
Here is a sample of nine students’ responses to Exercise 7. 



Exercise 7 – Power  
 
Today will be an extended, free-form observation session. Note when you begin and end 
your session, but do not restrict yourself to pre-determined moments of observation. For 
this exercise, you want to think with as much of the field as you possibly can, using 
whatever is available to think about expressions of power in the field. This is a different 
way to do concept-driven fieldwork. It’s just as analytical but is not driven by the rhythms 
and restrictions of the interval research approach. Instead, you will look for things that 
you believe are related to your conceptual focal point – power – and use them to think 
more about this concept and how it manifests in your subjects’ lives.  
 
Select one of the following two options. Everyone should answer the question at the end.  
 
Option I. Track any instances in which one individual seems to assert power over 
another. These may be seen 1) when a less powerful individual refrains from doing what 
she or he seems to want to do and/or changes what she/he is doing because of what 
another individual does, is doing, or wants to do. Such instances also include times when 
2) a more powerful individual resists changing whatever she/he wants to do, regardless 
of what the less powerful do or want to do, or might wish the more powerful would do.  
 
Pay attention to what appear to be preferred or privileged spaces (e.g., perhaps any 
space occupied by the most powerful or perhaps specific locations in the habitat) and 
times (e.g., a particular slot in the line-up; the longest or shortest duration of engaging in 
a certain activity or of possessing a certain object or space.) Be sure to pay particular 
attention to any instances of waiting or interruption.  
 
Does what you see resonate with, complicate, or challenge what you think you've already 
learned about the status hierarchy within this group?  
 
Option II. Power is always relative. The distribution of power within the group or space 
you have been observing is framed by the distribution of power outside of it, too. Record 
instances in which you see a visible impact of the spatial (or temporal) design decisions 
present in your field on your subjects’ behaviors. Think very high level here as well as 
down close, at the level of micro-interactions.  
 
(In other words, you are looking for broad, generalized examples of the ways the 
designers of your subjects’ lives support and control their users through the structures 
they provide. You can do this by looking for and reflecting on those generalized 
structures as well as by focusing on the micro-interactions between individuals that are 
enabled by those structures. Either entry point should get you to roughly the same 
analytic place.)  
 
How do these design decisions enable, even facilitate the existing group hierarchy? What 
do more powerful individuals appear to need in order to achieve their goals, carry out 
their roles properly, and assert and maintain their position of higher status? What do  



less powerful individuals appear to need in order to achieve their goals and carry out 
their roles properly, given their positions in the hierarchy?  
 
 
To be included in this week's reflection part of your report, whichever option you pick: If 
your goal was to disrupt your subjects’ existing status hierarchy as much as possible, 
what single temporal or spatial feature of your field would you change? How would you 
change it? 



