
7.2  (Lauren Braun)  A new mother and her baby are the number one priority for a 
silverback.  In this response, we see an elegant combination of observation, reflection, 
jottings, diagrams and photos to re-present what this student observed following the 
arrival of a new member of the family.  The implications for the status hierarchy of the 
troop are profound.  



SOC 598 Exercises in Behavioral Observation 
Lauren Braun 
Fall 2012

Observation Notes October 22, 2012

Duration: 60 minutes, 11:20am - 12:20pm
Location: RCAA at Lincoln Park Zoo

1. Restate the assignment
Option 1. Track any instances when an individual seems to assert power over another. This may be 
when a less powerful individual refrains from doing something s/he wants to do or changes what s/he 
is doing because of a more powerful individual. It may also be when a more powerful individual resists 
changing whatever s/he is doing based on what a  less powerful individual wants to do. Pay attention to 
preferred or privileged spaces and any instances of waiting. Does what you see resonate with, 
complicate or challenge what you think you know about the troop’s social hierarchy?

2. Set the stage
After a number of foiled attempts — it was pouring in Friday, RCAA was partially closed on Saturday, 
and only three gorillas were in the habitat when I visited on Sunday — I finally found a good opportunity 
to observe on Monday morning. The RCAA had opened at 10am (not 11am, like I had been told by the 
keeper the day before) and because of the new baby, there had already been quite a few visitors. 
However, at 11:15am it was pretty quiet, with about twenty people in the space. It was a gray fall day, the 
air was cold and it had just begun raining outside. There was a young female member of the zoo staff (a 
volunteer, perhaps?) positioned by Kwan’s troop’s habitat answering visitors’ questions. I don’t 
remember a fixed staff member the other times we’ve visited, so this must be because of the baby.

3. Observations and Analysis
Before getting started, I sketch out the social hierarchy in 
Kwan’s troop — to the best of my understanding — so I can refer 
back to it as I observe. The arrows show Bana’s ascent after 
having the baby and Bahati’s being a “social climber.” I’m pretty 
confident about Rollie and Kowali, but I get the sense the bottom 
three are in a state of flux.

[11:22] The staffer is asking visitors to keep back from the 
glass. We all move back about 12-15 feet and she seems 
comfortable with that. She tells us that Kwan has been acting 
very protective and territorial since the birth of the baby and is 
getting agitated with visitors crowding at the glass. Apparently, 
right before I entered the RCAA he had attacked the glass with 
his fists right where some people were standing.

This is the first example of an individual asserting power over 
another, in fact, over a group. Through the conduit of the zoo 
volunteer, the visitors (including myself) heed Kwan’s demand 
for us to give his troop more space. Even confined and behind 
inch-thick glass, he’s asserting power over several members of 
another species! Impressive.

All of the gorillas are inside with the exception of Susie. She is 
outside by herself even though it’s now raining pretty hard. 
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This is my first hint that Susie has perhaps been excluded or 
fallen out of Kwan’s favor with the arrival of Bana’s baby.

Bana is sitting against the back wall in a nest of wood shavings 
holding the baby close, bouncing it. Kowali is to her left in the 
far corner, about five feet away. Kwan is sitting upright against a 
bamboo stalk facing the keeper’s shed. His shoulder is to Bana 
but he frequently glances in her direction. He’s about 8 feet 
from Bana and 15 from Kowali. Above them, Rollie is in the 
hammock and Bahati is on highest shelf that projects from the 
wall. Everyone appears to be resting and relaxing but Kwan 
seems alert after his altercation with the visitors.

Kowali stays in this position, close to Bana and the baby, for 
nearly the entire observation period. According to Navroze she’s 
been there for the past hour or so. Given her status as the oldest 
wife, has Kowali become the self-appointed (or possibly, Kwan-
appointed) protector of Bana and the baby? Was Kowali 
protective of Bahati when Susie was born? Is this behavior 
possibly compounded by Bana’s demuring, wallflower attitude?

[11:30] Susie enters the indoor habitat but doesn’t come in 
very far. Kwan eyes her as she enters. For a few minutes she 
plays on the tree in the left-half of the habitat on the very 
highest branches. Then, cautiously, she moves closer to the 
group by getting in top of the keeper’s shed. She lays near the 
far right edge occasionally peering down at Bana and baby. 
After a minute or two, she moves next to her mom, Bahati, on 
the shelf. Susie mimics Bahati’s body language and behavior, 
they look down and Bana and Kwan in unison.

