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definitional approach to Lexism
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Lexism (the Othering of dyslexics) currently lacks a clear definition. 
In this conceptual article, I argue that Lexism does not require any 
such definition; indeed definitions generally can be unhelpful. To 
understand Lexism I provide examples of how we might use the 
concept in a series of hypothetical cases. Exemplars avoid the need 
for definitions, which, for a soft category such as Lexism, would be too 
constraining. I conclude by drawing on the work of Paulo Freire as a 
theoretical lens to enhance further how we might understand Lexism, 
and dyslexia.
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Introduction
In previous publications, I have termed those normative practices and as-
sumptions of literacy that Other and discriminate against dyslexics ‘Lexism’, 
but I have declined to define Lexism. In this article I set out why. I build upon 
the arguments set out in two previous articles in this journal. In the first ar-
ticle (Collinson, 2012), I outlined why dyslexia is an unhelpful concept, and 
how we might understand the existence of dyslexics by the new concept of 
Lexism. As a dyslexic myself, I do not reject the existence of dyslexics, only 
that our existence is not reliant on the essentialist (and Lexist) concept of 
dyslexia. In the second article (Collinson, 2018), I outlined evidence from 
policy documents which we can understand as part of a Lexist agenda. My 
purpose in this article is to give a broader conceptual understanding for 
Lexism; I specifically do not seek a definition. Lexism is a soft category, like 
racism or sexism, and as such a technical definition with set criteria would 
be inappropriate. As set criteria are unhelpful to us, I use hypothetical cases 
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or exemplars to indicate the wide range of possible normative practices and 
assumptions of literacy which might Other and discriminate against dyslexics 
(Lexism).

It is reasonable, however, for someone to ask me to point to ‘real examples’; 
I will use one merely to illustrate Lexism’s existence. It was reported in the 
media that Peter Kyle (the dyslexic Labour Member of Parliament for Hove 
and Portslade) received prejudiced responses to misspellings in his Twitter 
thread (BBC News, 2019). These responses included ‘Can’t be an MP if  you 
can’t even spell’; Kyle was told he was ‘stupid’ and that he should ‘resign and 
let someone with a brain take over’ (BBC News, 2019). Kyle has a PhD, de-
spite leaving school with no qualifications and returning to study later in life. 
The comments made to Kyle associate spelling with intelligence in a manner 
that any dyslexic would recognise and be familiar with. It is simply a fact 
of life for us; the question is, should it be? I would argue not; furthermore, 
I would suggest that those comments are expressing Lexist views. However, 
Lexism has a range and variety in its forms –  one example is not enough. 
Kyle’s example is that of Lexism at its most prejudiced, but I will provide 
different examples of Lexism which can be equally damaging, while taking 
different and more subtle forms.

The structure of this article is as follows. First, I consider what is arguably the 
seminal (and most significant) alternative to the concept of Lexism: Riddick’s 
(2001) conception of a social model of dyslexia. Riddick adapted the social 
model of disability to apply to the concept of dyslexia. However, Lexism is 
notably different from Riddick’s application of the social model of dyslexia 
in that it does not recognise the value of the concept of dyslexia, or any sim-
ilar impairment. Second, I set out my approach, which is a conceptual one; 
I highlight those philosophers who have influenced my methods of enquiry. 
Seeking a definition for dyslexia, based on necessary and conjointly sufficient 
conditions (that is, a list of set criteria), has often led to greater confusion and 
long- standing disagreement (for a discussion of those confusions and con-
tradictions, see, for example, Rice with Brooks, 2004; Elliot & Grigorenko, 
2014). Those conceptual problems within the dyslexia debate also relate to 
the philosophical problem of definitions themselves.

In other words, the problem is not that we have competing definitions of dys-
lexia; the problem is that we seek any definition of dyslexia. Lexism, as a soft 
category, faces more obvious difficulties if we must employ set criteria to define 
its meaning. The alternative is to consider how we employ the concept in our 
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ordinary language use in everyday scenarios. Therefore, in the third section, I 
set out hypothetical cases or exemplars of Lexism to show a range of possible 
uses in different contexts (and therefore meanings) for the concept of Lexism. 
Fourth, in the discussion section, I briefly explore the work of Paulo Freire 
(1970) as a lens by which to understand Lexism. I argue that Lexism is an aspect 
of the paternalism and discrimination within our current education system.