7.0  (John Shin)  Here is a classic, straight-forward response that eschews bells and 
whistles to focus on the basics and get it right.  There’s some good, clean storytelling 
here, weaving in measurements and details that support the narrative in an excellent 
fashion.  There’s a telling bit of action between a mother-daughter pair (Bahati and Susie) 
and the silverback, Kwan, that well supports the fundamental connection this student now 
sees between power and the language of space.   
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Observation Date: October 17, 2012!
Start-End Time: 12:40-13:35!
Observation Interval Time: NA!
Recording Interval Time: NA!
Location: Habitat 1 [breeding troop]!!
I. Assignment: Power!
Today’s assignment is a free-form observation of the habitat to 
better understand expressions of power in the field.!!
We’re to track instances of which one individual seems to assert 
power over another. These may be seen 1] when a less powerful 
individual refrains from doing what she or he seems to want to do 
and/or changes what she/he is doing because of what another 
individual does, is doing, or wants to do. Such instances also 
include times when 2] a more powerful individual resists changing 
whatever she/he wants to do, regardless of what the less powerful 
do or want to do, or might wish the more powerful would do.!!
Observations of note include preferred or privileged spaces and 
times. Instances of waiting are also important elements to note.!!
We’re to indicate if our observations resonate, complicate, or 
challenge what we’ve already learned about status hierarchy in 
this group.!!
Lastly, we’re to reflect on the following: If my goal was to disrupt 
the existing status hierarchy in a particular troop as much as 
possible, what single temporal or spatial feature of the gorillas’ 
lives would I change? How would I change it?!!
II. Context!
An important note of context is that Bana recently had her baby. 
This has impacted the dynamic of the habitat and the following 
reflection on power will be influenced by this recent change.!!
Additionally, perhaps because it was about to rain, access to the 
outdoor habitat was closed. The entire troop was confined to the 
indoor portion of the habitat.!!
I stood in front of the main glass of the habitat, approximately 3 
feet away from the center of the wall. There, I could see most 
everything that was going on in the habitat.!!
Additionally, the news of Bana and her baby had reached the 
masses and the zoo had many visitors. This affected the first 15 
minutes of the observation session since my view of the gorillas 
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was largely blocked. Fortunately, the crowd quickly cleared out 
and there weren’t many visitors for the remainder of the session.!!
III. Observations!
Kwan roams left and right in the habitat. He rarely walks to the 
back of the habitat, remaining close to the glass, facing visitors. 
He stands tall on his forearms, fully extended. At his full height, on 
all fours, his eye level is slightly higher than mine. Accounting for 
the difference in base level, full upright, Kwan stands a full 5 feet 
and 6-8 inches tall. He roams the full width of the front glass, 
stopping occasionally to look outside the glass. Additionally, he 
sometimes stops by the corner of the habitat to look at people who 
are looking on at Bana and her baby. This area is blocked by 
bamboo trunks, but Kwan will rise up and squeeze in there to get 
closer to the glass.!!
[Kwan’s stature is immense. His pacing is purposeful and lacks 
any sort of laziness or hesitation observed in previous observation 
sessions. I’ve never seen him like this. His demeanor is much 
more alert and he roams with a mission. When he stops by the 
glass to look at the onlookers, his behavior is odd. He stands on 
his hind legs and uses the bamboo trunks for balance. I’ve never 
seen him this interested in visitors before.]!!
While Kwan roams back and forth, Bahati remains perched on a 
few strands of rope in the center of the habitat. Susie is in the 
back of the habitat by the shed. Kowali and Rollie lie down beside 
Bana in the far right corner of the habitat. Kowali and Rollie are 
both within 2 feet of Bana and her baby. Rollie sits almost upright, 
perched up on a cement lip at the bottom of the wall, her back to 
the wall of the habitat with her hands in her lap.!!
Susie is the only other active gorilla besides Kwan. She roams 
silently in the back of the habitat, effectively behind Kwan. Her 
motions are cautious; she moves back and forth behind Kwan, 
making sure that she stays outside of his line of sight. She intends 
for this to happen because as she moves forward to see the Bana 
and the females in the corner, Kwan will look back at her and if 
she sees that he is looking at her she will take a step back 
cautiously, keeping one eye on Kwan.!!
[Noticeably, Bahati and Susie are staying out of Kwan’s way. 
Bahati prefers to stay perched atop the ropes. If Kwan ever takes 
a swipe for her, she can easily escape down or further up. Susie 
walks around cautiously—like one who sneaks past her parents 
after curfew. She keeps one eye on Kwan and the other on the 
females, seemingly intrigued by them. Kwan is clearly keeping the 
front of the habitat has a space he’s unwilling to share. He keeps 
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both Bahati and Susie at bay as he paces the front of the habitat. 
He also clearly keeps Susie at bay even though Susie seemingly 
wants to approach the female group in the corner. He glances 
back at her and his presence clearly deters her from getting close 
to the group in the corner.]!!
Susie steps into Kwan’s view and Kwan gives chase. He appears 
agitated and bares his teeth. Susie does the same and flees, 
running a path on the ground. Bahati, soon after, comes down 
from her resting place and joins places herself in between Kwan 
and Susie while simultaneously fleeing. She appears to distract 
Kwan and Kwan, taking the bait, pursues also after Bahati. A few 
times, Susie and Bahati both turn around, bare their teeth, and 
chase Kwan and he flees for a few seconds, only to turn around 
and gain dominance again. Whenever they come within striking 
distance, there are a few slaps to the head and shoulders from 
