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By a remarkable coincidence, three recently published but quite different books, 
two from 2025 and one from 2023, all address the question of knowledge— 
its crucial yet contingent, socially binding but divisive, nature. 

Steven Pinker, the celebrated Harvard scientist and public intellectual, 
writes about the many ways in which shared or common knowledge—knowing 
that we know that others know what we know and that we know that they know 
that we know that, and so on down the line—lets us act together in the world. 
Common knowledge lets us worship the same gods, coordinate our labor, 
convey ideas through language. However, when common knowledge breaks 
down as a  result of social polarization, we begin to enter different cognitive 
worlds. We no longer have the same points of reference. In the world of social 
media, we follow different sites and share different items with others. We cannot 
imagine that the beliefs we take to be obviously true are not equally axiomatic for 
everyone else. At the same time, we want to show that we think what everyone 
else in our social network thinks, and thus we jump into online crowds. For the 
same reason, we may falsify our own publicly expressed opinions if we fear 
that what we think differs from what everyone else thinks, creating a “spiral of 
silence,” or a gap between “words and deeds.”

The gifted and prolific writer Simon Winchester reminds us that precisely 
because knowledge is shared with others, societies have a stake in collecting, 
improving, preserving, and transmitting our common heritage of knowledge. 
His book offers fascinating examples of ancient and modern ways people have 
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instructed succeeding generations, created libraries and museums, and devised 
systems of ordering and cataloguing information. The book also explores the ways 
we use and misuse information, especially as we become increasingly capable to 
replace human memory with microprocessors and human reason with algorithms. 
He asks the pressing question of whether we will soon need to know anything at all 
given that answers to more and more of our questions are accessible to us through 
the click of a button. Are humans needed if human intelligence is not? 

At the same time, as Ian McEwan’s novel reminds us, what we know is always 
elusive and contingent. The book is structured as a split screen, with the first half set 
well into the future, after the world has experienced a series of nuclear exchanges and 
environmental disasters, and the second set in the present. The plot line concerns 
a  lost manuscript; the protagonists of the future world are trying to unearth it. The 
second half fills in much of the detail explaining the origin and fate of the manuscript. 
As with McEwan, of course, the shift of perspective from the future to the present 
brings unexpected twists and revelations. And as in other McEwan novels, the 
relationship between reality and invention, fact and perception, is always unsettled. 

What We Can Know reminds us that what we can know is fallible and ambiguous. 
Our knowledge of what really happened and why requires discerning the intentions 
of people for whom we have only a few surviving traces. Our motivations for seeking 
knowledge affect what bits of information we collect and how we assemble them into 
a coherent whole. 

The novel’s stereoscopic organization also echoes one of Pinker’s themes: that 
the gathering, transmission, and use of knowledge is structured by the hierarchies 
of power in a society. Those in power shape what is known, by whom, and for what 
uses. In ancient times, the cryptic utterances of the oracles about the will of the 
gods required interpretation by the temple priests; biblical prophets relayed the 
commandments of heaven; conspiracy-mongers always insist that they alone know 
the hidden truths that “they” are keeping from the rest of us. In the age of scientific 
knowledge experts offer us advice—but do we trust them? Shared knowledge can 
reinforce the boundaries between “us” and “them,” between those who know the 
truth versus those who worship false gods. 

Control of knowledge is the key to the power of ideologically-driven regimes. 
In his 1973 book, Between Ideals and Reality, the Yugoslav philosopher Svetozar 
Stojanovic wrote:

In the monolithic parties a  peculiar kind of cognitive relativism prevails. The 
truthfulness of any new idea is evaluated according to its author’s position in the 
party hierarchy. Therefore, the party is interested not primarily in what is said, 
but in who says it, when, where, about whom, with what motives, in what form, 
before whom, what is “behind” it, who will profit by it, whose interest it reflects, 
and so on. The substantive content of what is said, which is the sole matter of 
relevance for its truthfulness, is completely pushed into the background. The 
center of attention is assumed by the author and the situational context of the 
statement. That which surrounds the truth becomes more important than the 
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truth itself. In such circumstances “the most embarrassing thing of all is when the 
wrong person says the right thing.” The truth of authority replaces the authority of 
truth. (Stojanović, 1973, p. 47)

Pinker observes that in a  setting where power is sustained by a  collective 
commitment to an ideological stance, what the censors fear above all “is not that 
a  dangerous idea might be thought, or even expressed, but that it might become 
common knowledge.” Gorbachev’s glasnost’ policy had that effect: it permitted the 
unearthing of previously buried facts and freed people to publish daring and unorthodox 
ideas. The resulting “pluralism of opinions” of course soon exploded beyond the party’s 
power to confine it to a single ideology. The pluralism of knowledge quickly turned into 
a pluralism of organizational power that the Soviet regime could not contain.

Perhaps never in human history have the implications of knowledge for power and 
self-interest been of graver consequence for humanity. The fact that many in power 
adamantly refuse to accept the knowledge science has brought us about the causes 
of global climate change has brought us ever nearer to global catastrophe. McEwan’s 
story makes this point vividly. A central protagonist—the celebrated poet who is the 
author of the lost manuscript—is a fierce denier of the reality of climate change. The 
first half of the novel, set in a post-apocalyptic time, depicts what the collective failure 
to act on available scientific knowledge can cost us.

On the other hand, as Pinker points out, new knowledge—when it becomes 
the common property of the oppressed—is liberating. When the child in the parable 
speaks aloud a  fact that everyone knows but everyone is afraid to acknowledge 
openly—that the emperor has no clothes—all at once everyone knows that everyone 
knows what everyone knows. The bubble of collective pretense is burst. The emperor’s 
authority over common knowledge is shattered. When a Polish pope visits Poland, and 
suddenly everyone knows that everyone knows the same thing, everyone then knows 
the answer to the question: “Am I the only one who thinks this way?”

The Enlightenment belief in science and reason, in the human freedom to gather 
and act on knowledge, has never been universally accepted. That is why Enlightenment 
philosophers insisted on the principle of sapere aude—dare to know. Today, perhaps 
more than ever, that principle is under assault. In many societies many people prefer to 
be told by those in authority what is right and what is true; often those who hold power 
claim to know the true truth and to exercise the right to tell their followers what it is and 
what it means, who is “us” and who is “them.” Critical thinking taxes our minds. It is 
safer and easier to follow the crowd or some trusted source of authority. Sapere aude 
means confronting the gap between what we wish were true and what we encounter in 
everyday life. As the philosopher Susan Neiman writes, “Growing up is more a matter 
of courage than knowledge: all the information in the world is no substitute for the guts 
to use your own judgement” (Neiman, 2015, p. 6)

Enlightenment values therefore imply acceptance of a  pluralism of knowledge 
and belief along with a capacity to accept others’ points of view, to compromise with 
them in making use of shared knowledge, and an openness to learning, even when 
learning new things disturbs our previous beliefs. Our knowledge may never be 
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complete or infallible, but the human capacity to test what we believe to be true, to 
learn from experience and update our beliefs, and then act on our knowledge, gives 
us the ability to improve the conditions of our existence. It may even preserve us as 
a species.
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