However, it should be noted that in this article I cannot do justice to the intersec-
tion of class, race and gender with Lexism. Those are possible inquiries which 
would have to be both wide- ranging and complex. Therefore, in this article I 
am examining Lexism in isolation; in reality, of course, such ‘isms’ are rarely 
in isolation. As Lexism is a new concept, we need to perceive it in isolation ini-
tially before we can then see the interrelationship with related concepts, such as 
racism, sexism and attitudes towards class. Once we have understood a concept 
such as Lexism in isolation, we can then move on to recognise its intersection 
with acknowledged forms of prejudice and discrimination.

Three key features of Riddick’s adaptation of the social model of dyslexia
In this section I give a brief overview of Riddick’s (2001) adapted model. My 
purpose is to draw out the similarities and differences between my concept of 
Lexism and Riddick’s adapted model, which I consider to be not only semi-
nal but also the strongest alternative to Lexism. Another possible interpreta-
tion is that of the ‘capability approach’ (see, for example, Terzi, 2007 and 2008); 
however, this approach merely ‘kicks the problem down the road’ (so to speak). 
Terzi’s position has a fatal political flaw; it ignores or fails to engage with the 
problem of definitions of dyslexia which arise from Lexist dominant discourses. 
In contrast, the social model of dyslexia is stronger in this regard; it enables us to 
question power relationships and where social and cultural features impact on, 
or discriminate against, dyslexics. Those features of Riddick’s adapted model 
are similar to Lexism; where the two interpretations (Lexism and the social 
model of dyslexia) differ is that Riddick assumes an impairment called dyslexia 
–  whereas I would view ‘dyslexia’ to be a Lexist theory and as such a feature or 
by- product of Lexism. In other respects, however, the concept of Lexism and 
the social model of dyslexia are notably similar.

The first feature of  Riddick’s adapted model is the ‘social oppression’ and 
‘prejudice’ faced by the dyslexic minority. In the case of  Lexism I prefer 
the terms Othering and discrimination as being more precise. Othering 
can occur without prejudice, and likewise discrimination is not necessar-
ily conscious oppression. ‘Othering’ I use here as shorthand for societal 
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attitudes and practices to which Riddick alludes. Riddick (2001) argues 
that dyslexics experience ‘prejudice’ and ‘contempt’ which ‘gives some’ 
dyslexic children ‘the message that they are unworthy or even “bad”’. She 
notes that informal labels for dyslexic children within the school system 
include ‘thick’, ‘stupid’, ‘lazy’ or ‘careless’ (Riddick, 2001). Therefore, the 
role of  a formal label of  dyslexia is to mediate or challenge this ‘informal 
labelling process’ (Riddick, 2001). Directly related, but not the same, is 
what Riddick (2001) terms ‘social oppression’, a phrase drawn from the 
social model of  disability. Riddick (2001) draws on her own research from 
interviewing dyslexic teachers; she emphasises that it is important from 
a ‘disability rights perspective’ that dyslexics are not barred ‘from educa-
tional and vocational opportunities that they are otherwise qualified for’. 
MacDonald (2009, 2010, 2012) has built on Riddick’s work to develop 
sociological accounts and interpretations of  dyslexics’ lived experiences.

The second feature of Riddick’s adapted social model is that cultural factors 
influence the manifestation of the ‘disability’ as distinct from the ‘impair-
ment’ of dyslexia. Riddick (2001) says that ‘cultural factors … can transform 
the impairments that some children have into disabilities’. Culture is cen-
tral to any understanding of Lexism (Collinson, 2014). Riddick (2001) high-
lights how the English language has Germanic roots but was written down 
using Latin letters. She also notes that in ‘Shakespeare’s time spelling was 
more flexible, with alternative spellings of the same word tolerated’ (Riddick, 
2001). The change in spelling practices to become more rigid still influences 
attitudes now. Similarly, the irregular and non- phonetic nature of English, 
which Riddick notes as important, is embedded in our culture.