My initial reading from the way everyone is situated and Susie’s 
behavior is this: Bana is the most important wife right now, she 
has Kwan and Kowali’s full attention. Rollie appears to be pretty 
indifferent but is still staying physically close. Bahati and Susie, 
are on the “outs” — Bahati has the highest vertical position of 
everyone indicating low social status. Susie keeps her distance 
from the group even though she’s clearly interested in the baby, 
approaching reluctantly, but quickly joining her mom.
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In a way, Bana is exerting power over the rest of the troop. It’s 
not deliberate (she doesn’t have that kind of disposition) but a 
result of her elevated social position as a new mom. 

[11:37] The volume of visitors has built up and it appears to 
agitate Kwan. He comes right up to the glass and stands on all 
fours looking out. Again, the staffer asks us all to take several 
steps back from the glass. He sits down once we all move away.
A minute later, Susie gets down from the perch and slowly 
walks directly in front of Kwan. She’s clearly trying to get his 
attention. He looks at her as she passes, but doesn’t react.

Kwan is imposing power over Susie by ignoring her and 
withholding his attention. She’s deliberately trying to provoke 
him by getting so close, but he’s not giving her the satisfaction 
of a reaction, thus reinforcing her low social status.

[11:42] Kwan collects some nutrition pellets and moves back to 
his spot perpendicular to Bana. Bahati and Susie both quietly 
move to the roof of the keeper’s shed. Bana lays down with the 
baby, Kwan watches her and shortly after does the same.

This apparent chain-reaction made it seem like Kwan is taking 
his cues about when it’s okay to relax from Bana.

[11:55 - 12:05] After about 13 minutes of general inactivity, 
Rollie swings out of her hammock and goes to the wire grate 
above the window into the keeper’s shed. There’s a thick rope 
hanging in front of it that she sits. From behind the grate she 
pulls food from a series of PVC pipes with holes drilled in them. 
The staffer says that this is a behavior training device called a 
‘chow feeder.’ 

This puts Rollie much closer to where Kwan is laying down — 
about 6 feet away. He notices her and props himself on an 
elbow. Bahati and Susie also occasionally look over the edge of 
the roof at her. 

Almost simultaneously several individuals move. Rollie gets 
down from the rope. Kwan moves away from his spot near the 
shed and then closer to Bana. Rollie moves away and sits with 
her back to the glass facing Bana and Kowali. Kwan get up on 
the rope where Rollie vacated. Susie climbs down from the roof 
pausing for a moment almost directly underneath Kwan and 
then edges away from him.

After a moment, Rollie, Bahati, and Susie are assembled in a 
tight semi-circle. Their backs are to the glass and they’re 
spaced about two feet apart. Kwan has gotten down from the 
rope and is facing them on all fours from 4 feet away. He yells 
and bares his teeth times directly at them four times over the 
course of 30 seconds. I can’t hear him, but I can tell he’s 
making a sound and his facial expression is angry.
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Rollie at the ‘chow feeder.’

Kwan addressing the females.



Whoa! Kwan is pissed and has just made sure everyone knows 
it. I think this display was about putting Bahati, Susie, and even 
Rollie, the favorite wife, in their place. Letting them know that 
right now Bana and the baby are the most important and that 
they need to fall in line. I think Rollie is included in this group 
because she was just in a privileged space — the chow feeder — 
which also happens to be physically close to Bana. He’s 
chastising them and asserting that these spaces are his first.

[12:06] Kwan moves back onto the rope and picks food from 
the chow feeder for about five minutes. Bahati moves out of the 
way to make rooms for him as he climbs up. Once he’s on the 
rope, he glances down at her and she visibly flinches. Susie, on 
the other hand, continues to sit right near him with her back to 
the shed wall. She watches him as he eats.

At least for the moment, Kwan’s outburst seems to have been 
effective. Rollie and Bahati have both moved away. Though 
Susie continues to try to provoke him by sitting so close. 

[12:12] Kwan finally leaves the chow feeder. Rollie immediately 
moves in to take his spot. Susie has moved to the far side of the 
shed facing the outdoor habitat, isolated from the rest of the 
group. Bahati has moved to the top of the shed.

