
history of the word retarded

history of the word retarded traces back to its Latin origins and has evolved significantly in meaning and
usage over centuries. Initially used as a neutral, clinical term in psychology and education, the word
“retarded” described individuals with developmental delays or intellectual disabilities. Over time, however,
social attitudes and language usage shifted, leading to the term acquiring negative connotations and
becoming widely regarded as offensive. This article explores the etymology of the word, its historical
applications, and the cultural and linguistic changes that influenced its decline in acceptability. Additionally,
the discussion covers how modern society has moved towards more respectful and precise language
alternatives. Understanding the history of the word retarded provides insight into the dynamic relationship
between language, social norms, and disability advocacy. The following sections will delve into the origins,
historical usage, societal impact, and contemporary perspectives on this complex term.
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Social Perceptions and the Shift in Meaning

Contemporary Language and Alternatives

Impact on Disability Advocacy and Awareness

Origins and Etymology of the Word Retarded
The word “retarded” originates from the Latin verb retardare, which means “to delay” or “to make slow.”
The term entered the English language in the late Middle Ages and was initially used in a general sense to
describe any form of delay or slowing down, whether in movement, progress, or development. Its Latin
root comprises re- (meaning “back” or “again”) and tardare (meaning “to delay” or “to be slow”).

During the 16th and 17th centuries, “retarded” was primarily employed in scientific and literary contexts
to denote any process or action that was slowed or hindered. This neutral connotation persisted until the
19th century when the term began to be applied more specifically in medical and psychological fields.

Historical Usage in Medicine and Education



Adoption in Clinical Terminology
In the 19th and early 20th centuries, “retarded” was adopted as a clinical term to describe individuals with
intellectual disabilities or developmental delays. Medical professionals and educators used it to classify
varying degrees of cognitive impairment. For example, terms like “mentally retarded” became common in
diagnostic manuals and educational settings.

Classification Systems
The word was incorporated into classification systems that sought to categorize intellectual disabilities by
severity. These classifications often included terms such as:

Borderline retardation

Mild retardation

Moderate retardation

Severe retardation

Profound retardation

These categories were designed to guide treatment plans and educational interventions, reflecting an era
when psychological and educational sciences were developing standardized terminologies.

Social Perceptions and the Shift in Meaning

Emergence of Negative Connotations
Over time, the social perception of the word “retarded” shifted substantially. While initially a clinical term,
it gradually acquired pejorative and derogatory connotations in everyday language. By the mid-20th
century, “retarded” was often used as an insult, deviating from its original meaning and contributing to
stigma against individuals with intellectual disabilities.

Influence of Media and Popular Culture
Media, entertainment, and colloquial speech played a significant role in this shift. The term became a
catchphrase for mockery and bullying, further entrenching its offensive use. This linguistic evolution
prompted disability rights activists and organizations to challenge the term’s acceptability and advocate for
respectful alternatives.



Contemporary Language and Alternatives

Decline of “Retarded” in Professional Use
By the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the word “retarded” was largely removed from official medical
and educational vocabularies. Diagnostic manuals such as the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders) replaced it with terms like “intellectual disability” or “developmental delay” to reflect a
more precise and respectful understanding of cognitive impairments.

Preferred Terminology Today
Modern language emphasizes dignity and person-first phrasing. Common alternatives include:

Intellectual disability

Developmental disability

Cognitive impairment

Special needs

Neurodiverse

These terms are preferred in academic, clinical, and social contexts to promote inclusion and reduce stigma
associated with disability.

Impact on Disability Advocacy and Awareness

Role of Advocacy Groups
Disability advocacy organizations have been instrumental in transforming language use surrounding
intellectual disabilities. Campaigns aimed at eliminating derogatory language, including the word
“retarded,” have raised public awareness about the importance of respectful communication.

Legislative and Social Changes
Legislation such as Rosa’s Law in the United States, signed in 2010, officially replaced “mental retardation”
with “intellectual disability” in many federal laws. This legal change underscored the societal commitment
to dignity and respect for individuals with disabilities and mirrored broader cultural shifts in language
sensitivity.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the word 'retarded'?
The word 'retarded' originates from the Latin verb 'retardare,' meaning 'to delay' or 'to make slow.' It was
used in English from the late Middle Ages to indicate slowing down or delaying something.