Contemporary politics is likewise part of  this cultural context; Riddick 
(2001) quotes a dyslexic teacher who comments on language and spelling 
being ‘very political … very elitist … and it’s about power’. Riddick’s point 
is to emphasise the importance of  political elites. Campbell’s (2011, 2013) 
work, influenced by Foucault, has examined the role of  intellectual and 
professional elites in shaping such discourses in detail. We might also note 
the expectation that members of  the elite (including MPs such as Peter 
Kyle) are themselves expected to conform –  failure to do so invites attack, 
as Kyle himself  found. Both the first and second features of  Riddick’s 
adapted model can be interpreted as aspects of  the normative practices 
and assumptions associated with literacy which Other and discriminate 
against dyslexics (Lexism).
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The third feature of  Riddick’s adapted model is that dyslexia the impair-
ment is distinct from dyslexia the disability. Here, Riddick and I part 
company. As Gallagher et al. (2014) argue, to a certain extent, impair-
ments themselves can be conceptualised as socially constructed, making 
Riddick’s distinction over- simplistic. If  one accepts the concept of  Lexism, 
one would also reject the concept of  dyslexia as inherently Lexist for it 
implies or assumes some form of  lexic or non- dyslexic norm by which dys-
lexics can be Othered –  judged ‘abnormal’ or somehow lesser than their 
non- dyslexic peers (Collinson, 2019). Riddick (2001) argues that the ex-
tent to which the impairment of  dyslexia will result in a disability will 
depend on culturally constructed norms of  literacy. Dyslexia, according to 
Riddick (2001), is an ‘underlying impairment’. Her definition of  dyslexia 
as impairment is that it is ‘phonological’ in nature and is separate from 
‘cultural’ norms or societal and educational attitudes to literacy (Riddick, 
2001).

Riddick’s position raises several problems. First, where does one draw a 
line between dyslexia as ‘impairment’ that does not lead to a ‘disability’ 
and dyslexia as impairment that does? If  this is cultural, how can such 
a distinction be drawn between impairment and disability? If  a dyslexic 
with some form of  ‘impairment’ could be born into a culture that does not 
disable them, can we say they have an impairment as such? Likewise, if  a 
non- dyslexic (by Riddick’s reckoning) is born into a culture with higher 
phonological demands than our own, and then struggles to meet those so-
cial norms of  literacy, they are (arguably) then disabled by that society. 
Alternatively, a ‘non- dyslexic’ (by Riddick’s reckoning) born in that cul-
ture who is disabled by norms of  literacy would be Othered by norms of 
literacy (Lexism) and thus ‘dyslexic’ (by my reckoning). The distinction 
between impairment and disability is, therefore, not clear cut when one 
applies such a model to a normative activity such as literacy (Collinson, 
2019).

Philosophical approach: the problem with definitions
I adopt a conceptual approach in which I seek to draw attention to ways 
in which definitions can be misleading and result in confusion (see, for ex-
ample, McFee, 2004; Wittgenstein, 2009). The phrase ‘normative practices 
and assumptions of  literacy that Other and discriminate against dyslexics’ 
is itself  not a definition, nor is it intended as one. It is a rough marking 
out of  the relevant ground, so to speak. What counts as literacy, a norma-
tive matter, a practice, an assumption, Othering or discrimination is all 
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context- dependent. Defining those words outside a context or use would 
be problematic; defining Lexism (a combination of  those terms in different 
contexts) is thus exponentially harder to do. We face the inherent difficul-
ties of  definitions (both for dyslexia and Lexism); definitions which are too 
broad, too specific or in fact circular (McFee, 2004). No definition brings 
us any closer to understanding the concepts of  Lexism, dyslexia and being 
a dyslexic. However, Lexism, in contrast to dyslexia, is a soft category; all 
that is required is that someone understands it sufficiently to apply the 
concept in different contexts.

McFee (2004) points out that ‘putative definitions must be tested out against 
experience’. That is, to know whether a putative definition is correct, we must 
first know what the word means for us to know whether the definition offered 
to us is of any use. The candidate definition is based on something already 
known and understood and as such ‘definitions do not really aid our under-
standing’ (McFee, 2004). Let us take dictionary definitions as an example of 
the wider problems with definitions. Words in a dictionary rely on their use 
and meaning in a language; the dictionary is merely a way to record that use 
and meaning. We might consult the dictionary if  we are unsure of a word’s 
meaning; however, the dictionary definition did not establish that meaning, 
only record it. As the use and meaning of words change slowly over time 
within a living language, the dictionary has only a limited function in terms 
of our understanding and it provides the authority of an official and printed 
text rather than clarity.

