
the history of the word retarded
the history of the word retarded traces a complex evolution from its origins
in the Latin language to its controversial and sensitive usage in modern
times. Initially a neutral term in academic and medical contexts, "retarded"
described delays or slow progress, particularly in intellectual development.
Over centuries, its application expanded within psychology and education but
eventually became stigmatized due to pejorative use in everyday language.
This article explores the etymology, historical applications, social
implications, and the contemporary movement toward more respectful and
precise terminology. Understanding the history of the word retarded sheds
light on broader changes in language, social attitudes, and disability
rights. The following sections outline the origins, historical usage,
cultural impact, and current perspective on the term.

Origins and Etymology of the Word Retarded

Historical Usage in Medicine and Education

Evolution of Social and Cultural Perceptions

Contemporary Language and Advocacy

Origins and Etymology of the Word Retarded

Latin Roots and Early Meanings
The word "retarded" originates from the Latin verb retardare, meaning "to
delay" or "to make slow." In classical Latin, it was used in various contexts
to describe the slowing down of processes or events. The past participle form
"retardatus" was adapted into Middle French as retarder, carrying similar
meanings related to delay or hindrance.

Introduction into English Language
By the late Middle Ages, "retard" and its derivatives entered the English
lexicon, primarily used as verbs and adjectives to denote the act of delaying
or the condition of being delayed. The term was employed in both literal and
metaphorical senses, such as delaying time, progress, or development.
Initially, it bore no inherent negative connotations but was a
straightforward descriptor of slowness or postponement.



Historical Usage in Medicine and Education

Adoption in Psychological and Medical Fields
During the 19th and early 20th centuries, "retarded" began to be incorporated
into medical and psychological terminology. It was used to describe
individuals with intellectual disabilities, specifically denoting delayed
cognitive development or mental functioning. The term was considered clinical
and objective, appearing in diagnostic manuals and educational literature.

Classification and Terminology
Medical professionals classified degrees of intellectual delay using terms
like "mildly retarded," "moderately retarded," and "severely retarded," which
aimed to provide a framework for diagnosis and treatment. This classification
system was widely applied in special education programs and institutional
care settings.

Terminology in Education and Policy
Educational systems used "retarded" to label students requiring specialized
instruction due to cognitive delays. This terminology influenced policy
decisions, resource allocation, and the structure of special education
services. Despite its clinical origin, the term began to permeate public
discourse and everyday language.

Evolution of Social and Cultural Perceptions

Shift Toward Pejorative Usage
Over time, "retarded" evolved from a clinical descriptor to a term used
pejoratively in popular culture. It became an insult implying stupidity or
incompetence, detached from its original medical context. This shift
contributed to the stigmatization of individuals with intellectual
disabilities and reinforced negative stereotypes.

Impact on Individuals and Communities
The derogatory usage of the word had profound effects on the dignity and
social inclusion of people with developmental delays. Advocacy groups and
disability rights organizations highlighted the harmful impact of such
language on self-esteem and societal attitudes. The word became a symbol of



discrimination and exclusion.

Public Awareness and Language Sensitivity
Growing awareness of the negative implications led to increased sensitivity
regarding the use of "retarded." Media outlets, educational institutions, and
policymakers began to reconsider its appropriateness, encouraging
alternatives that respect the dignity of individuals with disabilities.

Contemporary Language and Advocacy

Replacement Terms and Modern Usage
Today, "retarded" is largely considered outdated and offensive in formal and
respectful contexts. Terms like "intellectual disability," "developmental
delay," and "cognitive impairment" have replaced it in medical, educational,
and legal language to promote accuracy and respect.

Legislative and Social Changes
Legislation such as Rosa's Law in the United States formally replaced "mental
retardation" with "intellectual disability" in federal documents. This change
reflects broader societal efforts to eliminate stigmatizing language and
ensure dignified treatment of all individuals.

Guidelines for Respectful Communication
Advocates encourage the use of person-first language, which emphasizes the
individual rather than the disability. For example, saying "person with an
intellectual disability" rather than "retarded person" promotes respect and
reduces stigma.

