
six degrees of separation book
six degrees of separation book invites us on a fascinating journey into the interconnectedness of
humanity, exploring the theory that everyone on Earth is linked to any other person through a chain
of acquaintances with no more than five intermediaries. This article delves deep into the origins of
this captivating concept, tracing its roots from early sociological musings to its popularization
through a seminal play and subsequent film. We will explore the scientific underpinnings, the
cultural impact, and the enduring relevance of the six degrees of separation phenomenon as
presented in its most celebrated literary forms. Prepare to discover how this idea continues to shape
our understanding of social networks and the seemingly small world we inhabit.

The Origins of the Six Degrees of Many Worlds Theory

The Play: John Guare's Six Degrees of Separation

The Film Adaptation: Bringing the Stage to the Screen

The Science Behind the Connection: Sociological and Digital Perspectives

The Enduring Legacy of Six Degrees of Separation

The Origins of the Six Degrees of Many Worlds Theory
The concept of interconnectedness between individuals predates its popularization by many
decades. Early social theorists and philosophers pondered the nature of social circles and how easily
information or influence could spread through a population. While not explicitly framed as "six
degrees," these early explorations laid the groundwork for understanding how individuals are not
isolated but exist within a complex web of relationships. The idea that social distance is surprisingly
small has been a recurring theme in sociological thought, even if the precise number of
intermediaries hadn't been quantified.

Early Sociological Musings on Social Proximity
Before the advent of modern network analysis, thinkers like Georg Simmel examined the structure of
social groups and the implications of individuals occupying multiple social spheres. Simmel's work,
particularly his exploration of the "stranger," highlighted how individuals can bridge different social
worlds, suggesting an inherent fluidity and interconnectedness. These early observations, though
theoretical, hinted at the possibility of a universally connected social fabric, where even seemingly
distant individuals might share common acquaintances.

Stanley Milgram's "Small World" Experiment
The idea of "six degrees of separation" gained significant traction and scientific validation through



the groundbreaking work of psychologist Stanley Milgram in the 1960s. Milgram's "small world"
experiment aimed to empirically test the hypothesis of interconnectedness. He sent packages to
randomly selected individuals in the Midwest and asked them to forward the package to a target
person in Boston, instructing them to send it to someone they knew on a first-name basis who they
thought might be closer to the target. The results, though complex, suggested that, on average, it
took about five to six intermediaries to reach the target person, thus popularizing the "six degrees of
separation" moniker.

The Play: John Guare's Six Degrees of Separation
John Guare's 1990 play, "Six Degrees of Separation," is arguably the most influential work in
bringing this concept to mainstream cultural consciousness. The play masterfully uses the theory as
a central narrative device, exploring themes of identity, deception, and the yearning for connection
in a seemingly superficial society. Guare's characters are drawn into the orbit of a charming con
artist who claims to be the son of Sidney Poitier, leveraging his supposed connections to infiltrate
their lives.

Plot and Character Dynamics
The play revolves around the wealthy art dealers Flan and Ouisa Kittredge, who are duped by Paul, a
young man who cons them out of money and hospitality by claiming a connection to their children
and their esteemed friend Sidney Poitier. As the story unfolds, Paul systematically deceives various
members of New York's elite, always using his purported connections to gain trust and access. The
narrative cleverly illustrates how easily social barriers can be breached through the promise of
shared acquaintances, revealing the vulnerabilities within these seemingly exclusive circles.

Themes of Deception and Authenticity
At its core, "Six Degrees of Separation" is a profound commentary on authenticity in an age of
increasing social artifice. Paul's ability to manipulate and charm stems from his deep understanding
of how people wish to be perceived and their desire to connect with perceived status and influence.
The play questions what truly connects us: genuine relationships or the illusion of them? The titular
theory becomes a powerful metaphor for the porous nature of social boundaries and the human
desire to bridge perceived distances, whether through real connections or fabricated ones.

The Role of Sidney Poitier
The character of Sidney Poitier serves as a crucial anchor in the play, representing a figure of
prestige and a gateway to the elite social world. Paul's alleged relationship with Poitier is the key to
his deception, highlighting how the mere mention of a well-known figure can create an immediate,
albeit false, sense of connection. The play cleverly uses Poitier's name to explore the power of
celebrity and the ways in which people are influenced by the perceived proximity to fame and
success.



The Film Adaptation: Bringing the Stage to the Screen
The successful theatrical run of "Six Degrees of Separation" naturally led to a highly anticipated film
adaptation in 1993. Directed by Fred Schepisi, the movie captured the essence of John Guare's play,
translating its sharp dialogue and insightful themes to the cinematic medium. The film starred Will
Smith as Paul, Stockard Channing as Ouisa Kittredge, and Donald Sutherland as Flan Kittredge,
delivering powerful performances that resonated with audiences.

