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This is an account by a sociologist of his investigations into 
the family life of 203 old people drawn at random from the lists of 
medical practitioners in Bethnal Green. The volume forms the 
second of a series of family studies undertaken by the Institute of 
Community Studies, and it continues the theme of the first, Family 
^nd Kinship in East London by Young and Wilmott, bringing out 
even more vividly the part played by the extended family. 

In this context the extended family is defined as a group of 
relatives comprising more than an immediate family who live in 
?ne, two or more households and who see each other every day or 
nearly every day. Within this group the old person, particularly 
the old woman, is supported to the end of life. The remarkable 

thing about old age is that it does not signify abrupt change but 
emphasises the continuity of family life. Although 25% of the old 
People studied were living alone, and 29% in married pairs only, 
this did not imply that they were isolated. Separate living was the 
result of a preference for independence so long as the important 
relatives, especially daughter and grandchildren, were near enough 
to be seen frequently. Companionship and help were then assured 
?n desirable terms, for Mr. Townsend shows that the closeness of 

family ties depends greatly upon reciprocal services. It is not just 
that children visit and look after their old parents from a sense 

of duty, but that the old people still perform necessary tasks in 

family life centred in a three generation interchange. This is most 
frequently grandmother, daughter and grandchildren. The grand- 
mother gradually relinquishes household tasks as infirmity increases 
hut remains able to cook dinner for children and grandchildren 
Nvhen, perhaps, they have to do her shopping or fetch her pension 
for her. 

It is a difficult book to summarise for the excellent reason 
that the author does not allow statistical averages to hide the 

c?mplexities and variations of family structure. His method of 
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work is most ingenious and he has demonstrated how perception 
and understanding of human needs may control and use a statistical 
method. One example of this, and a very striking one, is the way in 
which isolation and desolation are examined as causes of loneliness 
in old people. 

It is bereavement leading to loneliness, retirement for men or 
inability to continue to serve the family for women, which stand 
out as the tragic aspects of old age. Old people feel desolate or 
useless more often than isolated. 

Isolation is an important social problem of old age but, if 

Bethnal Green proves to be typical, it concerns not more than 10% 
of old people, those being unmarried, childless, or peculiarly lacking 
in relations. Many even of the unmarried or childless seem to find 
for themselves a substitute three generation family into which they 
are adopted. A convincing plea is put forward for considering the 
background of the "normal" old person, secure in family ties and 
reciprocal services, in the planning of social services for those who 
are quite or partly isolated and so need public care. 

Mr. Townsend seems too perceptive to have ignored psycho- 
logical disorder if he came across it. Only one old person is 
mentioned as having been in a mental hospital. He met the. 

markedly eccentric but rarely seems to have come across senility. 
It could be significant that this sample of old people came from a 
relatively immobile stable population. Many had lived in the same 
house for 20-40 years. 

To those old people studied, the extended three generation 
family seemed to be the "supreme comfort and support"; and the 
evidence suggests that it will continue to be so because of its 

capacity to adapt to changing circumstances. 
Given the health and flexibility of the extended family a 

related question, perhaps unanswerable, is what price does the 
individual pay for this kind of security? Avoidance of friction is 

shown to be an important factor in shaping the trend of family and 
community relationships, although obviously love and hate are still 
lively between close relations. It would be interesting for the study 
of mental health to discover what happens to the misfits or those 
individuals who cannot be contained in the structure of the 
extended family. Some are undoubtedly in the isolated group many 
of whom are discussed in a chapter on those who claim state care. 

Are there others who have been successfully or unsuccessfully the 
true agents of change? 

These questions are not intended to detract from recommenda- 
tion of this book. Everyone interested in social services for old 

people may study it with much profit, as well as those who have 
a will to understand and communicate with people among whon1 
they live. 
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