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“Who am I to impose my values?”

Being ‘abandoned to choice’ is one of the perversions of community living. In this article, John Armstrong encourages more helpful responses towards those who are vulnerable. John is an associate of CRU and is well known for his teaching and advocacy work. 

Patrick is a man who spent most of his life living with eighty other men in a privately run institution. He had a small corner of a large room that was shared with seven other men. His days were a rigid routine of waking, cleaning, eating, sleeping and endless hours of sitting. There were few decisions for him to make because his life was so regimented and so Patrick’s capacity to make decisions grew extremely weak. Once, however, Patrick took a walk out of the facility – just down the road – but well out of sight of everyone else. The police were called and when Patrick was found and returned to the institution, his family decided that he should never be permitted to leave again. Even yearly visits to his mother were no longer permitted.

After twenty-five years, the institution underwent a change of direction and Patrick was one of the first to be chosen to live in a group home. Things would be different there, he was told, and this began to frighten him a little. Patrick moved into a house in the suburbs with four other men, but something else was different – Patrick was now given the chance to make many decisions for himself, even in areas that he had never before experienced. The staff said that he was an adult, and could do anything he wished. But this presented a dilemma for Patrick; he didn’t know what there was to choose from, except for the limited range of things that he had always known. For example, Patrick always had his evening meal at four-thirty and then changed into his pyjamas, watched television and retired at six pm. The staff said: “This is your decision, Patrick.” The staff discussed how they might support Patrick to do new things, but each of them kept coming up against the notion: Who am I to impose my values on him? They found it difficult to get beyond this notion, to questions about what is typical or valued by people in the general community, and for using that as a guideline when thinking about what might be of help to Patrick.

One of Patrick’s housemates was a man named Thomas. Thomas had no trouble getting out and exploring the world. He would walk straight up to people in the street, asking them their names, and enquiring if they would be his friends. Thomas also noticed women and girls for the first time. He was often transfixed by a woman when he was out, staring at her in a prolonged manner. Staff would try to redirect Thomas towards something else but this was never quite as interesting to Thomas as a lovely woman who caught his attention. Workers were reluctant to impose what they called ‘their own values’ on Thomas, so like Patrick, he never learnt how to get the most out of the freedom that life in the community might have brought him. 

Freedom brings the potential to learn new things; to discover preferences, desires and wants, as well as opportunities for discovering good decision-making. Freedom is the proving ground of autonomy, where mastery in self-control and social interactions may be developed. So how might the richness of community life be experienced by people in situations like those of Patrick and Thomas, without violating their autonomy? How are people like Patrick and Thomas able learn what is appropriate and what is not? Is it to be through punishment, or by exposing them only to the consequences of their actions, even when those consequences are potentially harmful to the person? A much more helpful response is to give people ordinary, typical and direct encouragement and feedback about some of the things they are choosing to do. This helps a person to develop actions that are more likely to enable successful choices, acceptance in the community, and personal growth. Personal growth comes by placing certain restraints on the self, and this in turn corresponds to the responsibilities that go with the exercise of our rights. Personal freedom is tied to responsibility and obligation. 

The kind of community living that many of us seek for people like Patrick and Thomas comes about not only through learning to enjoy the freedom that community life can offer but also through learning about the reciprocal interactions that we have towards one another in the community. People who have been deprived of opportunities to exercise freedom of choice will benefit from gentle, caring and relevant feedback and support so that they can modify their actions and come to enjoy one of the most precious features of community life – acceptance. For those of us who are engaged in the support of people with disabilities, there is a need to deal with some of the unhelpful notions that we hold – notions that can limit sensible actions and common sense. People who have been deprived of opportunities to develop and learn in the context of everyday lives deserve the chance to learn and grow or they may continue to suffer lives of marginalisation, destitution or even imprisonment. (
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