history of the word retard

History of the Word Retard: Tracing the Origins and Evolution of a Controversial Term

history of the word retard takes us on a fascinating journey through language, culture,
and changing social attitudes. What began as a neutral and clinical term has evolved over
centuries into a word charged with controversy and sensitivity. Understanding this
transformation requires delving into its etymological roots, historical usage, and the
societal shifts that have shaped public perception.

The Etymology and Early Usage of "Retard"

The word "retard" originates from the Latin verb *retardare*, meaning "to slow down" or
"to delay." This Latin root combines *re-* (meaning "back" or "again") and *tardare*
(meaning "to delay" or "make slow"). The term entered the English language in the late
Middle Ages, primarily used in scientific, mechanical, and temporal contexts to indicate
slowing or delaying processes.

Scientific and Technical Beginnings

In its earliest English usage during the 15th and 16th centuries, "retard" was often
employed in descriptions of physical phenomena. For example, one might say that a
clock’s mechanism was "retarded" if it was running slow. Similarly, in chemistry or
physics, the term could describe reactions or movements that were impeded. Here, the
word was purely descriptive and devoid of social or emotional connotations.

The Shift to Psychological and Medical
Terminology
The history of the word retard takes a significant turn in the late 19th and early 20th

centuries when it began to be adopted in medical and psychological contexts. During this
period, "retardation" came to describe developmental delays or intellectual disabilities.

From "Mental Retardation" to Clinical Diagnosis

By the early 1900s, "mental retardation" was a clinical term used by psychiatrists,
psychologists, and educators to categorize individuals with below-average cognitive
functioning. It was used in diagnostic manuals and educational systems to classify and
provide specialized support for people with intellectual disabilities.

This period saw the rise of a more systematic approach to understanding and assisting



those with developmental challenges. The word "retard" was embedded in scientific
literature, educational programs, and legal frameworks without the negative stigma it
would later acquire.

The Role of Eugenics and Social Attitudes

Unfortunately, the term's medical usage intersected with troubling social movements such
as eugenics. During the early-to-mid 20th century, "retardation" was sometimes employed
to justify discriminatory practices. This association contributed to the eventual societal
discomfort with the term, as it became linked not just to clinical description but also to
marginalization.

Changing Language: The Decline of "Retard" in
Formal Use

The latter half of the 20th century marked a critical period in the history of the word
retard. Social awareness around intellectual disabilities grew, alongside movements
advocating for dignity, respect, and inclusion.

Emergence of Person-First Language

By the 1970s and 1980s, activists and professionals began promoting "person-first
language," emphasizing the individual rather than the disability. Terms like “person with
an intellectual disability” replaced older phrases. This shift aimed to reduce stigma and
foster respect.

The Word "Retard" Becomes a Slur

Simultaneously, "retard" started to appear in popular culture as an insult or derogatory
term, often used to demean or mock intelligence. This casual misuse fueled the term’s
negative connotations, making it socially unacceptable in many contexts.

Organizations like the Special Olympics and advocacy groups increasingly spoke out
against the use of "retard" as a pejorative. Campaigns such as "Spread the Word to End

the Word," launched in the 2000s, highlighted the emotional harm caused by the word's
misuse and encouraged respectful alternatives.

The Modern Context and Continuing Sensitivities

Today, the history of the word retard serves as a reminder of how language evolves and



how the power of words can impact social attitudes and individual dignity.

Legal and Educational Changes

In many countries, official terminology has been revised. For instance, the United States
replaced "mental retardation" with "intellectual disability" in federal laws such as Rosa’s
Law (2010), reflecting changing norms and sensitivities.

Schools, workplaces, and media outlets often have policies discouraging or banning the
term due to its offensive use in casual speech. The effort is to create inclusive
environments that respect all individuals.

Ongoing Debates Around Language and Censorship

While many welcome these linguistic changes, some debate remains about censorship,
freedom of expression, and the natural evolution of language. However, the consensus
tends to prioritize empathy and respect over the casual use of potentially harmful words.

Understanding the Impact: Why Language
Matters

The history of the word retard highlights the broader importance of language in shaping
perceptions and social inclusion.

