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A puzzle of small world:

When thinking of an area of 500-
million kilometer squares of the world
and over seven billion people in this
planet, one can be struck with its
grandeur of the size and a huge
number of the population. Therefore
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on belief. While, in academic field,
it is believed to be “a Small World

Phenomenon”.
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Although we might encounter
“Small World Phenomenon” several
times in our daily life, in fact,

the world is not shrinking.

This kind of postulation was first introduced in AD 1929 by Frigyes
Karinthy, a Hungarian writer who wrote a short story entitled “Chain Links”
in which Karinthy postulated that for any two people who are not related,
they both can be connected by a chain of five acquaintances.

Three decades later or around AD 1960, the same belief was no longer
confined within literature as Ithiel de Sola Pool, a political scientist at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and Manfred Kochen,

a mathematician of IBM, rigorously conducted an experiment to prove
the idea. They found that any two individuals on this planet can contact
one another by means of only three steps.

It was until 1967, in order to empirically clarify the phenomenon,
an American psychologist, Stanley Milgram of Harvard University designed
a striking experiment by randomly choosing 300 people from Kensas and
Nebraska States. They were asked to send letters to anyone they thought
would send the letters to other groups of people who were targets in Boston,
Massachusetts State.

Milgram concluded that the letters were able to get their way through
intermediaries of only six people which were the reason why this theory was
officially termed “Six Degree of Separation”. Namely, people in this world can
be met through a link of relationship of less than six spans.

The concept of this theory has caught a lot of attention from entertainment
industry. A Broadway play and movie named “Six Degree of Separation” as
well as a number of box office movies e.g. Babel, Serendipity and Slumdog
Millionaire were inspired by this theory and they are based upon its concept.

The plots of the movies which included the reunion of young lovers in
Serendipity, a series of relationship of many people living in different sides of
the world in Babel and the question raised at the beginning of the movie
Slumdog Millionaire of how the young Indian slum boy could win the grand
prize illustrate that all diverse relationships had links which correspond to the
Six Degree of Separation theory.

In academic world, no progress was made for quite some period. Until
today - an era of fiber-optic communications, the theory was revitalized again
by Dancan Watts, a professor of Columbia University.
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In his experiment, an Australian
researcher asked 48,000 participants
from 157 countries around the
world to send email to 19 chosen
people. Each individual is located
in different area. When the email
is sent, computer program will
record where the email is sent.

At present, the experiment of
Watts is still conducting via http://
smallworld.sociology.columbia.edu.

While the experiment is being
undertaken, many people express
doubts about a number of issues, for
instance, how many emails reach the
receivers as well as the relationship
if the meet up in cyber world is
truly human. Through internet, the
participants may never see the real
persons or get to know the real
individual. In addition, as internet
community consists of the participants
with similar profiles in terms of income
and education background, the
validity of number “six” is thus in
question.

Despite our familiarity of how
unlikely “small world” phenomenon
may often strike, in reality, the world
is not shrinking. The connection
between humans is indeed more
convenient, speedy and easier as
a result of advanced communication
technology.

No matter how the result of Watt

turns out and how valid the theory is,

what we should concern most is how
beneficial the theory is to mankind.
If they are unlocking the puzzle of
all networks of nature and human
invention by clarifying network of
nerves cell and brain function or
internet communication network or
even the mechanism of rumor and
spread of plaques and other disease,
then this Small World Phenomenon
is quite worth observing.
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