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When economics and ethics meet XE "When economics and ethics meet:Christopher Newell" 
Christopher Newell

Dr Christopher Newell, AM, is a consultant ethicist in private practice and a senior lecturer in medical ethics, University of Tasmania. He is also a person with disability. Christopher believes that our current problems are perpetuated by the allocation of money solely within disability budgets. Such practices ensure that disability remains an area of “special needs” rather than the core concern of all government departments and society in general.

It was a question which revealed a side of me of which I am not proud: “It looks as if we are getting a lot more money in the Queensland disability sector, but what values should be used in spending it?”  As a Tasmanian with disability, I must confess to a momentary feeling of envy and even greed. “Lucky sods” I thought in a weak moment, as I mentally added up things that I wanted: a new piece of equipment, new batteries, more personal care, even a replacement for a wheelchair which has probably sustained more disabilities in travelling with Qantas than its owner, and the list went on.  

That momentary selfish response is how we are encouraged to act, as we compete with each other for crumbs of the cake.  Yet, when we think beyond narrow self-interest and the dominant ethical mantra “autonomy rules, OK” then we start to realise why a set of overarching values are enormously important.  Not just because no matter how much money we have, it will never be enough, but because the allocation of money solely within disability budgets helps to perpetuate our problems:  disability as “other” rather than the mainstream “us”; disability as “special needs” rather than a core concern of all government departments, and society in general.

Don’t get me wrong, I am not saying that we shouldn’t have dedicated budgets for the disability sector. I applaud governments which have designated Ministers for disability issues.  We need policies driven by such Ministers, in order to lead our lives as part of vital communities, rather than as a special needs grouping - an economic burden on the State.  There is no better illustration of this than considering the sorts of values that we need to sustain and nurture us in a civil society – one where our economic policies embrace disability as “us” rather than “other”.

It is only within this context that disability needs can be met, because they then become hardly exceptional or special needs. They are just part of what it is to be part of a vital community – one which evaluates itself against the benchmark of embracing those of us who live with disabilities and all the “others” we exclude from our moral community.

Rushworth Kidder identifies eight universal values necessary to create the moral conditions for a sustainable 21st century:  love, truthfulness, fairness, freedom, unity, tolerance, responsibility, & respect for life. Here I take a set of values from across mainstream cultures, rather than suggesting an entirely different set of values for those of us with disability, as sometimes occurs.  Most importantly, these are values which can only be learnt and lived out in interrelationship.  

The value of “love” immediately challenges us to recognise that we need to move beyond the belief that a service culture is the solution for those of us with disability.  Yes, we do need appropriate services, but these should be a means to an end: for example the ability to sustain various human relationships, including those where we are loved and are able to offer love ourselves.  All of the values require a rethinking of the dominant individualistic ethos and the Thatcherite notion that there is no society just individual economic actors.  

Yet, none are values which by themselves can immediately have an outcome attached by the Minister.  Imagine for example having a “love quotient” outcome target to be experienced by people with disabilities in the community, and putting it out to competitive tendering!  Yet, of course, love and selfless relationships are what makes the world go round. Values, by themselves, mean nothing.  We need policy goals that embrace such values and recognise that it is our actions, and how we spend our money, which reveal our true values.  Such policy goals must inevitably not just embrace the rights of people with disabilities, but recognise that disability issues transcend every government, business and social sector.

In implementing the values essential for a civil society, we need to ask some awkward questions.  For example, can we have benchmarks which dream of persons with severe multiple disabilities becoming a Premier of this State or a  professor seen as being expert on disability or someone living in loving relationship in the community?  In other words, in so many ways, being all that we can be? The Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides an important but oft neglected litmus test regarding our social and economic norms and policy.  An important way of delivering this is the integration of the resourced and supported voices of people with disabilities to advise governments at the highest level about how such values can and should be delivered, evaluated, and translated into allocated resources.  This is a difficult process; it is essentially about community development, reclaiming the lives and stories of people with disabilities and their families as part of a vital and sustaining community.  

Perhaps most importantly this will entail recognising that it is our system of economics, based upon narrow imperatives, which helps to create disability.  It is only when we have rethought our approach to economics, so that it fosters and sustains communities, as opposed to individual-versus-individual, that we will be addressing the fundamental ethical problem of how we as a society are to spend our money.


