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Neil Smith, 1954–2012

‘Gregarious’, ‘brilliant’, ‘inspiring’, ‘mischievous’, ‘cheeky’, ‘complicated’ and 
‘revolutionary’ are all terms used over the years to describe Neil Smith, who 
has died from liver failure. While the full influence of his legacy on radical 

social theory, and Marxist spatial theory in particular, remains to be seen, he stands 
among the most important geographical theorists of the last century. 

Neil was born in Leith, Scotland, on 18 July 1954. His undergraduate education 
was in the broad tradition of geography taught at the University of St Andrews, which 
entailed training in earth sciences, including geology and geomorphology, as well 
as humanistic geography. He was largely motivated to pursue what would become 
his life’s work through his early relationship with Joe Doherty, who had brought the 
revolutionary sprit of 1968 Paris into his lectures at St Andrews. However, his training 
in the other earth sciences no doubt helped inspire his well-known lifelong interest in 
birdwatching, and his less well-known interest in smuggling seeds across the world to 
watch them grow at his homes in New York and Toronto. 

He worked at Columbia (1982–86) and Rutgers (1986 to 2000) 
universities from before moving to the City University of New 
York, where he founded and directed the Centre for Place, Culture 
and Politics, and was a Distinguished Professor of Anthropology 
and Geography. From 2008 he also held a fractional appointment 
as Sixth Century Professor of Geography and Social Theory at the 
University of Aberdeen.

Neil wrote Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the 
Production of Space (1984) out of the dissertation that he com-
pleted at Johns Hopkins under the supervision of David Harvey. 
Reflecting on the impact of this groundbreaking work on its 
twenty‑fifth anniversary, he said:

The book is of its period, where we were actually discovering Marx, and I think that comes 
through in every dense paragraph, every dense sentence, every dense phrase in the book, for 
which I apologize. But, I think the density of it is very much about the voice, which was, how 
do you take Marx and make it relevant to geography, and that was such a political project… 
In retrospect, I am going to defend that project tremendously. 

This sense of humility mixed with an ardent defence of Marxist philosophy is char-
acteristic of the way Neil helped dramatically reshape geography. His insistence that 
both Marxist and geographical insights were fundamentally necessary for revolutionary 
thinking opened up important terrains of work ranging between cities, global capitalism, 
nature, class and other social relations of power. Terms that are now commonplace within 
geographical social theory that he defined and helped shape include ‘uneven develop-
ment’, ‘the social production of nature’ and ‘the politics of scale’. His insights transformed 
the status quo and turned much spatial theory on its head, ranging from discussions of 
the roots of the revanchist city as ‘the father of gentrification theory’ to inspiring many 
to believe that the end of capitalism was not only possible to imagine, but necessary to 
imagine. He possessed immense intellectual and political energy and creativity His final 
contribution to the journal Antipode, ‘The Revolutionary Imperative’, concluded:

It may not be premature to suggest that a capitalist way of organizing social life, like feudalism 
before it, has become exhausted, corrupt and unjust and therefore expendable… Revolution may, 
as James suggests, come like a thief in the night, but if there is going to be a heist on capitalism, 
the thief needs to come with a few tools. Some tools are intellectual ideas; others are tools of the 
imagination about other possible worlds; still others are our human bodies, but most importantly 
they are social and political organization for a more humane future… 
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