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THE LAST REFUGE (abridged edition) by Peter Townsend. Rourledge. 70s 6d. 

Seventeen years ago the Curtis Committee 
shocked the social conscience of the nation by 
their report on home life Today, in his survey of 
Residential Institutions and Homes for the Aged 
in England and Wales Peter Townsend, with the 
help of four resezrch assistaits, bas done an 
equally devastating report on how we look after 
our old people After living in J welfare state for 
nearly twenty years, i t  is, perhaps. an even fiercer 
comment of our way of life 

This meticulous piece of social research coni- 
bined with real care and conccrn for the people 
involved provides such enthralling reading that it 
is a difficult book to put down However. when 
we do put it down the book requires an answer 
and that answer is not a R o y ~ l  Commission or a 
Committee of Enquiry The Last Rcfuge has ful- 
filled that need The answer must be a drastic 
effort on the part of local authorities, voluntary 
organizations and retlgious bodies to put thetr 
houses in order 

Peter Townsend offers us certain principles on 
which future policy should be t u l t ,  starting from 
the basic belief that every endeavour must be 

made to preserve the independence of the 
individual. 

Less communal homes are needed: more 
sheltered housing and hospital extensions should 
be built and domiciliary services should be ex- 
tended. However, throughout the book, it is very 
evident that no specially planned housing, no 
vitamin-increased diets. no intelligent use of 
gadgets wil l ever compensate for inadequate and 
poor relationships with those who visit the aged 
in their own homes and those who supervise 
their residential care. Tolerance, understanding 
and respect are due to the old who have won their 
rights to them in the heat of the day. 

Is it too much to hope that this report wil l 
rouse thc constructive interest of its readers so 
that the country wil l press for a new act to protect 
the old. I f  for no other reason, we should, perhaps, 
as a matter of self-interest consider this report. 
VJe. ourselves, will be old one day and now is the 
moment to make sure that when we are the 
treatment metcd out to us is what we should like 
for ourselves and other people. 

Hilary Halpin 

SIMONE WElL by Jacques Cabaud. Harvill Press, 42s. 

The present book is an exhaustive- and exhaust- 
ing - biography of the brilliant French Jewish 
thinker who seemed for a long time to hover on 
the threshold of Christianity and finally died of 
self-inflicted starvat:cr: ir: a Lcndcn h3spital at 

the age of thirty-four. The author traces her 
career from the precocious schoolgirl through her 
student days and her teaching jobs to her factory 
work, her brief participation in the Spanish civil 
war and her ineffectual attempts to work for the 
French resistance movement. He spares us noth- 
ng, neither long extracts from her innumerable 
wwspaper articles nor even the casual notes of 
her pupils, and the personality that emerges from 
this immense documentation is by no means 
attractive. Without a trace of humour, Simone 
Weil was given to pontificating on every subject 

under thc sun, be it philosophy, theology, social 
questions, politics, and even the quantum 
theory of Max Planck 

Catholics have often believed that she was a 
Ca!+ol*c at hear!, but the materral pgblished in the 
present volume makes it abundantly clear that 
she was very far not only from Catholicism but 
from any form of Christianity She is often re- 
garded as a mystic. but though Jacques Cabaud 
himself considers her experiences to be 'mystical', 
his accounts of them leave one doubtful. For 
what are we to make of her statement that Christ 
came into her room telling her he would teach 
her things of which she knew nothing, then led 
her out into the road and into an attic. where, 
though 'he had promised to teach me. yet he 
taught me nothing' and instead they 'spoke of 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002842890006443X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002842890006443X