Consider for a moment that if  a dictionary definition were inappropriate, 
we would be able to recognise this if  we already understood the concepts 
being employed in that case. Alternatively, if  the dictionary provided sev-
eral possible definitions (as dictionaries frequently do), we (not the dic-
tionary) choose which is appropriate in that case, again relying on our 
understanding of  the concepts employed within that case. In short, the dic-
tionary does not provide definitions as such; it provides different uses and 
meanings for how we might employ that word. So, definitions are not as 
important as we tend to think they are. Psychologists working in the field 
of  dyslexia have spent a lot of  time seeking to establish and validate their 
particular definition of  dyslexia; unfortunately, such a project is based on 
flawed logic.

How would we recognise an accurate definition if  we did not already under-
stand that to which it referred? If  we do not understand Lexism (or indeed 
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dyslexia) we would be unable to accept or reject a potential definition as ac-
curate. McFee (2004, p. 23, original emphasis) makes a key point which is 
worth quoting in full:

‘Since the meaning of expressions in the definition must be known, the 
definition is not a neutral starting point; if  I have no undefined start-
ing place, the search for a complete definition will go on forever. But if  
there is an undefined starting place, definition cannot be as fundamen-
tal to understanding as we assumed.’

A definition, I would suggest therefore, is only formalising an already 
agreed or acknowledged meaning, or is an attempt to assert a particular 
meaning. There are two other important problems with definitions that 
McFee identifies. First, putative definitions can be too specific and ex-
clude what should be included, or be too broad and include what should 
be excluded. Debates about what is (or is not) included within a definition 
of  dyslexia would be an example of  this problem. Second, a candidate 
definition might fail because it is circular: ‘they explain A in terms of  B, B 
in terms of  C, and C in terms of  A’ (McFee, 2004). However, my approach 
is not a rejection of  our capacity to define something; it is a rejection of 
the idea that definitions are always useful in assisting our understanding 
or knowledge. We have to know or understand before we define, and this is 
a conceptual (not an empirical) matter.

Such an approach frees us from the need for a definition. Best (1978, orig-
inal emphasis), summing up his approach to philosophy, suggests that it 
‘provides understanding by considering the nature of  information which we 
already have, what it amounts to, or what it means’. Unlike Best, however, 
I am not clarifying an existing concept –  I am engaging in an activity of 
invention, clarifying the meaning of a concept (Lexism) which I have cre-
ated. Best’s (1974, 1978) approach is similar to my conception of philoso-
phy; Wittgenstein’s (2009) later work is also a significant influence. Important 
in the approach of those philosophers influenced by Wittgenstein (such as 
Baker, 2004; Culbertson, 2015; McFee, 1999; Standish, 2010, 2012) is the ap-
preciation of avoiding trying to ‘solve’ a conceptual problem. The intention 
should be to dissolve the problem (Baker, 2004; Wittgenstein, 2009). Lexism 
is not the solution to defining dyslexia, rather, it is a dissolution; if  we accept 
Lexism as a concept we no longer need to define dyslexia. Nor, however, do 
we need to define Lexism; we merely need to understand it.
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This philosophical approach to the concepts of Lexism, dyslexia and being 
a dyslexic is not an attempt to circumvent or avoid understanding such con-
cepts. One can only define what one already understands; this was my purpose 
in my previous articles in this journal (Collinson, 2012, 2018). If  we do not 
understand those concepts, we cannot seek to create a definition. Nor would 
anyone be able to judge whether a definition of Lexism (should I be foolish 
enough to provide one) is accurate or not, unless they first understood what 
I mean by the concept of Lexism. My emphasis, in this article, is on what it is 
to be dyslexic in the sense of what it is to experience Lexism. As such, we need 
a range of examples of dyslexics experiencing Lexism in different contexts to 
provide those first steps to understanding the new concept of Lexism.

