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OPEN QUESTIONS

DO YOU KNOW WHAT | KNOW?

Steven Pinker argues that common knowledge makes the world go round

—and off the rails.
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T ake your young kid with you as you commute through Penn Station and
you'll find that you have a lot to explain. Walking through the Long Island
Railroad concourse, my son was perplexed by the close proximity of three
chicken-themed restaurants—Chick-fil-A, Raising Cane’s, and Pollo Campero—
and by the fact that a shop called Gotham News mainly seemed to sell candy and
bottled water. He also wanted to know why some people, as they strolled or
waited, drank out of cans in brown paper bags. “Why do they use those bags?” he

asked.

Where to begin? Brown bagging is one of those social practices that continues to
feel senseless even after it’s been explained. As we all know, the idea is that the
bags obscure the beverage being consumed, allowing drinkers and police officers
to ignore prohibitions on drinking alcohol in public places. Of course, the bags
don't actually hide anything; in fact, they are reserved specifically for, and
definitively signal, the drinking of alcohol. (It would never occur to you to sip a
bottle of Fiji water that was in a paper bag.) Spelled out, the thought process is
bizarre. The drinkers know that the cops know that they’re drinking, and the cops
know that the drinkers know that they know. But the cops pretend they don't
know, while reserving the right to suddenly “realize” what’s going on, if a drinker
becomes disruptive. Nondrinkers, meanwhile, benefit from a train station that

seems more genteel than it really is.

These weird eddies of tangled logic can’t be typical of how we think; surely human
affairs are usually more straightforward. But this is exactly the assumption that

Steven Pinker questions in his new book, “When Everyone Knows That Everyone

Knows . . . : Common Knowledge and the Mysteries of Money, Power, and

Everyday Life.” The puzzle of who-knows-who-knows-what, always fascinating
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to fans of mystery novels and spy thrillers, has long preoccupied psychologists and
game theorists. “As a cognitive scientist, I have spent my life thinking about how
people think,” Pinker writes. “So the ultimate subject of my fascination would
have to be how people think about what other people think, and how they think
about what other people think they think, and how they think about what other
people think they think they think.” Such recursive loops of thought, Pinker

argues, aren't just brainteasers for specialists; they’re central to how we live.

Looking for new books, T'V, and music? Get the Goings On newsletter
for picks from our writters and critics.

“Common knowledge” is generally how we describe those ideas or facts that we all
know: say, the Pledge of Allegiance, or the meaning of LOL. But Pinker has a
more specific definition in mind. Common knowledge, he explains, isn't just what
we know but what we know is known. It’s different from “mutual knowledge,”
which is held by multiple people but not openly. If you know that the emperor has
no clothes, and I know that the emperor has no clothes, that’s mutual knowledge:
neither of us can be sure that the other knows. In contrast, if I know for sure that
you know, and you know for sure that I know, that knowledge is common between
us. “When the little boy said the emperor was naked, he wasn't telling anyone
anything they didn’t already know,” Pinker writes. Still, “by blurting out what
every onlooker could see”—Pinker cites idioms such as “letting the cat out of the
bag,” or getting it “out there”—he made the emperor’s nakedness into common
knowledge, which was enough to shift everyone’s view of the emperor “from

obsequious deference to ridicule and scorn.”

The story of the emperor with no clothes shows how common knowledge
empowers collective action. Everyone in the imperium knows the emperor is a

nincompoop—and yet no one wants to go out on a limb to criticize him. It’s
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everyone for himself. This is what game theorists call a codrdination problem. If
everyone acted together, revolution would be possible, but when individuals act
alone they face punishment; what’s worse, they have incentive to work against the
common good, for example, by ratting one another out or by denying reality to
one another. Once the emperor’s nakedness becomes common knowledge,

however, the codrdination problem can be solved.

Life is full of co6rdination problems that are addressed through common
knowledge, Pinker writes. In the simplest of examples, two people trying to pass
through a narrow doorway simultaneously can coérdinate with each other most
efficiently if they knowingly hold the same conventions about who should have
priority. (They might know that they agree that priority goes to whoever arrived
earliest, or to whoever is the boss, or to “ladies first.”) In America, it’s common
knowledge that you drive on the right, not the left. Reading Pinker, I thought of
how, in New York City, it’s common knowledge that pedestrians will often wait to
cross by standing in the street, rather than on the curb. City drivers know to take
this into account, and pedestrians know they know, and vice versa. Try doing it

elsewhere and you take your life in your hands.