* Words shape attitudes: Language reflects and reinforces cultural values. Using
respectful terms promotes dignity.

e Changing language reflects social progress: As society grows more aware of
diversity and inclusion, language adapts accordingly.

e Intent vs. impact: Even words once considered neutral can take on hurtful
meanings over time, demonstrating the need for sensitivity.

For anyone interested in the evolution of language or the social dynamics of terminology,
the story of "retard" is a powerful case study. It underscores how linguistic shifts often
mirror broader cultural transformations.

Tips for Navigating Sensitive Language



If you're looking to communicate thoughtfully around topics of intellectual disabilities or
developmental delays, consider these practical tips:

1. Use person-first language: Say “person with an intellectual disability” rather than
labels that define someone by a condition.

2. Avoid outdated or offensive terms: Terms like “retarded” are widely considered
offensive and should be replaced with current, respectful alternatives.

3. Educate yourself and others: Understanding the history and impact of words
fosters empathy and reduces unintentional harm.

4. Listen to affected communities: Advocacy groups often provide the best guidance
on respectful language and terminology.

Recognizing the history of the word retard and its evolution helps us appreciate the power
of words and encourages more mindful communication.

Language is not static; it moves with society’s values and awareness. The journey of this
word from Latin roots to modern-day controversies reminds us that words carry weight far
beyond their dictionary definitions. They are living parts of culture that can either uplift or
wound, depending on how we choose to use them.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the word 'retard'?

The word 'retard' originates from the Latin verb 'retardare,' meaning 'to delay' or 'to make
slow.' It entered English in the late Middle Ages with a similar meaning related to slowing
down or delaying.

How was the word 'retard’' traditionally used in English?

Traditionally, 'retard' was used as a verb meaning 'to slow down' or 'to delay.' For
example, it was commonly used in scientific and technical contexts to describe slowing
processes or reactions.

When did 'retard' start being used as a term related to
intellectual disability?

In the early 20th century, 'retard' and its derivatives like 'mental retardation' began to be
used in medical and educational contexts to describe individuals with intellectual
disabilities.



Why has the term 'retard' become considered offensive?

Over time, 'retard' became a pejorative term used as an insult, which led to it being
viewed as offensive and disrespectful toward individuals with intellectual disabilities.

What terms have replaced 'retard' in clinical and social
contexts?

Terms like 'intellectual disability,' 'developmental delay,' and 'cognitive impairment' have
replaced 'retard' in clinical and social contexts to promote respectful and person-first
language.

How has the public perception of the word 'retard’
changed over time?

Public perception shifted from a neutral or clinical term to a derogatory insult, leading to
widespread advocacy against its use and promoting awareness about respectful language
regarding disabilities.

Are there any legal or educational guidelines about
using the word 'retard'?

Yes, many legal and educational institutions have policies discouraging or banning the use
of 'retard' due to its offensive nature, encouraging the use of respectful alternatives
instead.

What role did advocacy groups play in changing the use
of the word 'retard'?

Advocacy groups for individuals with intellectual disabilities campaigned against the use
of 'retard' as an insult and promoted respectful alternatives, significantly influencing
public language norms and policy changes.

Can the original meaning of 'retard' still be used in
modern language?

Yes, the original meaning related to 'slowing down' is still used in technical contexts, such
as in physics or engineering, but it is less common in everyday language due to the word's
offensive connotations in other contexts.

Additional Resources
**The History of the Word Retard: Tracing Linguistic Evolution and Social Impact**

history of the word retard reveals a complex journey from its origins in the Latin
language to its controversial status in contemporary discourse. Once a clinical term used



in psychology and education, the word has undergone significant shifts in meaning and
social acceptability over time. Understanding this evolution requires an examination of
linguistic roots, historical usage, and the socio-cultural dynamics that have shaped its
perception in modern society.

Origins and Early Usage

The term “retard” derives from the Latin verb *retardare*, meaning “to delay” or “to slow
down.” Historically, its primary use was neutral and descriptive, referring to any form of
slowing or hindrance. In English, the word appeared around the 15th century, initially
employed in contexts such as mechanics, timekeeping, and general processes where delay
or deceleration was involved.