Key Cast and Performances
The casting of Will Smith as Paul was a pivotal decision, introducing a fresh face who could embody
both the charm and the desperation of the con artist. Stockard Channing reprised her stage role,
delivering a nuanced and captivating performance as Ouisa, the character who ultimately grapples
with the implications of Paul's deception and the broader concept of human connection. Donald
Sutherland provided a solid portrayal of Flan, the more pragmatic and initially skeptical husband.

Faithfulness to the Source Material
The film adaptation is widely praised for its fidelity to the play's script and thematic concerns. While
some minor adjustments were made for cinematic pacing, the core narrative, the sharp wit, and the
exploration of the six degrees of separation theory remained intact. The film effectively conveyed the
claustrophobic yet interconnected world of New York's elite, allowing a wider audience to engage
with Guare's incisive social commentary.

Cinematic Interpretation of the Theory
The film's visual language further amplified the themes of connection and distance. Director Fred
Schepisi employed various cinematic techniques to illustrate the characters' interwoven lives and
the pervasive influence of the six degrees of separation concept. The film made the abstract idea of
social networks tangible, showing how easily characters could slide in and out of each other's lives,
often with profound consequences.

The Science Behind the Connection: Sociological and
Digital Perspectives
Beyond its theatrical and cinematic interpretations, the theory of six degrees of separation has
continued to be a subject of scientific inquiry, particularly with the rise of digital communication and
social networking platforms. Sociologists and computer scientists have revisited Milgram's initial
findings with more sophisticated tools, leading to a deeper understanding of network structures and
the dynamics of information flow.



Modern Network Analysis
Contemporary network analysis, fueled by data from social media and other digital interactions, has
provided empirical evidence supporting the "small world" phenomenon. Studies analyzing vast
datasets of online connections have often found that the average path length between any two
individuals is indeed remarkably short, often hovering around the number six. These studies move
beyond anecdotal evidence to rigorous statistical analysis of real-world social graphs.

The Impact of Social Media
Platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn have become virtual laboratories for studying social
networks. The ability to track connections, friendships, and interactions on a massive scale has
allowed researchers to map out the intricate web of human relationships with unprecedented detail.
This digital interconnectedness has made the six degrees of separation concept not just a theory but
a lived reality for billions of people worldwide.

Information Diffusion and Virality
The concept of six degrees of separation is also crucial for understanding how information spreads
in the digital age. The idea that a piece of news, a trend, or even a piece of misinformation can reach
a vast audience through a few intermediaries helps explain the phenomenon of viral content. This
rapid diffusion underscores the interconnectedness of our global society and the power of even small
social clusters to influence broader populations.

The Enduring Legacy of Six Degrees of Separation
The enduring legacy of the six degrees of separation concept lies in its ability to make us ponder our
place in the grand tapestry of human existence. Whether viewed through the lens of a compelling
play, a thought-provoking film, or cutting-edge scientific research, the idea that we are all more
connected than we might imagine continues to captivate and inform. It encourages empathy, fosters
a sense of global community, and reminds us that our actions, however small, can ripple through the
intricate network of relationships that bind us all together.

Impact on Popular Culture
The phrase "six degrees of separation" has become a common idiom, frequently referenced in
literature, film, television, and everyday conversation. It serves as a shorthand for social
interconnectedness and the surprising ease with which individuals can be linked. The concept has
inspired countless narratives and continues to be a fertile ground for exploring human relationships
and societal structures.

Relevance in the Digital Age
In an era of instant global communication, the theory of six degrees of separation is more relevant



than ever. Social media has amplified our ability to connect with people across geographical
boundaries, making the world feel smaller and more interconnected. This digital proximity
reinforces the fundamental idea that we are all part of a vast, intricate network, influencing and
being influenced by those around us.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core concept of John Guare's 'Six Degrees of
Separation'?
The core concept is that any two people on Earth can be connected through a chain of acquaintances
with no more than five intermediaries. This idea is explored through a wealthy New York couple
whose lives are disrupted by a charming young con artist.

How does the play 'Six Degrees of Separation' critique the
wealthy elite?
The play satirizes the superficiality and self-absorption of the upper class. Their curated lives and
intellectual pretensions are exposed as fragile when confronted by the chaotic energy and
unexpected humanity of Paul, the con artist.

Who is Paul in 'Six Degrees of Separation', and what is his role
in the narrative?
Paul is a charismatic and enigmatic young man who infiltrates the lives of affluent New Yorkers by
claiming to be the son of Sidney Poitier and a friend of their children. He serves as a catalyst for
revelation and a mirror reflecting the characters' own desires and insecurities.

