
9.6 (Karolina Kohler) What more could we want?  As demonstrated by this response, 
classic theory plus careful, superb observation followed by close logic and in-depth 
analysis equals fantastic work.  Excellent preparation and excellent fieldwork make it all 
possible.  The use of a chart to organize one’s data is a superb choice for an exercise like 
this, in which one consciously chooses to challenge one’s logic regarding the 
classification of observed behavior. This type of template serves one well first in the field 
and then afterwards, sometimes with the addition of a few new, carefully chosen 
columns.  As this researcher points out, it can keep us focused on our mission and 
promote excellent thinking during both parts of the process. 
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Exercises in Behavioral Observation

Student: Karolina Kohler
Date of Report: November 2, 2014
Exercise # 8: Object Mapping Two—Play

Observation session
Date: October 28, 2014
Duration: 10.27 am — 11.32 am
Location: Bachelor habitat,  
Regenstein Center for African Apes

The exercise 
This week’s exercise was to look 

for instances of ‘play’ and to de-
scribe them. Key was to explain why 
we think this constitutes ‘play’ by 
thinking about clues and how this 
particular activity is different from 
‘non-play’ activities.

We were also to observe the 
interactions with objects and other 
individuals in the habitat to be able 
to make a guess about what objects 
and individuals were particularly 
important for play and which ones 
are not.

Setting the stage
The gorillas in the bachelor habitat 
have been very active this week—as 
if they knew the observation ses-
sion’s topic. 

Especially Mosi was almost 
continuously looking for reasons to 
get others to play with him, and if 
nobody was persuadable to engage 
in play, he would entertain himself 

with wood wool or other things in 
the habitat.

During my observation session, I 
created a template, two simple 
tables with two colums each: 

•	 play | why?
•	 not play | why?

I decided to do this so that I would 
not forget to keep track of my 
immediate thoughts on the activities 
the individuals are engaged in. 

The structure of my report this week 
is similar to this. I created a table 
with three colums: The first reports 
the specific observations, the 
second gives a quick assessment if 
this is play or not (green means 
‘play’, pink means ‘not play’) and 
third column gives more specific 
information about why I think this is 
an instance of play or not.
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Observation Play? Why?

10:29
Mosi plucked wood wool, spread it around him, 
and put it on his head. He stopped doing that 
after half a minute and left.

This is an instance of singular play 
and keys nesting behavior. If Mosi was 
really nesting, he would not have put 
it on his head, since I assume that this 
is not part real nesting. Also, the fact 
that he would not stay in the ‘nest’, 
might indicate that this was not real 
nesting. 

10:35
Umande shook a ball filled with treats.

Although the movement looked 
somehow playful, I think this is not 
play because the behavior served a 
particular immediate purpose: eating.

10:36
Mosi walked on two legs towards Amare who 
lifted the tunnel in the habitat with a jerky 
movement. The two gorillas faced each other 
until Amare beats Mosi loosely.

Mosi towering could be either play or 
threatening behavior keying a fight. 
I think it is play, because Amare’s 
reaction did not seem really aggres-
sive. The soft beat is a clue that this is 
probably play.

10:38
Mosi and Amare sat on the ground facing and 
hugging each other. They waved about with 
their arms very slowly and had their mouths 
open while doing so. 

If this was a serious fight, I assume 
the movements would have been 
much faster.

The gorillas were now sitting and eating turned 
away from each other.

This is not play. I think the gorillas 
need to face or pay some sort of 
attention to each other for playful 
activities.

10:53
Azizi moved and everybody went out of his 
way.

Displacement behavior is not play. In 
order to turn this into play, I assume 
that the subordinates need to show 
some reaction other than just giving 
up their current positions.

Observations and insights
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Any interaction with Azizi. I did not observe a particular in-
stance, but because Azizi is not a 
playful individual, I assume that any 
interaction with him is not play.

10:54
Mosi passed by Amare who was sitting on the 
ground. He moved very slowly, came that close 
so that he even touched him. Amare reacted by 
standing up, following Mosi and pinching him 
in the butt with two fingers.

