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Interview with Peter Barham
by Robert M. Young

[bookmark: _GoBack]Psychologist Peter Barham, with Ph.Ds in history from Cambridge and in psychology from Durham, is the author of such remarkable and ever pertinent books as Schizophrenia and Human Value (1985), Closing the Asylums (1992), Forgotten Lunatics of the Great War (2004) and, with Robert Hayward, of From the Mental patient to The Person (1991), republished as Relocating Madness. He is the founder of the Hamlet Trust which from around 1990 until 2007 was active in grassroots mental health reform in Eastern Europe. In 2006 he was elected a Fellow of the British Psychological Society in recognition of ‘his outstanding contribution to psychological approaches to the understanding of psychosis’. He is also producer, with Geoff Griffiths, of the 3 part documentary Living With Schizophrenia. We nabbed him for a reflective conversation on past and present moments in his career, 

Young:  What I would like to do is facilitate making the readers of our journal to taste to the point of craving what you have written and what you have done as a philanthropist. I also have some personal curiosities, for example why you have been so itinerant about the academic homes where you have conducted your research. Why didn’t you get a lectureship, stay put and serve your time till the retirement age?

Barham: That’s a chapter of accidents. It wasn’t planned. Somebody said to me that I have made a career of not having a career. One part of my life has been a springboard to something else. I haven’t planned those next steps. When I got passionately interested in the history of madness Roy Porter was an obviously a magnet. He was publisher’s reader for my first book, but I didn’t meet him until 1990. It was with his encouragement that I got to pursue research at what was then the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicjne and became intensively involved in the history of mental patients and institutions. He was a particular inspiration. To some extent I found my own way, for example, to the forgotten lunatics of the Great War.

Young: Were there other people who were particularly influential? 

Barham: There was a remarkable person called Irving Velody at Durham. He and Arthur Still (who was my PhD supervisor) were founding editors of the History of the Human Sciences. And Roger Smith. The people around the journal were a focus for me. I couldn’t have put together Schizophrenia and Human Value without that ambience. There were also others, e.g., Alasdair Macintyre and Richard Rorty who I might not have heard about without that context. It’s been my good fortune at forks in the road along my life to have discovered people who were receptive to what I was struggling to say. There was a teacher at school, though I hated the school. Similarly in Cambridge there was a director of studies who was encouraging. I have found people along the way. I never wanted to be a professor. I wanted to get on with what I was doing rather than have an academic career. I am a kind of contended oddball. I am a figure of the sixties.

Young:  I want to get some sense of the sequence of your projects.
 
Barham:  Chronologically I started off in mental hospitals. I did my PhD in one of the old mental hospitals, the old Durham County Lunatic Asylum in the early seventies. I got very immersed in working with chronic schizophrenics. My next project after that was looking at what happened to people after they left the mental hospital.
 
Young:  Did you think the old hospitals had to close? It seems to me that it’s not OK that we destroyed so much in return for so little.
 
Barham:  I don’t think we can generalize, but I do think the old mental hospitals came to stand for a certain attitude that could not go on.
 
Young:  What about the York Retreat?
 
Barham: It was a fine institution in its time.
 
Young:  Wasn’t the Cassel Hospital a fine place?
 
Barham: Yes, but it is not necessarily a model for everything. If you speak to people who were in mental hospitals it is very unusual to find someone who wanted to be a long-stay patient in one of those hospitals – who are nostalgic.
 
Young:  David Clark used to regale me with tales about Fulbourn. We were both members of King’s College in Cambridge, and I later published his fine book, The Story of a Mental Hospital: Fulbourn 1858-1983 (Process Press, 1996), which Roy Porter praised highly.
 
Barham:  He was speaking from the point of view of a paternalist superintendent. His patients wanted to set themselves elsewhere.
 
Young:  I also think we were hoodwinked by the claims made for the new drugs. That was my experience working as an aide in a mental hospital in Phoenix in 1956.
 
Barham:  I think there was a lot of ‘magic bullet’ thinking. Just to come back to your question about whether or not too much has been thrown away, some have been able to live more satisfying lives after leaving the old bins. It is a mistake to want to bring back those institutions. I would not want to package my assessment in a brief summary. I end up with a series of questions, not blueprints.
 
Young:  Does your kitbag include psychoanalysis in the mental health system.
 
Barham: I have a great regard for psychoanalysis, but I find it difficult to say how it fits in, being so labour-intensive. Psychoanalysis is a theory/thought system/research which can be drawn upon with great benefit.
 
Young: What do you think of Harold Searles, who worked as a consultant doing long-term psychoanalysis in a mental hospital in Maryland?
 
Barham: Searles is one of the greatest theoreticians of psychosis, but he was a maverick. A way of working was possible in that period that is not feasible now. In his study of the young R.D.Laing (Portrait of the Psychiatrist as a Young Man), Allan Beveridge, writing about the 50s, points out that one could then could devote hundreds of hours to just one patient, as Laing did..
 
Young: Can you say in a straightforward way why you did not pursue psychoanalytic training at the Tavistock after you were admitted to do so?
 
Barham:  I experienced it as a religious institution, and it was difficult for me to find colleagues who were able to think in open-minded ways.
 
Young  I think it has the ambience of a public school. I have seen several people walk away for this reason.
 