Hypothetical cases of Lexism
In this section I use hypothetical cases to illustrate what I mean by the concepts 
of Lexism or Lexist. The case of Peter Kyle provides an example of one form of 
Lexism –  the examples I give here are more varied –  from blatant, even brutal, 
actions and prejudices to the more subtle but nonetheless damaging social as-
sumptions and associated practices. Rather like hypothetical legal cases given 
to law students to test their understanding, these hypothetical situations are im-
portant to provide understanding of the concept, not as empirical evidence. I 
am not seeking to demonstrate Lexism’s existence in this section; rather I show 
how we might use Lexism (as a concept) within our language. One can discern 
Lexism in everyday scenarios if one considers hypothetical cases that dyslexics 
may experience in their lives, or have experienced in living memory.

The grandfather
Consider the hypothetical case of a grandfather, over 70 years of age, from a 
working- class background who is dyslexic (for the sake of argument) but was 
never assessed for dyslexia. As a child his teachers viewed him as stupid and lazy, 
though he was neither. On leaving school he took up employment as a highly 
skilled craftsman. As a boy he was an able artist. His teacher asked him to draw 
a horse; he was told specifically not to trace out the image of a horse from a 
book. He went into school the next day and proudly presented his picture to his 
teacher. The teacher’s reaction was to assume the boy had traced the image of 
the horse because he believed the boy to be stupid and unable to produce such 
a lifelike image. The boy was then caned. When the boy insisted that he had not 
cheated, he was caned again because the teacher perceived him to have lied.

This hypothetical case is an example of Lexism, and thankfully in the past. 
Consider for a moment the features of the case. The teacher held a particular 
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set of beliefs about literacy, which equated it to intelligence. Furthermore, the 
teacher equated it to overall ability, including artistic ability. An assessment 
for ‘dyslexia’ was rare, ‘dyslexia’ was not a recognised term, and caning was 
socially acceptable. The concept of dyslexia as impairment is not present, but 
Lexism is. I suggest here that Lexism has features of folk psychology which 
is not dependent on dyslexia as a concept. It was not the ‘dyslexia’ label that 
Othered and discriminated against the grandfather; it was the Lexist attitudes 
of his teacher. Those beliefs led to the practice (caning), literacy was not 
involved directly, but the teacher was aware of the dyslexic’s difficulties with 
reading and writing.

The employee
Let us consider the case of a dyslexic woman who is an employee of a large 
company, whose employer is seeking to make reasonable adjustment. The 
dyslexic has had a very poor school experience and was labelled by teach-
ers as having ‘specific learning difficulties’ (SpLD). She associates the term 
with being patronised, discriminated against and Othered. The Human 
Resources (HR) department in this hypothetical case is untrained and una-
ware, or poorly advised. HR sends the dyslexic to its Occupational Health 
practitioner; the dyslexic complains, pointing out that she is not ill. The 
Occupational Health practitioner agrees and points out that specific learn-
ing difficulties are a matter for an educational psychologist. On meeting with 
HR, the dyslexic woman is repeatedly referred to by HR representatives as 
someone ‘with SpLD’ or ‘having SpLD’. She again objects; she states clearly 
that she finds the term ‘offensive and derogatory’; she does so because of her 
own school experiences; she prefers the term dyslexic or person with dyslexia. 
HR ignore her request and continue to refer to her as a person with ‘SpLD’; 
when challenged, they defend their position by saying it is the term used by 
the ‘experts’.

In this hypothetical case of  Lexism, we can see that it may not be the 
‘experts’ or professionals engaged in labelling and Othering which is an 
issue. It may well be how such labels are used and applied by those who 
are in management positions or other similar positions of  power (such 
as HR departments). The dyslexic woman is not objecting to a label; she 
is objecting to a particular label of  which she had very negative experi-
ences as a child. In ignoring her wishes and imposing the label they wish 
to adopt, for whatever reason, the HR department has engaged in Lexism. 
They have disempowered, humiliated and Othered someone on the basis 
of  what they perceive ‘an expert’ to be telling them, despite the fact that 
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the Occupational Health practitioner is a nurse, not a psychologist. Even 
if  the HR department had consulted a psychologist, however, the same 
problem exists, of  imposing a label on someone who rejects that label. In 
this example of  Lexism, we should note that reading and writing practices 
are not involved –  labelling, self- identity and the role of  ‘experts’ are of 
primary significance.