By the 19th and early 20th centuries, “retard” began to be used in medical and
psychological settings. It described developmental delays or cognitive impairments in
children, often as part of formal diagnoses. The term “mental retardation” emerged as a
clinical classification to denote various levels of intellectual disability, aiming to provide a
standardized language for educators and health professionals.

Medical and Educational Contexts

During much of the 20th century, “retard” and its derivatives were embedded in official
terminology. For example:

e In the United States, “mental retardation” was a diagnostic category used by the
American Psychiatric Association and other institutions throughout the mid-1900s.

e Educational programs, legal frameworks, and social services employed the term to
identify and support individuals with intellectual disabilities.

e Organizations such as the American Association on Mental Retardation (founded in
1876) played a role in shaping policy and advocacy under this nomenclature.

Despite its clinical intent, the term began to acquire negative connotations over time,
partly due to social stigma attached to intellectual disabilities but also because of the
casual use of “retard” as an insult.

Shift in Social Perception and Language
Sensitivity

The history of the word retard cannot be separated from its social implications and the



evolution of attitudes toward intellectual disabilities. By the late 20th century, advocacy
groups, educators, and affected communities increasingly criticized the term for being
derogatory and harmful.

From Clinical Term to Pejorative Slur

Several factors contributed to the decline of the term’s acceptability:

e Colloquial Misuse: The word “retard” was frequently used in everyday language as
a pejorative insult, detached from its clinical meaning. This misuse perpetuated
stereotypes and discrimination against people with disabilities.

e Stigma and Mental Health Awareness: Growing awareness of the need for
respectful and person-first language challenged terms that could dehumanize
individuals.

¢ Advocacy and Legislative Change: Groups advocating for the rights of people with
intellectual disabilities pushed for changes in terminology to promote dignity and
inclusion.

Consequently, by the 1990s and early 2000s, many institutions began phasing out “mental
retardation” in favor of more sensitive alternatives such as “intellectual disability” or
“developmental delay.”

Legislative Impact and Official Replacements

One landmark change was the enactment of the Rosa’s Law in the United States in 2010,
which officially replaced “mental retardation” with “intellectual disability” in federal
health, education, and labor policy. This shift reflected a broader societal movement
toward respectful language that emphasizes ability rather than limitation.

Other countries and organizations followed suit, revising diagnostic manuals, educational
policies, and advocacy materials. The history of the word retard thus embodies a linguistic
and cultural progression toward inclusivity.

Contemporary Usage and Controversy

Today, the word “retard” remains highly contentious. While largely removed from formal
and clinical contexts, it persists in some informal settings, often provoking debates about
language, intent, and harm.



Arguments on Both Sides

¢ Arguments for Avoidance: Many argue that the term is inherently offensive due to
its historical use as a slur and the pain it causes to individuals and families affected
by intellectual disabilities. They advocate for complete avoidance in all contexts.

e Arguments about Free Speech and Context: Some contend that the impact of the
word depends on context and intent, suggesting that reclaiming or neutral use might
be possible. However, this view remains controversial and less widely accepted.

Impact on Online and Popular Culture

The history of the word retard also intersects with digital culture, where it has often been
used in memes, gaming communities, and social media, sometimes perpetuating negative
stereotypes. Efforts by platforms and advocacy groups to moderate such language
highlight ongoing tensions between free expression and respect.

Alternatives and the Importance of Language
Evolution

Language evolves to reflect societal values, and the transition away from “retard”
illustrates the power of words to shape perceptions and experiences. Today’s preferred
terms emphasize respect and personhood, such as:

Intellectual disability

Developmental delay

Cognitive impairment (used clinically with care)

Special needs (though increasingly seen as vague)

These alternatives aim to reduce stigma and promote understanding, underscoring the
importance of mindful language.

The Role of Education and Media

Educational systems and media outlets have a significant role in modeling respectful



language. By avoiding outdated or offensive terms and promoting awareness of the history
behind these words, they contribute to a more inclusive society.