By intentionally entering Amare’s 
personal space, Mosi requests play. 
Mosi’s relaxed and slow movements 
indicate that this is play.

10:58
Amare, on the shed, pulled one of the ropes 
suspending the hammock in which Mosi was 
lying. Mosi went over to the shed. Both stand on 
top of the shed, facing each other. Amare 
turned around, descended to the ground using 
the ladder on the right side of if, just to climb up  
again quickly using the forked branches in front 
of the shed. Up there, he sat down next to Mosi.

This time, Amare initiated the play. 

11:04
On the shed: Amare turned around and a slow 
motion ‘fight’ began. Amare was lying on his 
back and Mosi was standing over him. 
11:07
Amare, lying, rolled Mosi, also lying, over. Mosi 
rolled back in his previous position, and stood 
up. So did Amare. Mosi took the rope of the 
closest hammock and pulled it over Amare. 

Again, the slow motion lets one 
suspect that this is not a serious fight. 
Also, the fact that Mosi, the subordi-
nate, was over Amare adds to that 
impression. If Amare wanted, he 
could control the situation quickly 
with his superior force.

11:09
Mosi took place in the hammock, Amare 
eyeballing him. As Azizi moved up to the shed, 
Mosi and Amare immediately left it.

Again, play was ended by Azizi, the 
‘serious guy’ in the habitat.

Mosi ‘attacked’ Amare and chased him to the 
outside. As the distance between the two 
increased, Umande stepped in between them.

I wonder if Umande was intentionally 
ending the chase, maybe jealous of 
the attention that he did not get.

Mosi smacked with his hands against the 
window from the outside. He left, turned 
around to repeat the noisy activity. This time, 
Amare reacted and began chasing Mosi.

Here I am not sure who the audience 
for the smacking was. Was he calling 
Amare or teasing the small crowd of 
visitors that has formed around the 
window? 

Amare now sat on the log outside while Mosi 
was standing further back in the habitat. Both 
looked at each other, and turn away.

The deep looks that Mosi and Amare 
exchanged between each other could 
be a played or a real threat. Since 
both of them seemed to be pretty 
relaxed, I assume that it was play.
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11:13
Mosi had walked around the whole outside 
habitat and now attacks Umande from behind, 
then he ran to the inside to do the same with 
Amare, starting to beat each other softly with 
their fists. Mosi follows Amare slowly, he stands 
back up and chases him to the outside.

Now, Mosi was in full cry. If that was a 
serious issue, Mosi would be very silly 
to enrage two adult gorillas. 

11:17
Mosi was sitting on the log outside next to the 
fence. Umande came pretty soon and chased 
Mosi away —the latter left the log voluntarily. 
Shortly after, Mosi came closer to the log again, 
Umande descends and the two ’fight’ on the 
ground.

Umande seems to be seriously 
interested in owning the log. Maybe 
this is why Mosi left it voluntarily. For 
Mosi, on the contrary, ruling the log is 
just a game. That’s why he came back 
to provoke Umande—with success.

Amare came running, and after half a minute 
of having been ‘frozen’ in looking at each other, 
he and Mosi started a ‘fist fight’.

I wonder what the gorillas are think-
ing during these moments when they 
just look at each other. Are they trying  
to anticipate the next moves of the 
other? Or are they hesitating because 
they are getting tired?

11:19
Mosi and Amare ran towards and climbed up  
to the shed very fast.

Since Azizi was not the reason for this 
fast movement, I assume it was part 
of the Mosi’s and Amare’s play.

11:21
Mosi, lying, and Amare, standing over the 
former, wave about with their hands.

Again, I think that if this was a serious 
matter, Mosi would try to escape than 
lying there under Amare and beating 
him softly.



5/8

Objects used for/during play
•	 wood wool for ‘nesting’
•	 log outside for ‘territory protection’
•	 ropes for rattling
•	 hammock for rattling

Objects important for play
The use of objects is especially 
important for singular play. In social 
play, the other individual is the main 
focus of the attention. 

Sometimes, objects are used to 
draw another individual’s attention 
to oneself, for example, by rattling 
with a rope.