The child with an iPad
The parents (one dyslexic, the other non- dyslexic) of a primary- school- aged 
dyslexic child realise she is having difficulties learning to read. She is inquisi-
tive and talkative and loves having stories read to her. The teachers and par-
ents are both concerned when she falls behind the expected ‘reading bands’, 
reading well below the national average. The situation becomes worse when 
the child is given the official reading texts designated to be at her reading 
level to read at home. The child point- blank refuses to read those texts be-
cause they are ‘too babyish, too boring’. The parents take matters into their 
own hands; they buy their daughter an iPad; they load e- books on it which 
are more appropriate to her age. Those e- books contain interesting pictures 
alongside the text; actors read the text out loud, and as each word is read by 
the actor the word is highlighted in a bright colour on the screen. The daugh-
ter’s reading improves rapidly, she engages with reading on her own without 
assistance, and she begins to catch up in terms of reading bands. However, 
the parents no longer trust the teachers’ professional opinions, and take the 
official texts home but do not ask the girl to read them. The non- dyslexic par-
ent continues to attend parents’ evenings to be polite, but the dyslexic parent 
(with their own poor experiences of school) completely disengages from the 
teaching professionals.

There are several points to notice here. The Lexism in this case did not have 
prejudices associated with it; the teachers were not prejudiced. However, 
they were legally obliged to ensure that the little girl read the Department 
for Education- approved banded reading texts. The teachers might recog-
nise that the iPad with its e- books is a better way to enable that particular 
pupil to learn to read. The teachers, however, had no choice but to insist on 
the practice of  reading banded books, but in doing so the parents became 
disengaged from the school. It was Government educational policy that 
was the problem in this hypothetical case; the enforcement of  the beliefs 
of  central policy makers caused a rift between the parents and teachers. 
Lexism in this case involved no prejudice of  those directly involved, and 
did not stop a child from learning to read, but damaged the relationship 
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between parents and the teaching profession. Here, Lexism is more subtle, 
and less reliant on an individual’s beliefs or actions in isolation; rather, in 
this hypothetical case, it is integrated within the norms of  the education 
system and policy agenda.

The businessman and the student
A dyslexic business investor has struggled for years with the print- based lit-
eracy requirements of his profession. This dyslexic, for the sake of argument, 
is from the most ‘severely’ dyslexic 4% of the population. Reading business 
proposals and writing responses to those proposals is very- time consuming 
and difficult for him. After considerable thought the dyslexic business inves-
tor informs potential businesses that all future proposals must be in the form 
of a sound- file on an email attachment. He continues to be successful, it 
makes his life easier, and those companies seeking his financial backing have 
no choice but to comply.

In this hypothetical case, a dyslexic is in a position to resist Lexism. In 
doing so there is no practical disadvantage for the dyslexic in opting for 
an alternative to literacy. In this case literacy, even e- based literacy, was 
unnecessary as a record of  information. However, now consider a con-
tinuation of  this hypothetical case. The business investor has no formal 
education and decides to do a business degree. He asks his tutors if  he can 
send his essays and other assignments as sound- files rather than written 
texts. Think for a moment how likely his tutors would be to comply; and 
how concerned a university might be about its public image. In this sce-
nario let us assume that the student’s tutors refuse his request. They argue 
that ‘dyslexia support’ exists on campus and in the ‘world of  work’ he will 
be expected to produce written documents such as reports and business 
proposals. The ‘world of  work’ becomes an excuse for retaining normative 
literacy in a form that is socially and culturally favoured. The business-
man/student hires a typist to transcribe his assignments, and thus again 
successfully resists Lexism.

In this example of Lexism, we should note that it was the dyslexic’s existing 
wealth that enabled him to resist those normative practices. Again, there was 
no prejudice involved in this case per se. In both cases where he successfully 
resisted Lexism, we can also note what might have occurred if it was the dyslexic 
who was seeking investors (rather than being the investor), or what might have 
occurred if he had not been able to hire a typist. In such cases, as a ‘severely’ dys-
lexic man, he would not have been able to start his business particularly easily; 
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he might have passed his course but with great difficulty and perhaps at a lower 
classification then he eventually received.