Big groups of people, Pinker writes, often solve the coérdination problem of
holding themselves together by cultivating beliefs that are “commonly held but
not easily verified.” Pinker cites a belief on the American right “that the 2020
presidential election was stolen” and the view “among the young educated left”
that “being a man or a woman has nothing to do with biology.” It’s precisely
because such ideas are contentious and nonobvious—they’re a far cry from
asserting “that the sun rises in the east,” Pinker writes—that they serve as reliable
signals of group membership. If someone tells you that he believes in Pizzagate,
you can be fairly sure that he holds many related beliefs, and codrdination can

begin.

These sorts of ideas allow people who are actually quite different to feel similar.
Common knowledge is taken very seriously; it becomes a litmus test of belonging
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and a driver of division. It shapes the course of society and affects us as
individuals. Yet, in Pinker’s analysis, it has a lot in common with more innocuous
beliefs and conventions, such as the rules of the road. For fans of “KPop Demon
Hunters,” it’s an article of faith that the singer EJAE is a generational talent
because of her extraordinary vocal range, which seems to span two and a half
octaves; within MAGa, it’s common knowledge that the radical left is trying to
indoctrinate kids with gender ideology; within certain groups of artificial-
intelligence researchers, everyone knows that everyone thinks that a
superintelligence might soon take over the world. How might life be different if
we saw such beliefs not as ideas that are necessarily attractive in themselves but as

uniquely potent solutions to codrdination problems?

t people who seek to work together cultivate common knowledge, they also
I police, repress, and elide it, both to maintain group cohesion and to avoid being
grouped with people they don't like. The members of a religious community may
punish heretics who question common knowledge; in the process, they sometimes
create opportunities for people to affirm their membership in the group by
contributing to the act of punishment. The more people join the mob, the more
everyone believes that everyone believes in the dogma. (Pinker argues that this is
the dynamic behind cancel culture.) “The inner circle of a doddering leader may
act as if all is normal”; perhaps those inside the circle are trying to prevent mutual
knowledge of his doddering (everyone knows about it) from becoming common
knowledge (everyone knows that everyone knows about it). Similarly, when an

unstable leader makes autocratic statements, his acolytes may insist that he’s “only

joking.” One could say that they’re putting a brown bag over the beer.

And yet, in other circumstances, the evasion of common knowledge can be subtle,
even enjoyable. Consider two people who like each other: they may arrange to
hang out but do so in a way that keeps their mutual attraction from becoming
common knowledge between them. (Two friends can enjoy a hike, right?) What

the pair conceals might amplify the electricity between them—or provide cover if
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the charge dissipates. Pinker recounts an episode of “Seinfeld” in which George
tells Jerry and Elaine about a recent date. “She invites me up at twelve oclock at
night, for ‘coffee,” ” George recalls. “And I don’t go up. ‘No, thank you. I don’t want
coffee. It keeps me up. Too late for me to drink coffee.’I said this to her. People
this stupid shouldn’t be allowed to live!” Why wasn't his date more up front in her
proposition? Pinker ultimately characterizes this kind of indirectness as providing
“plausible deniability of common knowledge.” George knows where he wants the
evening to go, and presumably so does she, but her performative ignorance gives
both parties a chance to de-escalate. It can be useful to pretend that you're just
friends.

In still other situations, lapses in common knowledge can incapacitate people who
really, really need to work together. In the show “Couples Therapy,” the
psychoanalyst Orna Guralnik encourages the members of a couple to replace their
own individual views about their disagreements with a common understanding of
what’s going wrong. She helps them develop this understanding, and often asks
them to explain it to each other so that there’s no doubt that they both know
what’s going on. “It gives you a pretty clear idea of what you need to do,” she tells
a typical couple, after summarizing their issues. Now the only question is whether

the couple wants to act on what they know they know.

ooking at the state of the country, you might wonder if something’s gone
L wrong with our common knowledge. Pinker describes how social media has
altered the dynamics of what we know together. Online, he writes, “the messages
teel like common knowledge, at least among the people who matter to you,” and
you're invited to contribute to the creation of that knowledge by liking, reposting,
or otherwise showing that you, too, know what’s commonly known. New
opportunities for the creation of common knowledge present themselves
unceasingly in our feeds, and, as a result, Pinker argues, we now devote excessive
time and energy to the rituals of affirmation and expulsion that its manufacture
involves. How can we slow things down? One possibility is that, in general, we

should disengage from social environments that seem too heavily invested in
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telling us what people like us should think. Similarly, we ought to become more

careful about embracing beliefs that do more to sort us than they do to inform us.

