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In When Everyone Knows That Everyone Knows, the rockstar psychologist explores the little-understood
concept, which he says is the key to understanding human behaviour

What do Super Bowl advertising breaks have in common with bank runs, joke-telling, nuclear deterrents,
stock market bubbles, show trials and cack-handed attempts at seduction? According to Harvard’s “rock star”
psychologist Steven Pinker, they all reflect the importance of a little understood phenomenon, common
knowledge.

By common knowledge, Pinker doesn’t mean things that are simply widely known. Instead, common
knowledge, as game theorists think of it, is a special “recursive” state. As Pinker puts it: “A knows something,
and B knows it, but in addition, A knows that B knows it, and B knows that A knows it. On top of that, A knows
that B knows that A knows it, and so on, ad infinitum.” Pinker’s book title pithily sums up common knowledge:
When Everyone Knows That Everyone Knows.

Book cover for Steven Pinker's "When Everyone Knows That Everyone Knows."

Why should this kind of knowledge ever matter? Well, think about economics. Expectations about other
people’s expectations about the market can, say, keep a currency stable — or wreak havoc on the stock
markets. In a bank run, customers are collectively panicked into thinking their bank is about to fail. Next, they
come to expect other account holders to expect that outcome too, and soon enough there is an anxious
queue stretching down the high street, and the prediction becomes self-fulfilling. Monetary policymakers, and
tearful chancellors, tend to learn the hard way that the most involuntary cues can send markets into a spiral
that is difficult and costly to arrest.

Nuclear deterrents too rely on common knowledge of each power’s destructive capability, a fact memorably
satirised in the film Dr Strangelove, in which the Soviet Union is too slow to inform America about its new
failsafe weapon, the Doomsday Machine, with globally destructive consequences. (The Soviet ambassador’s
mordant explanation: “It was to be announced at the Party Congress on Monday. As you know, the Premier
loves surprises.”) Common knowledge of mutually assured destruction keeps countries in check.

To take up another of Pinker’'s examples, Super Bowl advertising space is especially coveted by firms whose
success relies on a critical mass of consumers buying a product. In 1984 Apple launched its Macintosh at
halftime; more recently the commercial space has served as a launchpad for cryptocurrencies. The ftrick, it
seems, is not merely that hundreds of millions of people are watching, but that the Super Bowl’s blockbuster
status ensures that each viewer knows that everyone else is seeing what they’re seeing too, and will
consequently jump on the trend in a co-ordinated fashion.

When Everyone Knows That Everyone Knows foregrounds Steven Pinker's many virtues as a populariser of
science: his lucid style, his ability to marshal technical research for a general audience, and his more
specialised, uncanny talent for discovering New Yorker cartoons that illustrate arcane results in contemporary
psychology.

« Steven Pinker: ‘A generation has to watch every word . . . It could cripple intellectual life’

Bucking the norm in academia, Pinker has intervened in public debate about the culture wars and university
politics: an arena in which the immoderate reactions of so many of his contemporaries make it unusually easy
for him to appear as sane and well-informed. A chapter on cancel culture within academia correctly
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emphasises how preference falsification — pretending that you believe something because of peer pressure
— has reinforced woke norms that are inimical to healthy scientific activity. Such norms thrive because, even
though many people privately don’t accept them, public declarations of scepticism are ruthlessly suppressed
and punished. How can common knowledge emerge if everyone is lying about what they really think?

As in the folktale of the emperor’s new clothes, Pinker suggests, what is important for repressive regimes and
movements is not so much the stifling of individual private knowledge, but preventing knowledge from
becoming common.

Pinker argues that Joe Biden’s catastrophic performance in last year’s presidential debate was significant not
because it led more individual voters to notice his mental decline (polls suggest that the belief that Biden was
mentally unfit was already pervasive, and didn’t increase much thereafter), but because, like the Super Bowl
effect, it created common knowledge. Everyone knew that everyone else was watching Biden’s campaign
implode, and knew that everyone knew that. Public spectacles can make uncomfortable facts unignorable.
Biden pulled out of the race four weeks later.

When Everyone Knows also serves as a neat introduction to psychological research on the nature of “mind
reading”. Language is the most obvious route by which people make their thoughts transparent to others. But,
as Pinker relays, we have astonishingly sharp capacities for reading facial expressions and body language
too.

Human eyes are one giveaway here: dark irises framed by the whites of the eye are unusual among animals.
They allow humans to track one another’s direction of gaze with exquisite accuracy. Being able to tell where
someone is looking provides clues about what they might be thinking. This can be especially important if what
they are looking at is you.

* Read more book reviews and interviews — and see what'’s top of the Sunday Times Bestsellers List

As Pinker jokes, quoting the anthropologist Irv DeVore: “If two people anywhere on earth look into each
other’s eyes for more than five seconds, then either they’re going to have sex or one of them is going to kill
the other.” As Pinker notes, our reliance on information extracted from eye movement explains why most
people find Zoom meetings so much more fatiguing than ordinary conversation: the proxy of a screen is no
replacement for the informationally rich stimulus of the eye.

Pinker ranges far and wide, showing how common knowledge plays a role in everything from laughter and
tears, to euphemism and flirtation. But if there is a cost to Pinker’s characteristically smooth style it is that it
can lead him to underplay the puzzlement provided by the open and contested questions in the study of
common knowledge.

There is no good consensus between philosophers and psychologists about how to think about the state
itself. Common knowledge often seems to be generated with a seamlessness that makes it hard to relate to
the “recursive” state alluded to in the title of Pinker's book. To see that, just try to process this sentence, a
joke speech-bubble from a New Yorker cartoon depicting an argument: “Of course | care about how you
imagined | thought you perceived | wanted you to feel.” Tricky.

The nature of the book’s central phenomenon — common knowledge — is left impressionistic, although
Pinker engagingly outlines its potential applications. The essence of common knowledge itself is not yet a
matter of common knowledge.

When Everyone Knows That Everyone Knows: Common Knowledge and the Science of Harmony, Hypocrisy
and Outrage

by Steven Pinker (Allen Lane £25 pp364). To order a copy go to

timesbookshop.co.uk

. Free UK standard P&P on orders over £25. Special discount available for Times+ members
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