
POSITION STATEMENT
Human & Civil Rights

The human and civil rights of all people with intellectual and/
or developmental disabilities1 must be honored, protected, 
communicated, enforced and thus be central to all advocacy on their 
behalf.

Issue
Today, as throughout history, the human and civil rights of people 
with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities have been unjus-
tifiably limited or denied based on a lack of understanding of their 
humanity. These rights include the right to autonomy, dignity, family, 
justice, life, liberty, equality, self-determination, community partici-
pation, property, health, well-being, access to voting, freedom from 
unwarranted and unjustifiably extensive guardianship, equality of op-
portunity and other rights recognized by law or international declara-
tions, conventions, or standards.

Though freedom from discrimination is a basic human right accepted 
as part of the fundamental law of the land, advancing the human and 
civil rights of people with intellectual and/or developmental disabili-
ties presents particular challenges.

Many individuals, businesses, federal, state, and local government 
agencies and other entities remain unaware of or ignore the human 
and civil rights of people with intellectual and/or developmental dis-
abilities.  As a result, people with intellectual and/or developmental 
disabilities face unique challenges, including the following: 

•	 A history of discrimination and exclusion from meaningful choice 
and participation in employment, housing, voting, transportation, 
and other programs, activities, and services provided by the public 
and private sectors of society;

•	 Social and cultural attitudes of devaluation and fear;

•	 Unfounded beliefs that people with intellectual and/or develop-
mental disabilities cannot and/or do not contribute to society;
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•	 Societal failure to provide the supports want-
ed and needed for full community participa-
tion, equal opportunity, independent living, 
and economic self sufficiency;

•	 Overprotection without freedom to exercise 
individual rights;

•	 Under-payment for labor and services and de-
nial of the means of economic self-sufficiency;

•	 Forced impoverishment;

•	 Prejudice that views people with intellectual 
and/or developmental disabilities as unwor-
thy of progressive public policies and related 
public funding; and

•	 The presence of other factors that, in combi-
nation with intellectual and/or developmental 
disabilities, expose them to increased risk of 
rights violations.  These factors include: age; 
gender; race/ethnicity; sexual orientation; 
cultural, linguistic, geographic, or spiritual di-
versity; economic status; severity of disability; 
intensity of needed supports; and others.

Position
All people with intellectual and/or developmen-
tal disabilities are entitled to human and civil 
rights.  Given that all people with intellectual 
and/or developmental disabilities are complex 
human beings with varying attributes and living 
circumstances, and many experience multiple 
risk factors for human and civil rights violations, 
we emphasize that all are entitled to human 

and civil rights regardless of age, gender, race/
ethnicity, sexual orientation, cultural, linguistic, 
geographic, and spiritual diversity, economic 
status, severity of disability, intensity of needed 
supports, or other factors that expose them to 
increased risk of rights violations. 

These rights include the rights to autonomy, 
dignity, family, justice, life, liberty, equality, self-
determination, community participation, prop-
erty, health, well-being, access to voting, and 
equality of opportunity and others recognized 
by law or international declarations, conventions, 
or standards. All people with intellectual and/or 
developmental disabilities must have the right to 
supports they need to exercise and ensure their 
human and civil rights. Local, state, federal, and 
international governments must strongly enforce 
all human and civil rights.

1“People with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disabilities” refers to those defined 
by the AAIDD classification and DSM IV.  In everyday language they are frequently referred to as 
people with cognitive, intellectual and/or developmental disabilities although the professional and 
legal definitions of those terms both include others and exclude some defined by DSM IV.   
 

Adopted: 
Board of Directors, The Arc of the United States
October 29, 2009

Board of Directors, AAIDD
September 21, 2009

Congress of Delegates, The Arc of the United States
November 14, 2009 