Many of our technologies are built on the not-unreasonable assumption that
openness is good, and that more common knowledge is better. “T'he evolutionary
niche of Homo sapiens is one of massive interdependence,” Pinker notes. We've
arrived at where we are as a species by working together in increasingly large
groups. “If common knowledge is necessary for coordination,” he goes on, then
“why don’t we cut the crap” and embrace an ethos of “radical honesty” and total
transparency? The “case for not going there,” in Pinker’s view, is essentially that
common knowledge doesn't exist entirely for its own sake; it’s a means to an end.
It’s there to help us come together, and some things, if brought out into the open,

break us apart.

The internet was once widely seen as a kind of co6peration machine that would
help us collaborate and codrdinate on new, never-before-seen scales. Analysts
talked about “smart mobs” and “the wisdom of crowds.” Since that time, we've
become more aware of the threats posed by disinformation, echo chambers, and
virality. But Pinker’s book sees these concerns from a different angle. He shows
that the creation, dissemination, avowal, and denial of common knowledge are far
more complex than we think. Our goal is not simply to make more common
knowledge. Instead, in traditional social life, we proceed cautiously, admitting one
thing and hiding another in order to carefully manage our affiliations. We
sometimes live double or triple lives—knowing but pretending not to know, or
knowing that others know that we know but denying that we know that they
know. It might feel strange to know by halves, but we do it because the world is

complicated, and we need wiggle room.

Actually, we could say that the internet isn’t so much a codperation machine as an
engine for the expression of opinion. And although the accelerated expression of
opinion can aid codérdination, it can also undermine it. Online, we more quickly
come to conclusions about what people think, and more quickly demonstrate that
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we agree or disagree, sidestepping the complexities of common knowledge. Boil it
down, and it looks like the Tinder-ization of society, with a complex social dance
replaced by the swift simplicity of swiping yes or no. It will be difficult to
recapture a subtle approach to common knowledge in a world that’s been robbed

of subtlety. ¢

New Yorker Favorites

The case for not being born.

The sorrow and shame of the accidental killer.

Notes from Prince Harry’s ghostwriter.

How I learned to cycle like a Dutchman.

A guide to getting rid of almost everything.

What the first line of “The Stranger” should be.

Shouts & Murmurs: I’'m not an asshole. I’'m an introvert.

Sign up for our daily newsletter to receive the best stories from 7he New Yorker.

A,

4 »
Joshua Rothman, a staff writer, authors the weekly column Qpen Questions. He has been
with the magazine since 2012.

More: Knowledge Common Sense

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/open-questions/do-you-know-what-i-know 8/12


https://www.newyorker.com/culture/persons-of-interest/the-case-for-not-being-born
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/09/18/the-sorrow-and-the-shame-of-the-accidental-killer
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2023/05/15/j-r-moehringer-ghostwriter-prince-harry-memoir-spare
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/personal-history/how-i-learned-to-cycle-like-a-dutchman
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/02/28/a-guide-to-getting-rid-of-almost-everything-decluttering
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/lost-in-translation-what-the-first-line-of-the-stranger-should-be
https://www.newyorker.com/humor/daily-shouts/im-not-an-asshole-im-an-introvert
https://www.newyorker.com/newsletter/daily
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/joshua-rothman
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/joshua-rothman
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/open-questions
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/knowledge
https://www.newyorker.com/tag/common-sense

10/14/25, 9:31 AM Do You Know What | Know? | The New Yorker

The Goings On Newsletter

What we're watching, listening to, and doing this week in N.Y.C, and beyond

READ MORE

CROSSWORD
The Crossword: Monday, October 13, 2025
1990 comedy in which the villains are subjected to elaborate torment: nine letters.

By Patrick Berry

PERSONAL HISTORY
From Life in Prison to the Eras Tour

While serving time for murder, Joe Garcia heard Taylor Swift’s music and thought

of the woman he loved. Last year, they were reunited.

By Joe Garcia

LETTER FROM AUSTRALIA

Did a Brother’s Quest for Justice Go Too Far?

Scott Johnson’s murder case became synonymous with a movement to redress anti-
ynony
gay violence in Australia. But the evidence that led to a man’s conviction has never

been made public.

