
the history of the word retard

the history of the word retard is a complex journey through language, reflecting shifts in medical terminology,
social attitudes, and cultural sensitivities. Originally derived from Latin roots meaning "to delay" or "to
slow," the word has evolved significantly over centuries. Its usage once held primarily clinical and neutral
connotations relating to developmental delays and intellectual disabilities. However, over time, the term
acquired pejorative and offensive implications in everyday language, resulting in changes in both social
perception and formal usage. Understanding the history of the word retard involves examining its etymology,
its medical applications, and the social and linguistic transformations that have led to its decline in
acceptability. This article explores these aspects thoroughly, providing a comprehensive overview of the
word’s origins, evolution, and current status in society and language.
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Etymology and Early Usage

Latin Origins

The history of the word retard begins with its Latin root, retardare, which means "to make slow," "to delay,"
or "to hinder." This verb is composed of the prefix re-, meaning "back" or "again," and tardus, meaning "slow" or
"late." In classical Latin, the term was used in a general sense to describe the act of slowing down or
postponing actions or processes.

Adoption into English

The word entered the English language in the late Middle Ages, around the 15th or 16th century, retaining its
original meaning related to delay or slowing. Early English usage of retard was primarily in formal or literary
contexts, describing the slowing of time, progress, or movement. It was not initially associated with
intellectual or developmental conditions.

Usage in Various Contexts

Historically, retard appeared in scientific, mechanical, and everyday language to indicate a slowing effect. For
example, it was used in physics to describe retardation as a decrease in velocity. This broad application
reflected the neutral, descriptive nature of the term before it became linked to medical diagnoses.

Medical and Clinical Context



Emergence in Medical Terminology

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, the word retard began to be adopted within medical and psychological
communities to describe individuals with delayed intellectual or developmental progress. Terms like "mental
retardation" and "retarded development" became common clinical descriptors for conditions now understood as
intellectual disabilities.

Diagnostic Usage

The term "mental retardation" was used formally in diagnostic manuals, educational settings, and legal
documents to categorize levels of intellectual disability based on IQ scores and adaptive functioning
assessments. It was seen as a scientific classification rather than a pejorative label, aimed at identifying
individuals who might require specialized support or care.

Examples of Medical Application

Early psychological assessments categorized cognitive delays as "mental retardation."

Educational institutions used the term to develop curricula and support programs for students with
learning difficulties.

Legal systems incorporated the term in laws relating to disability rights and protections.

Social and Cultural Shifts

Changing Perceptions and Stigma

Despite its clinical origins, the history of the word retard also reflects a growing awareness of its negative
social implications. Over time, "retard" and related terms were increasingly used as insults or slurs,
contributing to stigma against people with intellectual disabilities. This pejorative use diminished the word’s
acceptance in polite and professional discourse.

Activism and Language Reform

By the late 20th century, advocacy groups and disability rights activists challenged the use of "retard" in
medical and everyday language. They argued that the term was inherently demeaning and perpetuated harmful
stereotypes. This led to campaigns promoting more respectful and person-first language, emphasizing dignity and
inclusion.

Media Influence and Public Awareness

The rise of mass media and social platforms heightened awareness about the offensive nature of the word.
Public figures, educators, and organizations began to discourage its use, highlighting the importance of
sensitivity in language related to disabilities.



Contemporary Usage and Controversy

Decline in Formal Use

In recent decades, the word retard has been largely removed from official medical terminology. Diagnostic
manuals such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) replaced "mental
retardation" with terms like "intellectual disability" to reflect more respectful and accurate language.

Legal and Educational Changes

Many educational and legal institutions have revised documents and policies to eliminate the term, opting for
alternatives that avoid stigma. This shift reflects a broader societal commitment to inclusion and respect for
people with disabilities.

Contemporary Controversies

Despite these changes, the word still appears in colloquial speech, often as an insult, which continues to
generate controversy. Discussions about freedom of speech, political correctness, and the impact of language
on social attitudes contribute to ongoing debates about the word’s place in modern vocabulary.

Alternatives and Modern Terminology

Person-First Language

Modern approaches to discussing intellectual and developmental disabilities emphasize person-first language,
which puts the individual before the condition. For example, "person with an intellectual disability" rather than
"retarded person" focuses on respect and humanity.

