
Critical Writing & Reading 01 
 
“Epistemology” 
 

 
 
The first task of critical reading and writing is to understand how words function.  When 
we speak, read, or write, we are attempting to convey ideas or understand the ideas of 
others.  Language is a matching game, which allows us to match what is in our minds with 
what is in the mind of another. 
 
In some cases, this is very simple: if someone says, “I saw an elephant this morning”, I can 
easily understand--or match--this concept in my own mind.  In other words, the speaker 
and I share the concept of “elephant” between us. 
 
So far so good!  But this process becomes a lot more complicated when we start using 
more complex concepts.  Consider someone saying, “Everyone has a right to clean 
water.”  Okay: sounds good; but what actually is being said here?  What does the speaker 
mean by the concept “right”?  In fact, chances are, the concept of “right” in the speaker’s 
mind will not be the same as the concept of “right” in my mind, although I will assume that 
what is in my mind is the same for everyone else.  It is not.  And a great many studies 
demonstrate this point.  Our assumption is that all words mean the same thing to everyone 
else who speaks the same language.  But this is not the case. 
 
And so, critical reading requires understanding what the writer is trying to convey by a 
particular word; and critical writing requires that we can express clearly what we mean by 
particular words.  
 
Summary: 
 

● Language works by sharing concepts signified by words 
● Critical reading and writing means getting to the root of what is being signified by 

words 
● We should never assume that the reader will automatically understand what we 

mean (what is clear in our heads may not be clear in the heads of others!) 
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