both parties, mostly from Kwan.!!
The two females split up and Kwan chases Bahati. Bahati, at one 
point, defecates and flees at the same time, a common indicator 
of fear in some species, though I’m unsure of what it may mean in 
this context. Kwan corners her with her back to the shed and, 
while both baring teeth, Kwan places a rough left hand on Bahati’s 
head. She pushes it away and he tries to do it again a number of 
times.!!
At this time, with Kwan’s back to the front of the habitat, Rollie, 
Kowali, and Bana get up. Bana moves with her baby to the far left 
of the habitat, in the opposite corner. Rollie positions herself about 
3 feet behind Kwan, and Kowali climbs a few bamboo trunks to 
position herself about 5 feet above the ground, 5 feet to his right. 
Susie, in the meantime, has joined Bana in the far left corner of 
the habitat.!!
This entire interaction, since Kwan began chasing Susie until 
Bana repositioned herself in the far left corner, took place over 7 
minutes.!!
[This was the greatest duration of activity the entire day. It was my 
first time witnessing the aggression that can take place in a 
heated atmosphere between a silverback and the females of a 
troop. Kwan is clearly imposing his presence again. His pursuit 
after Susie sparked a reaction from all the females of the group. 
They all got up. Bahati and few others tried to get his attention, but 
Kwan was being very clear on his position in the group, to the 
point of making Bahati defecate and run.!!
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His hand on Bahati’s head seemed, to me, the clearest indicator of 
submission and subordination. A hand on Bahati’s head, despite 
her aggression and aggravation, was a signal of Kwan’s strength 
and power.!!
Kwan clearly commanded the space in the front of the habitat. It 
was very clear to all the individuals that Kwan didn’t want anyone 
else in that space. He consistently glanced menacingly at all 
parties, those inside and outside of the habitat.]!!
Bahati rests on a set of ropes near Bana and Susie is also near 
Bana in the corner of the habitat. Kwan comes over and slowly 
inches his way to the large log in the back of the habitat. This log 
provides Kwan with some leverage to be able to reach Bahati’s 
position in the ropes. He climbs the log and Bahati quickly comes 
down from her place and and moves to the back of the shed. At 
the same time, Susie, hugging the glass at the front of the habitat, 
makes her way to the far right of the habitat where Bana was 
previously. No one is there now and she lies down by herself in 
the corner.!!
Kwan comes over to Bana and sits for a few seconds next to her, 
within 2 feet. However, Bana never moves. Kwan’s presence 
doesn’t move Bana at all and she doesn’t seem impressed by him
—as if the baby in her hands allows her to behave in such a way. 
After waiting for about 10 seconds, Kwan moves over to where 
Susie is and sits a 4 feet to her left, at the base of the shed. At this 
point, Bana is in her corner, Bahati is resting halfway up the ladder 
at the back of the shed, and Rollie is 3 feet to her right and up, 
resting among a few strands of rope. Kowali is in the net at the top 
right of the habitat, and Susie is in the corner by Kwan. Only Susie 
and Bana are on solid ground—the rest of the females are resting 
on rope, nets, or, in Bahati’s case, halfway up the ladder.!!
[This is the final position of all females in the troop and Kwan 
finally seems satisfied. All females are completely separated—not 
one within 3 feet of another. They are in places where Kwan has 
difficulty reaching without some effort.]!!!
IV. Summary of insights!
Space is one of the top non-verbal power tools. It’s used as a way 
to communicate power and positions of power over others. The 
bottom of the habitat is a static position of power, and Kwan and 
others will make temporal, dynamic positions of power around 
them, like Kwan did with the front of the habitat. Space is enforced 
by glances and brute strength if need be. Kwan showed us this by 
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imparting his position over Susie and Bahati both, two of the 
lowest-ranking females in the hierarchy.!!
Additionally, dynamic elements can influence power, such as 
Bana’s baby. Bana, near the middle or bottom of the hierarchy, 
has gained temporary status because of the baby in her hands. 
Kwan’s presence near her doesn’t change her behavior and her 
sole attention is on herself and her baby, not on the gorilla in 
power.!!
The observations and analysis of this particular session reinforce 
a lot of the status plays my previous sessions have surfaced. It 
appears that vying for status and setting status is the majority of 
what happens in a social group such as this gorilla troop. It is the 
vehicle of communication and it’s the very fabric of the social 
interactions between the individuals in this troop. Creating and 
making space, taking and commanding space, controlling and 
defending sequence and spaces in the habitat are ways of 
keeping the social order. This is what makes sense.!!
If I were to disrupt this order, I would simply allow the females a 
large space within which they can retreat from Kwan’s presence—
a place where Kwan cannot reach. They the females may enter 
into Kwan’s territory, he may not be able to reach a particular area 
that the females can. This would disrupt displacement behavior, it 
would disrupt space defense, and, if food were given to both 
spaces, it would disrupt nearly all hierarchy placed by Kwan, since 
there’s an entire population and area that he cannot control.!!
V. Process reflection!
Today, for this exercise, I went back to the tried-and-true method 
of observing and sketching. I find it the most comfortable and I 
was able to get back into my flow of following and understanding 
all the interactions occurring in the habitat. It’s the simplest and 
allows for little error in setup and recording.!!
I think, for future reference, I’ll bring out the phone and capture 
video the next time something as exciting or new happens again 
in the habitat. Though I’m satisfied with the level of information I 
got today, I wish I could have some video to share with 
colleagues.!!
VI. Scanned field notes attached
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