
Critical reading

Critical reading is a form of language analysis that does
not take the given text at face value, but involves a deeper
examination of the claims put forth as well as the support-
ing points and possible counterarguments. The ability to
reinterpret and reconstruct for improved clarity and read-
ability is also a component of critical reading. The iden-
tification of possible ambiguities and flaws in the author’s
reasoning, in addition to the ability to address them com-
prehensively, are essential to this process. Critical read-
ing, much like academic writing, requires the linkage of
evidential points to corresponding arguments.[1]

As acknowledged by a number of scholars and word-
smiths,

"...a story has as many versions as it has readers.
Everyone takes what he wants or can from it and thus
changes it to his measure. Some pick out parts and
reject the rest, some strain the story through their
mesh of prejudice, some paint it with their own de-
light.”
— John Steinbeck, The Winter of Our Discontent
(1961)

There are no simple relations between these levels. As the
"hermeneutic circle" demonstrates, the understanding of
single words depends on the understanding of the text as a
whole (as well as the culture in which the text is produced)
and vice versa: You cannot understand a text if you do not
understand the words in the text.
The critical reading of a given text thus implies a critical
examination of the concepts used as well as of the sound-
ness of the arguments and the value and relevance of the
assumptions and the traditions on which the text is given.
“Reading between the lines” is the ability to uncover im-
plicit messages and bias.

1 Symptomatic reading

Thurston (1993, p. 638) introduces the concept of
“symptomatic reading": “Symptomatic reading is used in
literary criticism as a means of analyzing the presence of
ideology in literary texts. French Marxist philosophers
Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar develop the tech-
nique of symptomatic reading in Reading Capital"

2 The reciprocal nature of reading
and writing

When you read, you have to seek information, and you
are confronted with different views, which forces you to
consider your own position. In this process, the reader
is converted to a “writer”, whether or not he writes or
publishes his own ideas.
Reading and writing are thus reciprocal processes, read-
ing is an active process, and the best way to learn critical
reading is probably by training academic writing.
Bazerman (1994) writes about the active role of the
reader, and remarks (p. 23): “The cure for real bore-
dom is to find a more advanced book on the subject;
the only cure for pseudo-boredom is to become fully and
personally involved in the book already in front of you”.
Bazerman’s book is informed by an advanced theoreti-
cal knowledge of scholarly research, documents and their
composition. For example, chapter 6 is about “Recog-
nizing the many voices in a text”. The practical advises
given are based on textual theory (Mikhail Bakhtin and
Julia Kristeva). Chapter 8 is titled “Evaluating the book
as a whole: The book review", and the first heading is
“books as tools”.

3 Epistemological issues

Basically critical reading is related to epistemological
issues. Hermeneutics (e.g., the version developed by
Hans-Georg Gadamer) has demonstrated that the way
we read and interpret texts is dependent on our “pre-
understanding” and “prejudices”. Human knowledge is
always an interpretative clarification of the world, not a
pure, interest-free theory. Hermeneutics may thus be un-
derstood as a theory about critical reading. This field was
until recently associated with the humanities, not with
science. This situation changed when Thomas Samuel
Kuhn published his book (1962) The Structure of Sci-
entific Revolutions, which can be seen as an hermeneu-
tic interpretation of the sciences because it conceives the
scientists as governed by assumptions which are histori-
cally embedded and linguistically mediated activities or-
ganized around paradigms that direct the conceptualiza-
tion and investigation of their studies. Scientific revolu-
tions imply that one paradigm replaces another and intro-
duces a new set of theories, approaches and definitions.
According to Mallery; Hurwitz & Duffy (1992) the no-
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2 8 EXTERNAL LINKS

tion of a paradigm-centered scientific community is anal-
ogous to Gadamer’s notion of a linguistically encoded
social tradition. In this way hermeneutics challenge the
positivist view that science can cumulate objective facts.
Observations are always made on the background of the-
oretical assumptions: they are theory dependent.
By conclusion is critical reading not just something that
any scholar is able to do. The way we read is partly deter-
mined by the intellectual traditions, which have formed
our beliefs and thinking. Generally we read papers
within our own culture or tradition less critically com-
pared to our reading of papers from other traditions or
“paradigms”.

4 A famous example

The psychologist Cyril Burt is known for his studies on
the effect of heredity on intelligence. Shortly after he
died, his studies of inheritance and intelligence came into
disrepute after evidence emerged indicating he had falsi-
fied research data. Tucker’s paper (1994) is illuminative
on both how “critical reading” was performed in the dis-
covery of the falsified data as well as in many famous psy-
chologists “non-critical reading” of Burt’s papers. Tucker
shows that the recognized experts within the field of in-
telligence research blindly accepted Cyril Burt’s research
even though it was without scientific value and probably
directly faked: They wanted to believe that IQ is heredi-
tary and considered uncritically empirical claims support-
ing this view. This paper thus demonstrates how critical
reading (and the opposite) may be related to beliefs as
well as to interests and power structures.

5 See also
• Critical literacy
• Critical thinking
• Exegesis
• Information literacy
• Source criticism
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