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OBITUARIES

Peter Sedgwick (19341983)*
PETER SEDGWICK'ssuddendeath, in circumstancesyet to be explained,is not
only an unbearableloss to his familyand friends;it bereavesthe Left of a socialist
intellectualit badlyneeded - constructive,courageous,unrancorous,clear-sighted,
unreverentialand unfailinglycompassionate.It robsthe mentallyill, the vulnerable
and troubled victims of inadequate health care and misguided anti-psychiatric
ideologies, of a deeply thoughtful ally. It removes the translator and major
authorityon Victor Serge, and a leadingscholarof the movementsand ideologies
of the Left. It silences a uniquevoice, politicallycommittedbut alwaysbalanced,
urgentbut alwayslaced with humour.He was at once a masterof the broadview,
the fine-grainedand deep argument,and the hilarioussend-up. His companywas
life-enhancing,inspiring, endlessly amusing, in ironic contrast to his personal
sufferings.
Peter was born in 1934. When he was very young his motherdied and he was
adopted by his father's brother. Raised in Liverpool, he was deeply affected by
what he describedas 'a series of catastrophicevents in my family home' in which
finally his adoptive mother 'was admitted, in a condition of extreme dementia,
into the chargeof a crowdedand custodiallocal mentalhospitalin whichshe quite
shortlyafterwardsdied. Today that hospitalstill stands, less crowdedperhaps,but
still locked and, for massesof its chronicpatients,lackingin manyof the elements
of a humanecare'. Only then did he learn of his adoption.
As a scholar at Balliol he moved from Christianityto communismand then
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out of the CommunistPartyin 1956with other membersof the early New Left in
which he was at once a centraland individualfigure.
He became a psychologistat LiverpoolUniversitybut was forced out of this
post when an articlehe had writtenabout Durex'smonopolyof the contraceptive
industryled to a confrontationwith his professor(and supportfrom his students).
There followed jobs as a school teacher, an educationalpsychologist,tutor at a
psychiatricprisonand researchpsychologistat an Oxfordhospitalstudyingbraindamagedpatients.He then took up a politicslectureshipat York University,spent
a year in New York, and, finally, a post in both politics and psychiatryat Leeds
Universityfrom 1974until his death.
He spoke to manyaudiencesbut alwayswith his own distinctivecommitments
- to the linking of the personal with the political, to political activity however
isolated and hopeless it might seem providedthat it was intelligentlyconceived,
to the unmaskingof bogus panaceas, dogmatismand intellectualarrogance,on
both Left and Right. He was for long associatedwith the monthlyjournalof the
SWP, InternationalSocialism, to which he gave intellectualseriousness,muscle
and breadthof vision.
His Major achievementwas his Psycho Politics, a widely and justly acclaimed
masterpiecewhichbrilliantlydissectsthe anti-psychiatric
gurus- ErvingGoffman,
R. D. Laing, Michel Foucault and Thomas Szasz - who, in strikinglydifferent
ways, conspiredto deny that mental illness is illness. His book was inspiredby
his opposition to their culturalhegemony which, in the late '60s and '70s they
exercisedespeciallystronglyin the very left-wingcauses and movementsof which
Peter was a partisan.
His compassionateconcernwas with 'The great seriousnessand specificityof
the dementing illnesses which can strike at any home including the private
addressesof social workers, theatricalhabituesand political militantsof various
progressivecauses'. The book ends with a profoundlychallengingsocialist case
for integrating'the diverse demandsof mental health workers, patients and the
public'. The book's reception by psychiatrists,social workers, philosophersand
indeed the Left was highlygratifyingto him.
His editing and translatingwork on Victor Serge was a labourof scrupulous
scholarship,laced with characteristicinsight into antimoniesand paradoxes.He
was, indeed, a very good historian,sensitive to the effect of contingenciesand
circumstances,and the moral pressuresthey placed on individualscaught up in
them. He translatedMemoirsof a Revolutionaryand Year One of the Russian
Revolutionand helped to edit Midnightin the Century.A fourth volume on the
Serge-Trotskyrelationshipis soon to appear(publishedby Writersand Readers).
This reveals Serge in the earlier period as compassionateand sensitive but a by
no means unblemishedhero. He was also workingon Serge's five-partessay on
Nietszche.
In addition, there are brilliantessays on the historyof the new Left and on
the varietiesof socialistthought;and on HerbertMarcuse(the most penetrating
essay ever writtenabout him), Isaac Deutscher, George Orwell, G. D. H. Cole,
Alasdair MacIntyre and last year on Daniel Guerin, whose bi-sexualismhe
discussedin relationto his transcendenceof politicaldivisions,mediatingbetween
libertariansocialism and authoritarianbolshevism, anarchismand marxism.He
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saw Guerin's 'entire creative life' as 'spent in the effort to interpret to one another
standpoints of a partial validity but with a claim to all-inclusiveness'.
Peter Sedgwick's published writings, some of them scattered in esoteric and
sectarian hiding places, urgently demand to be collected together in a handsome
volume. We anxiously await any news of unpublished manuscripts. His letters to
friends are no less deeply interesting and some of them too should be published.
Despite his own encroaching private tragedy, amid a sense of political collapse
and personal isolation, his collected writings will be a source of inspiration and
will set a standard of reasonableness for socialists in the years to come. What we
needed was for Peter to survive. But though he has not, his writings surely will.
Steven Lukes
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Gloden Dallas (1943-1983)
GLODEN DALLAS - friend and neighbour, died tragically on 9th July 1983,
aged 40. Her death shocked both her immediate family, and the wider circle of
friends in London and West Yorkshire who had come to know Gloden over the
last twenty years.
I did not meet Gloden till 1976. But I know that socialism and feminism have
lost a particularly fine historian. Gloden's insights into a previous generation's
thinking and experience always startled me by their rare clarity for she had built
up a knowledge and an understanding of the past that would be the envy of many.
After the women's movement's rebirth in the late 1960s, Gloden pioneered
the opening up of women's history. This was a time when few, other than her
good friend Sheila Rowbotham, appreciated the full significance of this new quest.

