
History Of The Word Retard

Retard is a term that has undergone significant transformation throughout its
history, evolving from a neutral descriptor to a derogatory term that is
often used in a pejorative context. Understanding the word's etymology, its
historical usage, and the societal implications it carries today requires a
thorough exploration of its roots and shifts in meaning. This article delves
into the complex history of the word “retard,” tracing its journey from its
Latin origins to its contemporary usage and the social movements that have
sought to reclaim or reject it.

Origins of the Word

Latin Roots
The word “retard” has its origins in the Latin word “retardare,” which means
“to slow down” or “to delay.” In Latin, “re-” signifies “back” or “again,”
and “tardus” means “slow.” This compound meaning reflects the word's original
usage, which was largely neutral and descriptive, applied in contexts related
to time and speed.



Early English Usage
The term was adopted into the English language in the late 14th century.
Initially, it maintained its meaning related to slowness or delay. During the
19th century, “retard” began appearing in various fields, particularly in
literature, education, and medicine, to describe slower-than-average
intellectual development in children.

Medical Terminology

Developmental Psychology
By the early 20th century, the word “retard” became widely used in medical
and educational contexts to describe individuals with intellectual
disabilities. This usage was formalized in diagnostic manuals and educational
frameworks, where it was employed to categorize and address developmental
delays. Terms like “mental retardation” were introduced, and these terms were
often used in clinical settings to diagnose and treat individuals with
cognitive impairments.

Legislative and Educational Implications
In the mid-20th century, especially post-World War II, the term gained
traction in legislative and educational policies. Various laws were enacted
to support individuals with disabilities, using the term “mental retardation”
as a standard descriptor. This led to the establishment of specialized
educational programs and resources aimed at assisting those identified as
“retarded.”

Shifts in Social Perception

Stigmatization of the Term
As societal understanding of intellectual disabilities evolved, so did the
perception of the term “retard.” By the late 20th century, it became
increasingly recognized that the language used to describe individuals with
disabilities significantly impacts their dignity and societal integration.
The term began to be viewed as derogatory, associated with stigma and
discrimination.

Advocacy and Change
In response to the growing awareness of the negative connotations associated



with “retard,” advocacy groups began to lobby for a change in terminology.
Organizations such as the Special Olympics and the National Association for
the Dually Diagnosed emphasized the importance of person-first language,
which prioritizes the individual over their disability. This movement sought
to replace “mental retardation” with terms like “intellectual disability.”

Contemporary Usage

Legislative Changes
In 2010, the U.S. Congress passed the Rosa’s Law, which officially removed
the term “mental retardation” from federal health, education, and labor
policy, replacing it with “individual with an intellectual disability.” This
legislative change symbolized a broader cultural shift away from the use of
“retard,” reflecting evolving attitudes toward disability and the importance
of respectful language.

Impact on Popular Culture
Despite these changes, the term “retard” continues to be used in popular
culture, often in derogatory contexts. Its use in movies, music, and online
platforms has sparked significant controversy and backlash. Many argue that
such usage perpetuates harmful stereotypes and reinforces stigma against
individuals with intellectual disabilities.

- In recent years, movements advocating for respectful language have gained
momentum, including:
- The “Spread the Word to End the Word” campaign, which encourages
individuals to pledge against using the term “retard.”
- Educational initiatives aimed at raising awareness about the impact of
language on societal perceptions of disabilities.

Psychological and Social Ramifications

Effects of Derogatory Language
The derogatory use of the term “retard” can have profound psychological
effects on individuals with intellectual disabilities and their families.
Language shapes societal attitudes, and negative language can lead to:
- Increased stigma and discrimination.
- Lower self-esteem and self-worth among individuals with disabilities.
- A reluctance to seek help or participate in community activities.



Reclaiming Language
Some individuals within the disability community have sought to reclaim the
term “retard” as a form of empowerment. This perspective argues that by
taking ownership of the term, individuals can diminish its power as a slur.
However, this approach remains contentious and is not universally accepted
within the community.

The Future of the Term

Ongoing Discussions
The conversation surrounding the term “retard” is ongoing and complex.
Linguistic evolution reflects broader societal changes, and as our
understanding of disabilities progresses, so too will our language.

- Key considerations include:
- The importance of context in language use.
- The role of advocacy in shaping terminology.
- The need for continued education around respectful language.

Conclusion
The history of the word “retard” is a reflection of changing societal
attitudes towards intellectual disabilities. From its neutral origins in
Latin to its stigmatized contemporary usage, the term has undergone a
significant transformation. As we continue to navigate discussions around
language and disability, it is crucial to prioritize dignity, respect, and
understanding in our communication. By doing so, we can contribute to a more
inclusive society that values all individuals, regardless of their abilities.
The future of language regarding disability will undoubtedly continue to
evolve, and it is essential to remain engaged in these conversations to
foster a culture of respect and inclusivity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the word 'retard'?
The word 'retard' comes from the Latin word 'retardare', which means 'to
delay' or 'to hinder'. It was first used in English in the early 15th
century.

How has the usage of 'retard' evolved over time?
Initially used in a neutral sense to indicate slowing down or delaying, the



term 'retard' began to be used as a derogatory label for individuals with
intellectual disabilities in the 20th century.

When did 'retard' become a pejorative term?
The pejorative use of 'retard' gained prominence in the mid-20th century,
particularly in popular culture and media, where it was often used to insult
or demean individuals.

What are the implications of using 'retard' in
modern language?
Using 'retard' in contemporary language is widely considered offensive and
disrespectful, as it perpetuates stigmas against individuals with
disabilities.

What alternatives are suggested for the term
'retard'?
Alternatives such as 'intellectual disability', 'developmental delay', or
simply 'person with a disability' are recommended to promote respect and
sensitivity.

How have advocacy groups addressed the term
'retard'?
Advocacy groups have campaigned against the use of 'retard', promoting
awareness about its harmful effects and encouraging more respectful language.

Did any legal changes occur regarding the use of
'retard'?
In some regions, there have been legislative efforts to ban the use of
'retard' in official contexts, particularly in educational and medical
settings.

What role did media play in shaping the perception
of 'retard'?
Media representation has significantly influenced the perception of 'retard',
often reinforcing negative stereotypes and leading to its derogatory usage in
society.

What is the current stance of educational
institutions on the term 'retard'?
Most educational institutions have adopted policies that discourage the use
of 'retard' and promote inclusive language that respects all individuals.



How can individuals contribute to the change in
language surrounding 'retard'?
Individuals can contribute by educating themselves and others about the
impact of their words, opting for more respectful language, and advocating
for inclusive practices in their communities.
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