What is the significance of the Kandinsky painting in the play?
The Kandinsky painting, a symbol of modern art and wealth, becomes a point of contention and a
measure of authenticity. The characters' claims of understanding and owning it highlight their often-
performative cultural capital.

How does 'Six Degrees of Separation' explore themes of
identity and deception?
The play delves into how people construct their identities, both for themselves and for others. Paul's
elaborate deception forces the other characters to question their own roles, their perceived
sophistication, and the stories they tell themselves.

What is the historical context or inspiration behind 'Six



Degrees of Separation'?
The play is inspired by a real-life incident in the late 1980s where a young man conned wealthy New
Yorkers. It also draws upon the sociological theory of six degrees of separation, popularized by
Stanley Milgram's experiments.

What makes 'Six Degrees of Separation' a compelling piece of
theater?
Its compelling nature comes from its sharp wit, its exploration of universal human desires and
anxieties, and its unconventional narrative structure. The play's ability to hold a mirror up to society
and its characters' flaws is also a major draw.

Are there any famous adaptations or productions of 'Six
Degrees of Separation'?
Yes, the play was famously adapted into a critically acclaimed film in 1993, starring Will Smith as
Paul, Stockard Channing as Ouisa Kittredge, and Donald Sutherland as Flan Kittredge. It has also
been revived on Broadway multiple times and produced internationally.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the concept of "six degrees of separation," presented in a numbered
list with short descriptions:

1. The Network Effect
This book explores the fascinating science behind how information, ideas, and even diseases spread
through social connections. It delves into the invisible threads that link us all, demonstrating how
seemingly small connections can have profound and widespread consequences. The narrative often
uses real-world examples to illustrate the power of these interconnected systems.

2. Connected: The Power of the Human Network
Connected examines the fundamental human drive to form relationships and build networks, from
the smallest family units to global communities. It argues that our interconnectedness is not just a
social phenomenon but a biological and psychological imperative. The author uses a blend of
sociology, psychology, and history to explain how these networks shape our lives and societies.

3. Small Worlds: The Unseen Forces Behind Our Everyday Lives
This title investigates the surprising ways in which proximity and connection influence our daily
experiences, often without us realizing it. It explores how the people we know, and the people they
know, subtly guide our choices, opportunities, and even our beliefs. The book uses engaging
anecdotes and scientific research to reveal the hidden architecture of our social reality.

4. The Butterfly Effect: Chaos Theory and Its Implications
While not directly about social connections, The Butterfly Effect delves into the principle that a small
change in one state of a deterministic nonlinear system can result in large differences in a later
state. This concept shares a conceptual parallel with "six degrees of separation," as it highlights how
minor initial connections can cascade into significant, far-reaching outcomes. The book explores the



nature of complex systems and the unpredictability that arises from interconnectedness.

5. The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference
Gladwell's seminal work analyzes the critical moment when an idea, product, or social behavior
crosses a threshold and becomes an epidemic. It identifies the specific types of people and the
unique properties of trends that make them spread like wildfire. The book directly relates to the
concept of six degrees of separation by illustrating how a few key connections can amplify a
message or movement through a network.

6. Six Degrees: The Search for Kevin Bacon
This title is a playful yet insightful exploration of the pop culture game that epitomizes the "six
degrees of separation" concept in the context of Hollywood. The book delves into the surprising
interconnectedness of actors, films, and the entertainment industry. It uses humor and a keen eye
for detail to reveal how every actor can be linked to the ubiquitous Kevin Bacon through a
surprisingly short chain of co-stars.

7. Chaos Theory for the Layman
This accessible guide introduces the principles of chaos theory, which often underpins the idea of
complex systems and emergent properties. It explains how seemingly random events can arise from
predictable underlying patterns, much like how distant individuals can be connected through a
surprisingly short chain. The book helps readers understand the underlying scientific concepts that
give credence to the idea of interconnectedness across vast distances.

8. The Accidental Billionaires: The Founding of Facebook, a Tale of Friendship, Betrayal, and
Billionaires
This narrative showcases how a seemingly small group of Harvard students and their interactions
led to the creation of one of the world's largest social networks. It demonstrates the power of close
connections and how ambition and innovation can propagate through a group, eventually impacting
billions globally. The story highlights the organic growth of interconnectedness and its
transformative potential.

9. The Social Animal: The Hidden Sources of Love, Character, and Achievement
This book examines the profound influence of social connections and our innate need for belonging
on virtually every aspect of our lives. It argues that our relationships and the networks we inhabit
are fundamental to shaping our identities, our successes, and our overall well-being. The author uses
a compelling narrative and scientific insights to illustrate how our social environment acts as a
powerful catalyst for personal development.
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