
Centennial Honors College 
Western Illinois University 

Undergraduate Research Day 2014 
 

Poster Presentation 
Prison Break: Max Berry's Lexicon and the Confines of American Education 

Samantha Trei and Lauren Anderson 
Faculty Mentor:  Everett Hamner 

English 
 
  

Humanity’s purported superiority to other species relies heavily on our claims to communicate 
through unusually complex language.  After many centuries of such linguistic development, 
however, we have learned to tailor our children’s language learning to only what can be fit into a 
Monday to Friday schedule.  At a young age, they are fit into essentially the same mold: 
success measured by standardized tests that tout mathematics, sciences, and language, but 
language abilities measured by spelling memorization rather than the ability to apply or derive 
meaning. How language is crafted for specific purposes is often not revealed until college, and 
even then the psychology and sociology of meaning is spoon-fed in general education classes 
that again enlarge vocabulary, but do not necessarily encourage students to create their own 
connections.   

In short, primary and secondary education are cemented with absolutes, as if society believes 
that if we wait until adulthood, everything can be denatured or abstracted.  By waiting twenty 
years, however, most people have already become accustomed to the concrete language they 
were taught.  The homogeneity of the curriculum thus allows those perceptive enough to realize 
the loopholes that lie within the language itself, giving them advantages over everyone else.  In 
such a world, not surprisingly, advertising and marketing are two of the largest industries, and 
while we may consider ourselves above their manipulations, we are all too quick to fall victim to 
the latest sale.   

In Max Berry’s 2013 novel Lexicon, students receive something more: they are shown the 
universal connection between psychology and language so that they can manipulate words to 
their advantage.  In this interpretative application of the novel, we will first argue that it presents 
a laudable goal--students today should be taught the universal connection between language 
and psychology.  Second, recognizing that the U.S. is currently far more concerned to shift its 
core curriculum toward math and science, we will show how Lexicon and its alternative 
curriculum might open additional opportunities. The novel is therefore a direct rejection of the 
literalism found in many contemporary American school systems, and particularly their fear of 
acknowledging the instability of constantly changing truths.  By increasingly overemphasizing 
the “literal” in our banal (but socially accepted) versions of not just science and math 
coursework but also that of English and the humanities, we are losing ground in language, 
philosophy, and personal growth.  With Berry’s novel as our springboard, this project suggests 
how news, advertising, and political agencies take advantage of this narrowed lexicon of 
understanding.  


