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We live in increasingly progressive times whereby minority groups are finally being 
respected more than ever before and the use of derogatory and offensive terms in 
common parlance have decreased significantly as they are recognised as such by the vast 
majority of society. However, one particular words seems to linger in people’s everyday 
conversations, seemingly without a second thought: retarded. 

Yes, it is indeed true that the word can be looked up in the dictionary, meaning to hinder 
or slow something down. It began being used as a medical term for people with 
intellectual impairments in the 1960s and eventually, the word was replaced in medical 
contexts with more sensitive and respectful terms. 

Tossed around in playgrounds and corporate offices alike, many don’t realise what they 
are saying is downright offensive. However the link between the past and present remains 
and in its contemporary definition it has come to mean something negative and flawed. It 
reinforces damaging stereotypes of people with intellectual disabilities being less valued 
members of society and humanity as a whole. Essentially, you are mocking and 
dehumanising all disabled people, alienating them from society and making them ‘the 
other,’ through a single word alone. 

Some may argue that this is against free speech. However there’s a difference between 
hate speech and free speech. The roots of the word need to be taken into consideration. 
The derogatory origins of the ‘p’ word for the South Asian community or the ’n’ word for 
the black community are what make them so socially unacceptable so why aren’t the 
derogatory roots of the ‘r’ word taken into account and defined as hate speech? 

Words carry weight and historical contexts as well as meaning and we need to remember 
that. There are dozens of other words which you can use to get your point across. If 
chosen wrongly, you could end up segregating and disregarding an entire section of 
humanity.
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