Rollie takes the privileged spot at the chow feeder within 
seconds of Kwan’s departure. The fact that he took the spot 
away from her and she waited for him to finish before resuming 
it indicates his power over her. However, I’m not sure waiting 
made it any more valuable to Rollie or if “food is food.”

[12:15] Kwan moves towards the window at the far left of the 
habitat. Susie approaches him, he shakes his head and backs 
away from her. She approaches again and he rushes her for a 
second or two. She finally backs off and moves away.

This is seems like classic jealous older sister 
behavior. Susie, who’s used to having Kwan’s 
(sometimes inappropriate) attention is 
frustrated that he’s so focused on Bana and 
the baby. She taking risks to try to get him to 
notice her but it’s not really working. He’ll give 
her just enough attention to scare her away 
but won’t engage with her for any sustained 
period of time.

Kwan is on all fours looking out the glass when 
a male visitor in a poncho and a baseball cap 
moves in close and prepares to take a 
photograph. Seemingly aware of what’s going 
on, Kwan remains there looking squarely at 
the man, even directly into his face until he 
snaps how photo and walks away.
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Kwan stares down a male visitor.



 
Kwan acknowledges and perhaps even feels threatened by the 
male visitor taking his photo. His behavior — staring the visitor 
down — is an aggressive move in gorilla-world though not 
necessarily amongst humans. The offense is not egregious 
enough to provoke an outburst like those from earlier in the hour 
(pounding on the glass, yelling, teeth-baring) but it is enough for 
him to clearly communicate to man, “I see you and I don’t like it.”

[12:20] Kwan moves back to his favored spot on the far right 
side of the habitat. Sitting up straight, back to the window 
against a bamboo stalk, he has a good view of Bana and baby.

I write in my notebook “For a moment, order has been restored.” 
There is a sense of closure and it feels like a good time to leave.

4. General insights
This observation made me reconsider the social hierarchy I outlined at the beginning. Has Bana shot all 
the way up in rank because of the baby? I knew she would gain status but I didn’t expect it surpass 
Rollie or Kowali. However, by the way Kwan chastised Susie, Bahati and Kowali as a group, it makes me 
think that the new order is, at least temporarily, something like this: Bana, Kowali, Rollie, Bahati, Susie. 

I would guess that once the baby grows and Bana is no longer nursing it and carrying it everywhere, her 
status will return to where it used to be. Kowali, having assumed the role of ‘caretaker’, is riding Bana’s 
coattails up the ranks perhaps even past Rollie, the ‘favorite wife.‘  Similarly, her status may fall again 
once the baby matures. Bahati and Susie seem to be taking this reorganization the hardest. Both 
mother and daughter are keeping their distance from Bana;  Bahati vertically and Susie horizontally. 
Bahati, the ‘social climber’, can’t be happy to find herself outranked by Bana, who until recently 
contentedly occupied the lowest position. Susie is feeling starved for Kwan’s attention and though she’s 
curious about the baby (is it the first one she’s seen?), she’s more concerned with maintaining his 
interest in her.

With social status so in flux, I really can’t imagine a better scenario for doing this particular assignment! 
I’m glad I waited until all the gorillas were in the habitat to do the observation.

5. Reflections
If my goal was to disrupt the existing social hierarchy in the group as much as possible I would create a 
habitat absent of vertical elements — no ropes to climb on or hang from, no hammocks or shelves to sit 
on, no grates or walls to scale. Everything would be on ground level and there would be no qffordances 
in the habitat for an individual to get higher or lower than another. I think this would be a cruel thing to 
do since gorillas’ natural habitat is very vertical, but I do think it would literally and figuratively ‘level the 
playing field.’ It would eliminate what I have observed to be one of the most important environmental 
features for demonstrating and reinforcing social status.

I found that the most challenging part of this assignment was the necessity of reading action and 
reaction, telling them apart and determining their intensity. With humans, we do this by watching facial 
features and listening to tone of voice — a seemingly mild response delivered in a forceful way means 
something very different than its inverse. But with gorillas, at least for me, these tools are not 
accessible. I constantly had to question whether what I was watching was an “original” action or a 
reaction to something or someone else. And if it was a reaction what exactly was it in response to? How 
subtle or blatant was it? I think the only way to get better at this skill is through practice and familiarity 
— fortunately, we have six more weeks!
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