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Ableism and Individual’s Agency 

“the biggest challenge is ableism, not my disability.”  

 Haben Girma (Lawyer and disability rights advocate).1 

 

This session will give the DAC the opportunity to discuss the ever-evolving character of 

ableism and its individual and institutional impact on disabled people.  

Relevant CRPD Rights include:  

• Article 2 (Definitions) 

• Article 3 (General Principles) 

• Article 4 (General Obligations) 

• Article 5 (Equality and Non-Discrimination) 

• Article 8 (Awareness-raising) 

• Article 24 (Education). 

Ableism is an issue that does not go away and there are always new ways in which it 

manifests. The human rights model of disability recognises that disability is a social 

construct and impairments must not be taken as a legitimate ground for the denial or 

restriction of human rights.2 Ableism impacts education, employment, healthcare, and every 

aspect of society. Ableism is commonly described as: 

the belief system that underlies the negative attitudes, stereotypes and stigma 

that devalue persons with disabilities on the basis on their actual or perceived 

impairments.  

Equality and non-discrimination are among the most fundamental principles and rights of 

international human rights law. Equality and non-discrimination are at the heart of the CRPD 

and are evoked consistently throughout its substantive articles with the repeated use of the 

 
1 United Nations, African Renewal Magazine, Interview with Haben Girma (August 2021).  
2 Ibid. 

https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-2021/%E2%80%98-biggest-challenge-ableism-not-my-disability%E2%80%99
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wording “on an equal basis with others”, which links all substantive rights of the Convention 

to the non-discrimination principle.3  

One of our Strategic Priorities for 2022-2024 is ‘Respect and Recognition’. We believe a 

society cannot be inclusive or fair without addressing the structural and institutional 

arrangements, practices, policies and cultural norms, which have the effect of excluding or 

discriminating against individuals or groups based on their identities. In order to promote 

the eradication of ableism, our objectives are to: 

• improve public understanding of the prevalence and impact of ableism in Ireland;  

• create momentum for increased action by public bodies and others to address 

ableism.4 

As such, we are seeking views and advices from DAC on how ableism could be defined 

today; the ways in which it is experienced by disabled people in Ireland; what impact it has 

on the lives of disabled people in Ireland; its impact on disabled people’s rights; and what 

actions we can take to combat ableism ensuring that our work is guided by the lived 

experience of disabled people.  

Awareness-raising  

Although awareness-raising has not been defined in international law, it is generally 

considered a broad term that encompasses fostering communication and information in 

order to improve mutual understanding and mobilize communities to bring about changes 

in attitudes and behaviour.5  

The Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities has stated that awareness-raising 

is key in overcoming the outdated understanding of disability that is still present in law and 

practice, such as the charity and medical models and ableism, which lead to negative 

societal attitudes towards persons with disabilities. Awareness-raising is required to 

empower persons with disabilities, by disseminating information and enhancing their 

 
3 United Nations, African Renewal Magazine, Interview with Haben Girma (August 2021). 
4 IHREC Strategy Statement 2022-2024, pp. 14-15. 
5 Richard Sayers, Principles of Awareness-Raising for Information Literacy: A Case Study (Bangkok, United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2006), foreword. 

https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-2021/%E2%80%98-biggest-challenge-ableism-not-my-disability%E2%80%99
https://www.ihrec.ie/app/uploads/2022/02/IHREC_StrategyStatement_FA-v2.pdf
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understanding of their rights, and to tackle and remove the attitudinal barriers within 

society. 

One of our Strategic Priorities for 2022-2024 is ‘the Public Sector Duty’. We promote 

positive actions to fulfil responsibilities under the Duty and to act on non-compliance. As 

such, we are seeking views and advices of DAC on your experience of ableism with public 

bodies and how we can ensure our work is combatting such ableism. 

 

Questions for discussion 

When you think about human rights and equality in relation to Ableism and Individual’s 

Agency for disabled people in Ireland today:  

• What are your main issues and concerns about ableism in Irish society?  

• Do you have any examples that illustrate these issues or concerns? These can be 

individual, at community level or institutional level. 

• What are your views and advices on intersectionality and ableism noting that we 

have prioritised action on racism, sexism, ageism?  

• What are your views and advices on how ableism impacts children and adults 

differently? 

• What are your views and advices on how ableism impacts different impairment 

groups?  

• What further work can we carry out in order to combat ableism?  

• What do you think needs to change in Ireland for the rights of disabled people under 

the CRPD to be fully enjoyed (in the context of ableism)? 

 