Reflecting on the History of the Word Retard

Exploring the history of the word retard demonstrates how language is not static but
shaped by cultural, social, and political forces. What began as a neutral descriptor became
a clinical term before transitioning into a pejorative label, prompting movements for
change. The ongoing dialogue about this word highlights the broader issues of dignity,
respect, and the power of words in human interaction.

Understanding this history enriches conversations about disability, communication, and
social justice, emphasizing the need for language that uplifts rather than diminishes.
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of all students that they learn to have constructive conversations about the history of race in this
country, the impact of racism on different ethnic communities, and how those communities and
cultures contribute to society. The need to model for our students how to talk openly and
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engagement, ability and disability, school safety, social-emotional learning, immigration, and
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shapes women's identities. Examining works by women authors from around the world, these essays
provide an interdisciplinary and transnational perspective on the representations, theories, and
powerful articulations of women's shame.
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joking, ridiculing, demeaning, oppressing, resisting, and regretting converge,” Household Words is a
study of how certain words act as indices of political and social change, perpetuating anxieties and
prejudices even as those ways of thinking have been seemingly resolved or overcome by history.
Specifically, Stephanie A. Smith examines six words—bloomer, sucker, bombshell, scab, nigger, and
cyber—and explores how these words with their contemporary “universal” meaning appeal to a
dangerous idea about what it means to be human, an idea that denies our history of conflict. She
traces “bombshell” from Marilyn Monroe through women'’s liberation and the sexual revolution to
Monica Lewinsky, “scab” from blemish to strikebreaker, “sucker” from lollipop to the routinely
cheated. Exposing the ambiguities in each of the words, Smith reveals that our language is
communal and cutting, democratic and discriminatory, social and psychological. Stephanie A. Smith



is associate professor of English at the University of Florida and the author of Conceived by Liberty:
Maternal Figures and Nineteenth-Century American Literature as well as three novels.
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reminds us of what we have in common: the power to create a good life for ourselves and for others,
no matter what the world has in store for us.” —Michael J. Fox This book reveals that people with
disabilities are the invisible force that has shaped history. They have been instrumental in the
growth of freedom and birth of democracy. They have produced heavenly music and exquisite works
of art. They have unveiled the scientific secrets of the universe. They are among our most popular
comedians, poets, and storytellers. And at 1.2 billion, they are also the largest minority group in the
world. Al Etmanski offers ten lessons we can all learn from people with disabilities, illustrated with
short, funny, inspiring, and thought-provoking stories of one hundred individuals from twenty
countries. Some are familiar, like Michael ]. Fox, Greta Thunberg, Stephen Hawking, Helen Keller,
Stevie Wonder, and Temple Grandin. Others deserve to be, like Evelyn Glennie, a virtuoso
percussionist who is deaf—her mission is to teach the world to listen to improve communication and
social cohesion. Or Aaron Philip, who has revolutionized the runway as the first disabled, trans
woman of color to become a professional model. The time has come to recognize people with
disabilities for who they really are: authoritative sources on creativity, love, sexuality, resistance,
dealing with adversity, and living a good life.
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One of this generation's hottest and boldest young comedians presents a transgressive and hilarious
analysis of all of our dysfunctional relationships, and attempts to point us in the vague direction of
sanity. Daniel Sloss's stand-up comedy engages, enrages, offends, unsettles, educates, comforts, and
gets audiences roaring with laughter—all at the same time. In his groundbreaking specials, seen on
Netflix and HBO, he has brilliantly tackled everything from male toxicity and friendship to love,
romance, and marriage—and claims (with the data to back it up) that his on-stage laser-like
dissection of relationships has single-handedly caused more than 300 divorces and 120,000
breakups. Now, in his first book, he picks up where his specials left off, and goes after every
conceivable kind of relationship—with one's country (Sloss's is Scotland); with America; with lovers,
ex-lovers, ex-lovers who you hate, ex-lovers who hate you; with parents; with best friends (male and
female), not-best friends; with children; with siblings; and even with the global pandemic and our
own mortality. In Everyone You Hate Is Going to Die, every human connection gets the brutally
funny (and unfailingly incisive) Sloss treatment as he illuminates the ways in which all of our
relationships are fragile and ridiculous and awful—but also valuable and meaningful and important.
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biomedical technologies—from prenatal testing to gene-editing techniques—require us to imagine
who counts as human and what it means to belong. From next-generation prenatal tests, to virtual
children, to the genome-editing tool CRISPR-Cas9, new biotechnologies grant us unprecedented
power to predict and shape future people. That power implies a question about belonging: which
people, which variations, will we welcome? How will we square new biotech advances with the real
but fragile gains for people with disabilities—especially when their voices are all but absent from the
conversation? This book explores that conversation, the troubled territory where biotechnology and
disability meet. In it, George Estreich—an award-winning poet and memoirist, and the father of a
young woman with Down syndrome—delves into popular representations of cutting-edge biotech:
websites advertising next-generation prenatal tests, feature articles on “three-parent IVF,” a
scientist's memoir of constructing a semisynthetic cell, and more. As Estreich shows, each new
application of biotechnology is accompanied by a persuasive story, one that minimizes downsides
and promises enormous benefits. In this story, people with disabilities are both invisible and



