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Wesley Newcomb Hohfeld died prematurely one hundred years ago of endocarditis, at the age of only 39.
Whilst he is perhaps the best-known analytical philosopher to have written in the area of private law in
western, common law legal systems in the twentieth century, it is sometimes suggested that his thinking
about ‘rights’ has had little impact on the law. In this paper, I assess the man and his impact, noting a
dramatic recent resurgence in interest in his work amongst both commentators and courts. I ask what it is
about us – and about private law in the 21st Century – that has resulted in us reaching with such renewed
enthusiasm for his thinking, so long after his death. In the process, I identify some important uses that his
work can constructively be put in the modern day. Perhaps the most important of these is one that he did not
anticipate. It lies, I suggest, in unpicking the complex network of relationships that now exists between
private law and the modern administrative state.
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