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VI. Earth Life Emergence: Developmental Stages of Life, Mind & Self
1. A Cultural Code

Ninio, Anat. Language and the Learning Curve. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006. In so many diverse fields, the application of complex systems science brings a novel, heretofore elusive, theoretical illumination. Compare with Eric Beinhocker’s new book on economics. And each subject area draws upon the same self-organizing, scale invariant network dynamics, which are lately found to manifestly recur everywhere. By the integral perspective of a worldwide humankind, a life and people-friendly genesis universe is revealed.

Anat Ninio is a professor of psychology at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. In this breakthrough book she tells how children develop articulate syntax and learn language by plugging into their parent’s linguistic networks in the same way as one logs onto the identical structure of the Internet. This insight is reached after duly noting existing models of valency, lexicality, grammar, and so on. Complexity theory can then chart a middle course between Chomskyesque nativism and constructive social interactionism. 

We can test this theoretical model in quite a direct way, which, as far as I know, has not been attempted before in the complexity literature. This test translates the term self-organization to a clear process of continuing to build an existing network with the same power-law features as before. If we take a group of young children just starting to produce some type of linguistic structure and track the gradual development of the syntactic network that they construct as a group, we should find that they literally recreate the global statistical features of the adult network constructed of the same type of linguistic items that they are said to (virtually) link into. (129)

Apparently, syntactic knowledge grows in a fractal manner. In a true scale-free manner, the link structure of the language network is the same at every stage, regardless of the size of the system. Such a process of propagation well suits language, the archetypical complex system. (137) Developmental data shows that children act just like Google when it searches the Web: they pick popular items, but only if their content is relevant for them. The results support a view of children as free agents exercising Preferential Attachment when they develop their minds and acquire knowledge in a social environment. (141) 

