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On Duty Day, I Watched Ants by the Playground for a Long

Time

On the day it was my turn for classroom duty, I volunteered to sweep the
playground, because there is an ant nest at its edge and I had long wanted a close
look. While others swept the classrooms, I took my broom and moved slowly toward the
wall, two sweeps then a pause. The nest opening sat on a drain cover beside the
track. The soil mound at the mouth had been shaved off at one corner by the wind, and
ants were shuttling back and forth repairing the gap. I squatted down and found their
repair work quite methodical: whoever brought a grain placed it on the thinnest
stretch of the gap, then left without looking back to check. I watched that gap for

over ten minutes, and it rounded itself out bit by bit.

What fascinated me most was still the touching of antennae. The drain cover had
many ants, so meetings were frequent. Two would meet head-on, touch antennae briefly,
part; two steps later another pair met, touching a little longer, four or five
seconds. I tried counting: over thirty meetings in ten minutes. I guess a short touch
means make way, a long one means pass the news. They tap the message along the line
knot by knot, and when the knot reaches the hole, the whole nest knows. It reminded

me of our big classroom cleaning: our homeroom teacher said only one sentence, get
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the classroom clean, and afterward nobody assigned tasks. Whoever wipes the
blackboard went on their own, whoever arranges desks went on their own, and anyone
who saw paper on the floor picked it up. We had no antennae that day, yet our

teamwork was much like that of the ants.

With the broom resting on my shoulder, I sat there until near dark before going
back to lock the classroom. On the way I kept turning one question over: an ant nest
has no class monitor, yet it does not fall into chaos; our class had no one giving
orders, yet the cleaning did not fall into chaos either. Is that a coincidence? Maybe
order does not need a head. Maybe order grows on its own once everyone fills in the
little they can see. The thought excited me a little, and left me a little unsure,
because if an exam asks who organized the cleaning, the standard answer surely says
the homeroom teacher. At the end of my diary I wrote: order perhaps grows from below
rather than being pressed down from above. After writing it I circled the sentence,

planning to take it to my biology teacher on the day we study social behavior.
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