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Until the mid-19th century, children and adults who today would be diagnosed as having an intellectual 

disability were: 

• Labelled “idiots” and often were lumped together with persons suffering from mental disorders 

or medical conditions.  
• Typically ignored or feared, even by the medical profession, because their differences in 

appearance and ability were so little understood.  

The field of intellectual disability has experienced monumental gains over the past century in 

determining causes and providing services.  

• Advances in understanding the development of children with intellectual disability, along with 

research in genetics, psychopathology, and other areas, have dramatically changed the face 

of this field.  

The term intellectual disability has replaced the previous term mental retardation in the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition (DSM-5), based on consensus among professionals, 

advocacy groups, and the lay public.  

• Intellectual disability: is a neurodevelopmental disorder, a group of conditions with onset in the 

developmental period that produce impairments of social, personal, academic, or 

occupational functioning.  

Intellectual disability (ID) is characterized by significant limitations in mental abilities (such as reasoning, 

planning, and judgment) that result in impairments in adaptive functioning, such as conceptual, social, 

and practical skills needed to fulfil aspects of everyday life.  

CHAPTER 5  



Although the name has changed, the three essential elements defining this condition have remained 

the same for the past 50 years:  

o intellectual limitations,  
o deficits in adaptive skills, and  
o early onset.  

Modern definitions of intellectual disability take into account a person’s intellectual functioning within 

the context of what is typical for that individual’s peers and culture. Cultural and linguistic diversity, as 

well as differences in communication, sensory, motor, and behavioural factors, must be carefully 

considered in determining a deficit or disability (American Association on Intellectual and 

Developmental Dis- abilities [AAIDD], 2010). Understanding improvements in knowledge about and 

treatment of intellectual dis- ability, as well as understanding the prejudice and ignorance that had to 

be overcome, can be gained by looking at how the disorder has been viewed over the years.  

             

INTELLIGENCE AND INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY  

The Eugenics Scare 

Evolutionary degeneracy theory: attributed the intellectual and social problems of children with 

intellectual disability to regression to an earlier period in human evolution. Mental deficiency experts in 

the 19th century believed they had found the “missing link” between humans and lower species.  

J. Langdon H. Down: interpreted the “strange anomalies” among his medical sample of persons with 

intellectual disability as an evolutionary throwback to the Mongol race.  

• Down believed that parents in one racial group might give birth to a child with intellectual 

disability who was a “retrogression” to another group. While grounded in speculation and 

misinformed conclusions, evolutionary degeneracy theory and its notion of inferiority received 

growing support by the late-19th century as an explanation for insanity, mental deficiency, and 

social deviance. By 1910, the eugenics movement was gaining momentum.  

Sir Francis Galton (Charles Darwin’s cousin):  

• Eugenics: the science which deals with all influences that improve the inborn qualities of a 

race.  

o Public and professional emphasis shifted away from the needs of persons with 

intellectual disability toward a consideration of the needs of society; society was to be 

protected from the presumable harm done by the presence of these persons in the 

community.  



Consequently: 

• Persons with intellectual disability often were blamed for the social ills of the time, which is a 

powerful example of how labelling a problem can quickly become an explanation for it.  

• The appearance, ability, and behaviour of persons with intellectual disability were considered 

evidence of their lack of moral fibre, a belief that led to the diagnostic term moral imbecile, or 

moron, used to describe and explain their differences.  

This concept became a straightforward explanation for acts of deviance and justified wide-ranging 
attempts to identify and control such individuals. Morons, considered the least intellectually impaired 
(roughly comparable to mild intellectual disability today) were seen as a threat to society because, 
unlike the insane, they could easily pass for normal. The intellectually impaired and other “undesir 