Discussion: Freire
Freire provides a lens by which to understand the hypothetical cases I have set 
out in the previous section. Paulo Freire’s work, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1970), was perhaps the most influential in my original conceptualisation of 
Lexism. The Pedagogy of the Oppressed was written to conceptualise the power 
dynamics between the South American educated elites and the illiterate or 
semi- literate impoverished majority. Freire’s viewpoint is an alternative to the 
accepted status quo; he enables the questioning of the role of educational elites 
in following their own self- interest. Although Freire’s concern is not dyslexia 
or dyslexics, his work can be read as such; one simply transposes dyslexic for 
‘oppressed’ when reading the text. One should also be aware when reading his 
text that some matters specific to his context do not match those of dyslexics 
in the UK. Likewise, I would use Othering or discrimination where Freire used 
‘oppression’; Othering and discrimination are more precise terms to describe 
Lexism. Freire, therefore, provides a useful lens by which to understand Lexism, 
but we should not be too literal in its application.

Freire (1970) also provides a possible approach to conflict resolution (as it 
were): his acknowledgement that the ‘oppressed’ should avoid the vilifying of 
the ‘oppressors’, while at the same time recognising that their mistakes and self- 
justifications are a mode of oppression. The ‘oppressors’ are not the ‘bad guys’, 
so to speak, but as much the product of historical circumstance, cultural prej-
udices and beliefs, as those they oppress. Translating this into how we might 
conceptualise Lexism, those who Other and discriminate against dyslexics do so 
in an uncritical manner. The HR department in the scenario of the Employee, or 
the teacher in the case of the Grandfather, were products of a certain time and 
place and replicate the normative assumptions and practices of that context. 
The literacy practices enforced by Government and accepted by the teachers 
in the scenario of the Child with an iPad are products of a time and place, and 
policy context. The mistakes made in those scenarios are not ones of intention 
(though in certain circumstances they might be), but the results or implications 
that follow from those mistakes result in dyslexics experiencing Lexism.

Freire (1970) argued that when the ‘oppressors’ dehumanise those they 
oppress, they also seek to portray themselves as saviours to reinforce their 
position through ‘false generosity’. The phrase ‘false generosity ’is a fit-
ting description. The dyslexia industry has significant financial interests in 
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keeping matters as they stand; the cost of educational psychologists’ reports 
and one- to- one support to ‘adapt’ (to use Freire’s language) the dyslexic to 
the education system remain prohibitive for many. Dyslexics have ‘deficits’, 
they require diagnosis; this Othering is a form of ‘dehumanisation’ (to use 
Freire’s term). These problems with special educational needs funding and 
contradictory or confused policy promote the notion of equality but not the 
reality. This hypocrisy is ‘false generosity’.

Freire (1970) argued that dehumanisation is a process by which those who 
are dehumanised have their humanity stolen: the oppressed are portrayed 
as stupid, lazy or barbarous. Well- worn Lexist tropes of  dyslexics as stu-
pid and lazy are examples of  such dehumanisation. Think again of  the 
scenario of  the Grandfather, as well as the case of  Peter Kyle. Riddick 
(2001) herself  acknowledged that the informal labels applied to dyslexics 
include ‘stupid’ and ‘lazy’. Dyslexics face demands to meet norms of  liter-
acy which are the product of  a historical context in which they are situated. 
Failure to do so leads to their Othering and discrimination. The process 
of  dehumanisation, in Freire’s (1970) view, is a historical process defined 
by the colonisation of  the mind of  the oppressed: the internalisation of 
the oppressed’s own oppression. If  we translate this in terms of  Lexism, 
we can think of  ‘learned helplessness’ as a failure of  dyslexics to ‘adapt’ 
which results in the internalisation of  Lexism (a form of  ‘self- Othering’, 
so to speak).