In social play, I observed the 
gorillas ‘fighting’ for who is allowed 
to sit on the log outside. So, I think, 
the objects are only initiating the 
play, but what the play is really 
about is the ‘fight’.

Objects not important for play
I have seen none of the gorillas 
engaging in playful activities involving 
food. Food is directly related to survival 
and thererfore, adult gorillas might not 
allow themselves to play with it. 

I can imagine that gorilla young-
sters who are breastfed would play 
with food to they imitate their 
parents’ behaviour without under-
standing what they are actually doing.

Individuals playing
•	 Mosi alone
•	 Amare and Mosi
•	 Mosi and Umande

I question that Umande really wants 
to play. It seems that he is just reacting 
to Mosi’s successful provocations. 
For example, Umande seems to be 
really serious about wanting to be 
the one ‘owning’ the log. 

Individuals important for play
Mosi is the most important individu-
al for play. Whenever there is a 
playful activity going on in the 
bachelor habitat, Mosi is most likely 
involved.

He seems to be really good at 
knowing how far he can go with 
teasing others without making them 
really aggressive. Amare is definitely 
stronger than him and could defeat 
him with ease. And although Uma-
nde is more serious than Mosi, he 
never showed really aggressive 
behavior towards him.

Amare is the second most playful 
gorilla in the habitat. He initiated (or 
followed up with) play several times— 
but always with Mosi.

How play ends
While observing the gorillas, I 
realized that it is already hard to tell 
what activities are play and which 
are not, but it is even harder to tell 
when play is over.

Below are a few instances that 
could be clues for the end of a 
playful activity:

•	 A gorilla demonstratively engag-
es in another, not playful, activity 
e.g. in foraging for food

•	 The individual turns around and 
does not look back to his ‘oppo-
nent’ again.

•	 Any playful activity amongst the 
other gorillas ends abruptly when 
Azizi moves. If he is far enough 
from the others and shows no 
intent of moving towards them, 
play can happen. The silverback 
itself never joined in these 
activities during my observation 
sessions.

Summary
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We were really lucky that the gorillas 
were super active this day. I was a bit 
concerned that the gorillas would 
throw a monkey wrench in the 
research plan. 

So, although this did not happen 
this time, I learned that one should 
always have a plan b in case the 
research subjects are not ‘cooperat-
ing’.

I was especially interested in clues 
that showed that play was about to 
start and that play was over—the 
meta communication Bateson 
mentioned in ‘A theory of play and 
fantasy’.

This turned out to be particularly 
hard and almost impossible when 
not knowing much about gorilla 
communication in general. 

In order to be able to really see 
these clues, I think it needs much 
more observation time and back-
ground reading dedicated to this.

I was able to detect some of these 
potentially voluntary signals, but 
since I am not a gorilla and I am not 
living with the bachelors in the 
habitat, I might not be able to say with 
certainty that what I saw was true.

This metacommunication is 
different from species to species, and, 
in addition to that, probably also 
different from individual to individual.

For example, Azizi likely has a lower 

limit of tolerance when it comes to 
play than any other gorilla in the bach-
elor habitat.

Goffman’s ‘Frame analysis: An essay 
on the organization of experience’ 
really inspired me to think about 
what ‘original’ activities the observed 
instances of play might be keying. 

It seems that the gorillas mostly 
play with their concepts of ‘fight’, 
’territory protection’, and ’hierarchy’. 
Interestingly, these things might 
become very real when the three 
subordinates mature and become 
silverbacks. What is now only play 
might become reality. 

It was also useful to take the same 
thinking tool to assess if a particular 
activity constitutes play or not. 

When looking at the gorillas 
presumably engaging in play, I tried 
to come up with what this instance 
of might be keying, and from there, I 
was thinking about what the keyed 
activity might look like in a pure 
form. In many cases, this helped to 
understand if a particular activity 
might have been play or not.

Overall, I liked the exercise. It 
showed me, although I learned a lot 
about the gorillas, how little I know 
about what is really going on.

Reflections on the process
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