Barham: I have been able to forge another kind of role. If there is a deficiency, there are counterbalancing benefits. I have had a varied career as a researcher, writer and activist.  I have had close contact with “mad” people throughout my career,
 
Young: I would now like to turn to your philanthropic work.
 
Barham: I went to Poland on holiday. I was a visiting senior lecturer at Goldsmiths’ which had a connection with the Wates Foundation which was interested in giving money to reform in the old Eastern Europe.  I was put in touch with the Wates  Foundation, and they gave us a generous grant.  Former mental patients came from Poland and UK people went there. This became the basis for an application for a bigger grant from the philanthropist George Soros. I wrote to Soros, who expressed support for our goals, and over the next decade his foundation gave the Hamlet Trust a lot of money to enable us to promote grassroots approaches to mental health care.
 
Young: How bad was Poland - a lot better than Russia?
 
Barham:   They were rolling back hospitals on the Soviet model but they had no concept at all about what to put in place of the old regime. We facilitated a new kind of thinking about what it meant to be a mental patient returning to society. Our job, as I saw it, was to stimulate some thinking. We arranged study tours between Poland and England. At that time there was an openness – in the early 1990s after the Berlin Wall came down. We did this intensively throughout the 90s.  The people we were working with learned how to skill themselves up and set up their own organizations and to apply for money.
 
Young: I sometimes think that taking the group relations tradition to Eastern Europe would have been a good thing.
 
Barham:  I agree and sometimes wish I had tried to take that approach to Eastern Europe. But eventually I found all the traveling exhausting and, as tends to happen, it ran its course.
 
Young:  There is something about who you are that has led you down this road and not others and come up this body of work that will live forever.
 
Barham  I have had plenty of recognition and do not feel unjustly neglected.
 
Young:  Might you write something autobiographical?
 
Barham:   That’s not really my style.  I am setting up a web site with a chronology of the sequence of my projects. Let me get on with this and see what it leads to.
 

--
A TALK TO “THE FUNDING NETWORK”  (www.thefundingnetwork.org.uk)
January 2011
 
So why do I give?   Well, that’s quite a question.  I’m not sure that I know exactly.  OK that can’t be entirely true:  I must have some idea, because otherwise I certainly shouldn’t be standing here. But I want to convey the idea that for me anyway giving is a learning experience, it’s a kind of journey.  Perhaps that is partly because I haven’t been doing it for very long –around about 4 years—so I’m a relatively new kid on the donor’s block.  Of course, that isn’t quite true either: I’ve been giving to buskers and other causes for as long as I can remember. What I mean is that it is only in recent years that we –my wife and I-- have scaled up & started giving with a bit more determination if you like.
 
	I guess the stimulus to get into it in a more concerted way came from an experience of giving  that I was privileged to have in the 1990s thanks to the generosity of one major donor, George Soros.   Among other things, I work in mental health & at the end of the 1980s I set up a charity to assist with mental health reform in the countries of Eastern And Central Europe. Giving people who had been mental patients rights and life chances that had formerly been denied to them, that kind of thing. We started working in Poland initially and then moved out into other countries. Anyway, in 1992 I wrote a long letter to George Soros telling him why I thought he should take more interest in mental health & asking for his support and rather to my surprise and much to my delight he replied personally –in those days he was still opening his own post.  This turned out to be the start of a very fruitful relationship with the Soros foundation that lasted more than ten years. Through the generosity of Soros the charity was soon in a position to set up a grant making programme of its own:  giving small grants –rarely more than 5,000$--to self-help groups of former mental patients in a number of countries. This programme was carefully targeted and monitored & it was undoubtedly the most successful and rewarding contribution we made over those years.  I learnt from it how empowering even a small grant could be in certain circumstances in terms of skilling people up & bringing them into the mainstream.   
 
	So this was an experience of giving by proxy, if you like, that I was privileged to have. Some years later my wife & I reached a point in our lives where we felt that we could do a bit more giving of our own.  We have shared ideals & like quite a lot of people in the 55+ age band we have done quite well over the past couple of decades, so we decided that it was perhaps time to give something back. Our generation may have lucked in but younger people and various groups in other places are not so fortunate.   At the moment we are focusing on the Palestinian population in the OT and in Lebanon, & we give small grants to medical and other humanitarian charities and visit the region ourselves when we can.    We also like the challenge of being brought into contact with groups and causes we perhaps know little or nothing about and that is where the Funding Network comes in.    Becoming involved in giving is very satisfying in many respects, though I’m always left feeling that we don’t have enough time to give to it. 
 
 	But it also throws up questions.    Some of the causes we support-–the Palestinians are an obvious example—are among what I call the Great Intractables.  There is really no solution in sight.  And with the Great Intractables comes the Great Imponderables.  What earthly difference does our giving make?   Unless mayhem breaks out there, we plan to travel to Lebanon in the spring & visit some of the projects run by Medical Aid for Palestinians in the refugee camps.  Why do we support projects like these?  In my bleaker moments I think we’re just pissing into the wind.  But I don’t like to be defined by my bleaker moments for I prefer to hold to a more optimistic set of values.  My feeling about why we give, and where we have got to on our journey so far, is perhaps best expressed by that old saying ‘it’s better to light a candle than to curse the darkness’.   Lighting a few candles, and placing a wager on the future, is what I see ourselves as doing. Oh, and I still give to buskers because they gladden my heart.
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