In the mid- 1990s Tomlinson (1996), for example, argued that the terminology 
of special educational needs is a method of domination and control and it 
is the professionals that derive the most benefit from the expanding practice 
of special education, rather than parents or pupils. Arguably, matters have 
not significantly changed since the 1990s. Freire’s (1970, p. 36) words could 
likewise apply to dyslexics:

‘Pedagogy which begins with the egoistic interests of  the oppres-
sor (an egoism cloaked in the false generosity of  paternalism) 
and makes of  the oppressed the objects of  its humanitarianism, 
itself  maintains and embodies oppression. It is an instrument of 
dehumanization.’

It is important for all teachers (not just special educational needs specialists) 
to consider and reflect whether or to what extent their pedagogy is in the 
interests of the dyslexic they teach, or the education system itself  –  and the 
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policy makers who created that system. I would argue that the dehumanisa-
tion of dyslexics (a form of Lexism) is particularly difficult to avoid in such a 
system, which we might term ‘institutionally Lexist’.

Freire (1970) argued that education should be a ‘dialogic’ process which em-
powered students; and that the opposite ‘antidialogic’ process was a means 
of oppression. One could argue that there is an ‘antidialogic’ and disabling 
culture within mainstream practice. As Freire (1970, p. 55) argued:

‘the interests of  the oppressors lie in “changing the consciousness 
of  the oppressed, not the situation which oppresses them”; for the 
more the oppressed can be led to adapt to that situation, the more 
easily they can be dominated. To achieve this end, the oppressors 
use the banking concept of  education in conjunction with a pater-
nalistic social action apparatus, within which the oppressed receive 
the euphemistic title of  “welfare recipients.” They are treated as 
individual cases, as marginal persons … The oppressed are regarded 
as the pathology of  the healthy society, which must therefore adjust 
these “incompetent and lazy” folk to its own patterns by changing 
their mentality.’

Freire’s statement echoes my own conception of Lexism. It is not in the inter-
ests of the Government, civil servants and many professionals to challenge 
or question normative literacy. Dyslexics are expected to adapt to the expec-
tations of normative literacy; some can do so to a limited extent, while many 
cannot.

Freire (1970) provides a different way of  seeing which is particularly useful 
to understanding and conceptualising the social and educational position 
of  dyslexics. Indeed, oppressive tendencies can be viewed elsewhere if  one 
looks for them. As Freire noted in the Pedagogy of Hope (1992), ‘fear fills 
the oppressed, as individuals and as a class and prevents them from strug-
gling’. In this case it is a fear not only of  self- fulfilling prophecies of  fail-
ure but also of  ostracism or unemployment. Riddick (2003), for example, 
noted that several dyslexic teachers she interviewed had originally been 
open about being dyslexic in seeking employment. However, after this had 
a negative impact on gaining employment, most of  them chose to remain 
silent about being dyslexic. Reading Riddick in the light of  Freire, I came 
to consider that what Freire referred to as practices of  ‘dehumanising’ and 
‘false generosity’ exist within the compulsory education system. A Freirean 
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reading of  the social positioning of  dyslexics would place these features in 
the foreground.

Conclusion
In this article I endeavoured to develop an understanding of how we might 
use the concept of Lexism. I have not offered a definition of Lexism for the 
simple reason that definitions are themselves problematic and are reliant on 
understanding. I have suggested that the expression I have adopted of ‘nor-
mative practices and assumptions of literacy that Other and discriminate 
against dyslexics’ is not a definition of Lexism, but merely where we might 
begin in our understanding of the new concept. Lexism draws its meaning 
from how we use the concepts of literacy, practices, normativity, assump-
tions, Othering and discrimination in different contexts. For those reasons I 
have provided hypothetical exemplars of Lexism in different contexts and a 
variety of forms, which are obviously not exhaustive. Those exemplars high-
light a range of possible meanings for Lexism in context.

Freire’s work provides a lens; a conception of  pedagogy, literacy and 
Othering that is comparable to my own. My purpose was to enhance an 
understanding of  Lexism further, building upon the exemplars provided. 
As a well read and educated dyslexic (even if  my spelling remains erratic) 
I have managed to ‘adapt’, to a certain extent, to the education system as 
it is. As a politically aware dyslexic, however, I recognise the ‘dehumani-
sation’ within that system as well as the ‘false generosity’ in Government 
policies. We do not need to define Lexism; just understand it –  and, ulti-
mately, challenge it.
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