focused on

rethinking democracy in the face of the limits imposed by traditional liberal democratic forms and state socialism.

In his seminal contribution, Globalisation in Question (1996 and 1999, with Grahame Thompson), he challenged the widely held belief

in "globalisation", and in War and Power in the 21st Century (2001) he argued that technological and climate change may lead to

serious armed conflict. At the time of his death he was working on a monograph on space and power, bringing together social theory,

architecture, urban planning and the space of the new world order.

Paul Quentin Hirst was born in Holberton, Devon. He spent much of his early childhood travelling due to his father being in the Armed

Forces, and for a time lived in Germany. Following a stint at a grammar school in Plymouth, he studied social science at the University

of Leicester, where he was taught by Sami Zubaida, and took his master's in sociology at the University of Sussex.
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In 1969 Hirst arrived at Birkbeck, where, with Zubaida and Bernard Crick, he founded the School of Politics and Sociology. In 1978 he

was promoted to reader and in 1985 was appointed Professor of Social Theory, a post he held until his death.

Hirst was egalitarian and approachable. He was always positive about the possibilities of renewing our social and political landscape,

even in his recognition of the seemingly intractable problems of the present.

Hirst suffered a brain haemorrhage from which he did not recover. He is survived by his wife Penny and a son.
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