Use terms approved by medical and educational authorities

Avoid slang or derogatory uses of formerly clinical terms

Focus on individual dignity and person-first language

Promote awareness of the historical context of language evolution



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the word 'retarded'?
The word 'retarded' originates from the Latin verb 'retardare,' meaning 'to
slow down' or 'to delay.' It entered English in the late 15th century,
initially used in general contexts to describe something delayed or slowed.

How was the term 'retarded' historically used in
medical and educational contexts?
Historically, 'retarded' was used as a clinical term in medicine and
education to describe individuals with intellectual disabilities, indicating
delayed cognitive development. It was considered a neutral, descriptive term
in these professional fields for much of the 20th century.

Why did the word 'retarded' become offensive and
fall out of favor?
Over time, 'retarded' became used pejoratively as an insult, leading to
stigma and disrespect toward people with disabilities. This negative usage
caused the term to be viewed as offensive and inappropriate, prompting
professionals and society to adopt more respectful language.

What terms have replaced 'retarded' in modern
language and professional settings?
Terms like 'intellectual disability,' 'developmental delay,' and 'cognitive
impairment' have replaced 'retarded' in modern medical, educational, and
social contexts, reflecting a more respectful and accurate approach to
describing individuals with such conditions.

How has society’s perception of language around
disabilities evolved in relation to the word
'retarded'?
Society has become more aware of the importance of respectful and person-
first language. The rejection of 'retarded' illustrates a broader movement
toward dignity and inclusivity for people with disabilities, emphasizing
language that respects individuals rather than defining them by their
disabilities.

Additional Resources
1. The Evolution of "Retarded": A Linguistic Journey Through History



This book explores the origins and transformations of the word "retarded"
from its Latin roots to its modern usage. It delves into the social and
cultural contexts that influenced its adoption and eventual decline. The
author examines how language reflects societal attitudes towards disability
and intelligence over time.

2. Words and Stigma: The History of "Retarded" in Medical and Social Contexts
Focusing on the medicalization of the term "retarded," this book traces its
rise as a clinical descriptor in the 19th and 20th centuries. It discusses
how the term became intertwined with stigma and discrimination against people
with intellectual disabilities. The narrative also highlights advocacy
efforts that challenged and changed the language.

3. From Science to Slur: The Changing Meaning of "Retarded"
This volume investigates how "retarded" transitioned from a neutral
scientific term to a pejorative insult. It discusses the role of media,
education, and popular culture in shaping the word's connotation. The book
also reflects on the broader implications for language and respect in
society.

4. A History of Disability Language: The Case of "Retarded"
This scholarly work situates the word "retarded" within the broader history
of disability language. It tracks shifts in terminology used to describe
intellectual disabilities and the impact of these changes on public
perception. The author provides a critical analysis of how language can
empower or marginalize communities.

5. Breaking the Taboo: The Social Impact of the Word "Retarded"
Examining societal reactions to the word "retarded," this book uncovers the
tensions between clinical use and everyday insult. It discusses movements to
remove the term from official use and the challenges faced in changing
entrenched language habits. The book offers insight into how language reform
relates to social justice.

6. The Power of Words: "Retarded" and the Politics of Naming
This book explores the political and ethical dimensions of naming, focusing
on the word "retarded." It analyzes how language reflects power dynamics and
the struggle for dignity among marginalized groups. The author presents case
studies illustrating the consequences of language choices in policy and
education.

7. Language, Disability, and Identity: The Story of "Retarded"
This work looks at the intersection of language and identity for individuals
labeled as "retarded." It includes personal narratives and sociolinguistic
research to understand the word's impact on self-perception and community
belonging. The book advocates for respectful and inclusive language
practices.

8. Retarded: Historical Perspectives on a Controversial Term
Providing a comprehensive historical overview, this book charts the use of
"retarded" across different eras and cultures. It highlights key moments when



the term was challenged or redefined. The author also explores the
relationship between language, policy, and human rights.

9. Changing Words, Changing Minds: The Decline of "Retarded" in Modern
Discourse
This book examines the recent decline in the use of "retarded" in favor of
more respectful terminology. It analyzes campaigns, legislation, and
educational efforts aimed at changing language. The author discusses the
broader implications for social awareness and inclusion.
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