Commonly Accepted Terms

New terminology has been adopted both in medical fields and everyday use to replace retard and its derivatives.
These include:

Intellectual disability

Developmental delay

Cognitive impairment

Special needs

Neurodiversity (in some contexts)

Importance of Language Sensitivity

The evolution of the history of the word retard underscores the importance of language sensitivity, especially
regarding terms related to human dignity and identity. Choosing appropriate and respectful language helps



foster inclusivity and reduces harm caused by outdated or offensive terms.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the word 'retard'?

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

How was the word 'retard' historically used in English?

Historically, 'retard' was used as a verb meaning to delay or slow the progress of something. It was
commonly used in scientific and technical contexts, such as in reference to the retardation of a chemical
reaction or mechanical process.

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

The term 'retard' began to be used in the early 20th century as a clinical term to describe individuals with
intellectual disabilities, derived from phrases like 'mental retardation.' It was originally a neutral, medical
term.

Why did the term 'retard' become considered offensive?

Over time, 'retard' became used as a pejorative slang term to insult or demean people, particularly those with
intellectual disabilities. This derogatory usage led to the term being considered offensive and inappropriate in
respectful contexts.

What terms have replaced 'retard' in modern medical and social contexts?

Modern terminology has shifted to more respectful and accurate terms such as 'intellectual disability,'
'developmental delay,' or 'cognitive impairment.' These terms have replaced 'mental retardation' in clinical and
social usage to avoid stigma.

How has the perception of the word 'retard' changed in society?

The perception of 'retard' has shifted from a neutral medical term to a socially unacceptable and offensive
slur. Increased awareness of disability rights and sensitivity have contributed to rejecting the term in favor of
respectful language.

Are there any movements or campaigns addressing the use of the word
'retard'?

Yes, campaigns like 'Spread the Word to End the Word' have aimed to raise awareness about the harmful impact
of using the word 'retard' as an insult and encourage people to stop using it, promoting respect and inclusion
for individuals with intellectual disabilities.

Additional Resources
1. The Evolution of "Retard": A Linguistic History



This book explores the etymology and historical usage of the word "retard" from its Latin roots to modern
times. It examines how the term shifted in meaning across centuries, influenced by social and cultural changes.
The author provides a detailed analysis of how language evolves and the impact of pejorative connotations
on words.

2. Words and Stigma: The Social Life of "Retard"
Focusing on the socio-cultural context, this book investigates how "retard" became a derogatory term. It
discusses the role of language in shaping perceptions of intellectual disability and how advocacy movements
have worked to reclaim or eliminate harmful language. The text highlights the intersection of language,
disability rights, and societal attitudes.

3. From Latin to Layman: The Story of Retard
This work traces the transformation of "retard" from its original Latin meaning of "to delay" to its
contemporary uses and misuses. It includes historical documents, medical texts, and popular media references
that illustrate the word’s changing status. The author provides insights into linguistic shifts prompted by
medical and social frameworks.

4. Language and Power: The Case of "Retard"
This book examines how language serves as a tool of power and control, using "retard" as a case study. It
explores the mechanisms through which certain words become offensive and the implications for marginalized
groups. The narrative links linguistic changes to broader political and cultural movements.

5. The Medicalization of Language: "Retard" in Psychiatry and Education
Focusing on the clinical use of "retard," this book analyzes its role in psychiatric and educational contexts
during the 20th century. It discusses how medical terminology influences public understanding and policy
regarding intellectual disabilities. The book also covers the gradual shift away from such terms toward more
respectful language.

6. Reclaiming Respect: Disability Advocacy and the Fight Against "Retard"
This volume highlights the efforts of disability rights activists to challenge the derogatory use of "retard."
It documents campaigns, legal battles, and cultural shifts aimed at promoting dignity and respect. The book
also explores the power of language in shaping identity and social inclusion.

7. Slurs and Sensitivity: Understanding the Harm Behind "Retard"
This book delves into the psychological and social harm caused by slurs like "retard." It offers a nuanced
discussion on why certain words become taboo and the processes involved in changing social norms. The author
integrates perspectives from linguistics, psychology, and ethics.

8. The Dictionary and the Debate: How "Retard" Has Been Defined Over Time
This text examines the role of dictionaries in both reflecting and shaping the meaning of "retard." It traces how
definitions have evolved, noting the tensions between descriptive and prescriptive approaches to language. The
book also discusses controversies surrounding dictionary entries and their social impact.

9. Language Change and Cultural Sensitivity: Lessons from the Word "Retard"
This book provides a broader framework for understanding language change through the case of "retard." It
emphasizes the importance of cultural sensitivity and the dynamic nature of meaning. The author offers
strategies for fostering respectful communication in diverse societies.
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