How was the word 'retarded' originally used in English?
Originally, 'retarded' was used as a neutral term meaning delayed or slowed down, often in scientific or
technical contexts, such as in music or mechanics.

When did 'retarded' start being used to describe intellectual disabilities?
The use of 'retarded' to describe intellectual disabilities began in the early 20th century as a clinical term to
denote delayed mental development.

Why did the word 'retarded' become considered offensive?
Over time, 'retarded' was used pejoratively and as an insult, leading to its association with stigma and
disrespect towards individuals with intellectual disabilities.

What terms have replaced 'retarded' in modern usage?
Terms like 'intellectual disability,' 'developmental delay,' and 'cognitive impairment' have replaced
'retarded' to provide respectful and accurate descriptions.

Is the word 'retarded' still used in medical or educational settings?
No, the term 'retarded' has largely been phased out in medical and educational settings in favor of more
respectful and precise terminology.

How has language around intellectual disabilities evolved over time?
Language has evolved from clinical and often stigmatizing terms like 'retarded' to person-first and
respectful language that emphasizes dignity and individual abilities.

What role did advocacy groups play in changing the usage of the word
'retarded'?
Advocacy groups for people with intellectual disabilities campaigned against the use of 'retarded' due to its
offensive connotations, promoting respectful language and influencing policy changes.



When did major organizations stop using the term 'retarded'?
Major organizations like the American Psychiatric Association and the American Association on Intellectual
and Developmental Disabilities stopped using 'retarded' in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.

What impact has the shift away from 'retarded' had on society?
The shift away from using 'retarded' has helped reduce stigma, promote inclusivity, and foster respect for
individuals with intellectual disabilities.

Additional Resources
1. The Evolution of "Retarded": A Linguistic History
This book traces the origins and transformation of the word "retarded" from its Latin roots through its
adoption in medical and educational contexts. It explores how the term shifted from a neutral descriptor to a
pejorative label, influenced by social attitudes and cultural changes. The author examines linguistic trends
and the impact of language on stigma.

2. From Medicine to Marginalization: The History of "Retarded"
Focusing on the medicalization of intellectual disabilities, this book details how "retarded" was used
clinically to categorize cognitive impairments. It discusses the rise and fall of the term within professional
circles and society at large, highlighting the role of advocacy and changing perceptions in its decline.

3. Words that Wound: The Social Impact of "Retarded"
This work delves into the societal implications of using the word "retarded," analyzing how language can
perpetuate discrimination and exclusion. Through interviews and historical case studies, the author reveals
the lived experiences of individuals labeled with the term and the ongoing fight for respectful language.

4. The Stigma of "Retardation": A Cultural History
Examining the cultural narratives surrounding intellectual disabilities, this book charts how "retarded"
became synonymous with shame and mockery in popular media and everyday speech. It also explores
efforts to reclaim dignity through language reform and education.

5. Changing Terms: Disability Language and the Decline of "Retarded"
This book investigates the broader movement to replace outdated and offensive terminology related to
disabilities. It places "retarded" within a timeline of evolving language, discussing policy changes, advocacy
campaigns, and the rise of person-first language.

6. Medical Terminology and Social Change: The Case of "Retarded"
Focusing on the intersection of medicine and society, this text analyzes how shifts in medical
understanding influenced the terminology used for intellectual disabilities. It highlights key moments
when "retarded" was challenged and eventually phased out in favor of more respectful alternatives.



7. The History of Disability Language: Tracing "Retarded" Through Time
This comprehensive history covers the use of "retarded" alongside other disability-related terms, showing
how language reflects and shapes societal attitudes. The author provides a detailed chronology, from the
term’s inception to its stigmatization and eventual replacement.

8. Language, Power, and Disability: The Story of "Retarded"
Exploring the power dynamics embedded in language, this book discusses how "retarded" functioned as a
tool of marginalization. It combines linguistic analysis with social theory to explain the role of language in
maintaining or challenging social hierarchies.

9. Beyond "Retarded": The Future of Disability Language
Looking forward, this book proposes new directions for disability-related language and communication. It
reflects on the history of "retarded" to advocate for inclusive, empowering terminology that respects the
dignity of all individuals. The author emphasizes the importance of language in shaping future social
attitudes.
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