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The Power of Words 
Words have started wars, ended wars and made peace between 
nations. Words can give one the strength to overcome the most 
difficult obstacles or they can cause the loss of hope to achieve 
one’s dreams and aspirations. They can add to or take away from 
one’s self esteem, sense of purpose and even one’s independence. 
Words can be positive or negative; either way, we cannot keep 
from being affected by them. 

Words and phrases have also been used to separate groups of people. Many people without 
disabilities cannot imagine life with the loss of a single ability they currently possess. The fear of 
acquiring and dealing with a disability causes them to ignore the possibility. Some people 
without a disability may mask their fear by reducing the importance of those with visible 
disabilities in order to boost their own self-worth. They sometimes use such derogatory labels as 
victims, sufferers, or survivors of a disease or accident.  

The historic use of a word can carry even more weight than the specific meaning. For example, 
the word “cripple” literally means to deprive of strength or efficiency, or to make useless or 
worthless. On the surface, this definition seems harmless enough. But when it is applied to a 
person with a disability, the historic connotations has a far greater impact than its mere 
definition. The word has often been used in a degrading manner towards people with disabilities. 
It implies that people with disabilities have no value and are a burden to others. The word 
“cripple” is no longer used as a description of a condition but as a means to cause harm to others. 
The negative emotions associated with its historical usage today makes people with disabilities 
cringe at the mere mention of the word. 

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me.” But they do hurt. They 
hurt adults as well as children. They hurt people with disabilities as well as people without 
disabilities. It doesn’t matter if the literal definition of a word has a very different meaning, the 
implications can hurt just the same. Name calling and social labels can cause irreparable harm to 
the target of a verbal assault - just by using words. 

Words can also encourage us to do our best, to strive to improve our condition or situation. 
People with disabilities by nature are often closely tied to the medical field and become labeled 
by what they cannot do. History has shown that with encouragement and positive reinforcement, 
the seemingly impossible is often accomplished and sometimes surpassed if given the 
opportunity. This is especially true for people with disabilities. Asking if one needs assistance 
rather than assuming help is required, showing a friendly smile instead of a hidden stare, and 
using person-first language are examples of ways we can contribute to the quality of life for 
everyone. Fears can be overcome and dreams can be realized simply by using the right words in 
a positive way. 

Everyone should be more aware of the power of words and the effects they have on our abilities. 
A compliment may become the spark that changes an individual’s life forever, whereas an insult 
could destroy one’s confidence with long lasting consequences. The damage done to a smile by a 
harsh word can never be erased, and once a word has been spoken, it cannot be unsaid. Giving 
praises for an unexpected accomplishment can lead to a lifetime of achievements and using 
positive language can instill the confidence and desire in each of us to contribute to society. 
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Words define who we are, what we do, how we react, and they describe how we feel about one 
another. We can use them to hurt or heal, to build up or tear down one’s abilities or disabilities. 
Kind and cruel words alike will continue to shape our world and we will all play a part in that 
process. The power is in our hands to choose our words wisely and use them in a positive 
manner. Disability inclusion is all about words and attitude, so keep them both positive! 