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/open-questions/do-you-know-what-i-know 9/12


https://www.newyorker.com/puzzles-and-games-dept/crossword/2025/10/13#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/puzzles-and-games-dept/crossword/2025/10/13#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/puzzles-and-games-dept/crossword/2025/10/13#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/personal-history/from-life-in-prison-to-the-eras-tour#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/personal-history/from-life-in-prison-to-the-eras-tour#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/personal-history/from-life-in-prison-to-the-eras-tour#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/did-a-brothers-quest-for-justice-go-too-far#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/did-a-brothers-quest-for-justice-go-too-far#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/did-a-brothers-quest-for-justice-go-too-far#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/puzzles-and-games-dept/crossword/2025/10/13#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/personal-history/from-life-in-prison-to-the-eras-tour#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/did-a-brothers-quest-for-justice-go-too-far#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2

10/14/25, 9:31 AM Do You Know What | Know? | The New Yorker
By Eren Orbey

THE LEDE
The Indictment of Letitia James and the Collapse of Impartial Justice

The question raised by the prosecution of James is: would any other federal
prosecutor have brought this case against any other defendant? The answer seems

to be no.

By Ruth Marcus

THE NEW YORKER INTERVIEW

Tim Curry Does the Time Warp

The actor and singer discusses the origins of “The Rocky Horror Picture Show,”
his relationship with David Bowie, and the joy of working with Miss Piggy.

By Michael Schulman

Q. & A.
Why Hamas Agreed to Release the Hostages
And why it might not matter much for Gaza’s future, or for Palestinian statehood.

By Isaac Chotiner

LETTER FROM HELSINKI

The Prime Minister Who Tried to Have a Life Outside the Office

As the thirtysomething leader of Finland, Sanna Marin pursued an ambitious

policy agenda. The press focussed on her nights out and how she paid for
breakfast.

By Jennifer Wilson

THE LEDE

The Real Problem Is How Trump Can Legally Use the Military

Congress wrote statutes with the apparent assumption that whoever held the office of the Presidency

would use the powers they granted in good faith.

By Jeannie Suk Gersen

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/open-questions/do-you-know-what-i-know 10/12


https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/the-indictment-of-letitia-james-and-the-collapse-of-impartial-justice#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/the-indictment-of-letitia-james-and-the-collapse-of-impartial-justice#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/the-indictment-of-letitia-james-and-the-collapse-of-impartial-justice#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-new-yorker-interview/tim-curry-does-the-time-warp#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-new-yorker-interview/tim-curry-does-the-time-warp#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-new-yorker-interview/tim-curry-does-the-time-warp#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/why-hamas-agreed-to-release-the-hostages#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/why-hamas-agreed-to-release-the-hostages#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/why-hamas-agreed-to-release-the-hostages#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/13/the-prime-minister-who-tried-to-have-a-life-outside-the-office#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/13/the-prime-minister-who-tried-to-have-a-life-outside-the-office#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/13/the-prime-minister-who-tried-to-have-a-life-outside-the-office#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/the-real-problem-is-how-trump-can-legally-use-the-national-guard#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/the-real-problem-is-how-trump-can-legally-use-the-national-guard#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/the-real-problem-is-how-trump-can-legally-use-the-national-guard#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/news/the-lede/the-indictment-of-letitia-james-and-the-collapse-of-impartial-justice#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-new-yorker-interview/tim-curry-does-the-time-warp#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/why-hamas-agreed-to-release-the-hostages#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/13/the-prime-minister-who-tried-to-have-a-life-outside-the-office#intcid=_the-new-yorker-article-bottom-recirc-bkt-a_73f80390-ade3-42cc-8f50-f2568c1677ae_closr_fallback_popular4-2

10/14/25, 9:31 AM Do You Know What | Know? | The New Yorker

PROFILES

What Zohran Mamdani Knows About Power

The thirty-three-year-old socialist is rewriting the rules of New York politics. Can

he transform the city as mayor?

By Eric Lach

THE LEDE

Why Maria Corina Machado Says That Trump Deserves Her Nobel Peace

Prize

What does the Nobel Committee’s decision mean for future relations between
Venezuela and the United States?

By Jon Lee Anderson

THE FRONT ROW

The Real Battle of “One Battle After Another”

Paul Thomas Anderson’s spectacular, exquisitely detailed fantasy of revolution and

resistance, starring Leonardo DiCaprio, looks to history for visions of hope.

By Richard Brody

THE FINANCIAL PAGE

The A.I. Boom and the Spectre of 1929

As some financial leaders fret publicly about the stock market falling to earth,

Andrew Ross Sorkin’s new book recounts the greatest crash of them all.

By John Cassidy
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