essential: a key promise of new technologies is that disability will be repaired or prevented. In
chapters that blend personal narrative and scholarship, Estreich restores disability to our narratives
of technology. He also considers broader themes: the place of people with disabilities in a world
built for the able; the echoes of eugenic history in the genomic present; and the equation of intellect
and human value. Examining the stories we tell ourselves, the fables already creating our futures,
Estreich argues that, given biotech that can select and shape who we are, we need to imagine, as
broadly as possible, what it means to belong.
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history of the word retard: Symbolism James Haig, 2020-09-10 Reprint of the original, first

published in 1869.

history of the word retard: Dictionary of the Synonymous Words and Technical Terms in the
English Language James Leslie (of Edinburgh.), 1806

history of the word retard: Blood, Body and Soul Tamy Burnett, AmiJo Comeford,
2022-05-24 The ever-popular Whedonverse television shows--Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel,
Firefly and Dollhouse--have inspired hundreds of articles and dozens of books. Curiously, the focus
of much of the scholarship invokes philosophical, ethical, metaphysical and other cerebral
perspectives. Yet, these shows are action-adventure shows, telling stories through physical bodies of
many varied and unique forms. Characters fight and die, suffer grave injuries and traumas, and are
physically transformed. Their bodies bear the brunt of their battles against evil, corruption and
injustice. Through 17 insightful and captivating essays, this collection centers the physical spectacle
of these televisual series. Chapters examine how both disabled and super-powered individuals
navigate their differing levels of ability; how the practice of medicine and medical practitioners are
represented; and how wellness is understood and depicted, both physically and mentally. Other
essays focus on storylines involving specific body parts, the intersection of literal and metaphorical
trauma and the processes of recovery from injury, illness and impairment. Each author offers a
unique and thought-provoking analysis in an area previously under-explored or altogether missing
from existing scholarship on the Whedonverse.

history of the word retard: Positioning the History of Science Kostas Gavroglu, Jirgen Renn,
2007-05-05 The present volume, compiled in honor of an outstanding historian of science, physicist
and exceptional human being, Sam Schweber, is unique in assembling a broad spectrum of positions
on the history of science by some of its leading representatives. Readers will find it illuminating to
learn how prominent authors judge the current status and the future perspectives of their field.
Students will find this volume helpful as a guide in a fragmented field that continues to be
dominated by idiosyncratic expertise and that still lacks a methodical canon. The essays were
written in response to our invitation to explicate the views of the authors concerning the state of the
history of science today and the issues we felt are related to its future. Although not all the scholars
invited to write have contributed an essay, this volume can nevertheless be considered as a rather
comprehensive survey of the present state of the history of science. All the papers collected here
reflect in one wayor another the strong influence Sam Schweber exerted during the past decades in
his gentle way, on the history of science as well as on the lives of many of its protagonists
worldwide. All who have had the opportunity of encountering him have benefited from his advice,
benevolence, and friendship. Sam Schweber’s intellectual taste, his passion for knowledge, and his
erudition are all encompassing. It, therefore, seemed fitting to honor him with a collection of essays
of comparable breadth; nothing less would suffice.
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