
7.3  (Eugene Limb)  This response includes a great collection of reflections on process 
among other notable elements.  Both in the decisions the student made prior to the 
session and in his assessment of his process afterwards, this is the kind of insight-filled 
fieldwork toward which we should strive.   
 
Notice the empathic element in all the responses to the power exercise so far.  This type 
of focus/agenda generally elicits a connection and level of understanding between a 
researcher and her/his subjects in a way that the temporal and spatial exercises simply do 
not.  Because it directs researchers to focus on interactions and relationships, it almost 
immediately translates into a more empathic kind of experience – and questions for the 
future. 



Date of report: October 20, 2009
Date of observation: October 17, 2009
Duration of observation: 1.5 hours, 12:10am - 1:43pm
Location of observation: Lincoln Park Zoo - Gorilla House

Eugene Limb

Assignment

Preface

Power
[Option 1] 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 priveleged spaces and times. Be sure to pay particular attention 
to any instances of waiting.

Does what you see resonate with, complicate, or challenge what you think you’ve already learned about the 
status hierarchy within this group?

If your 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 you change? How would you change it?

A handful of factors made today’s session with Kwan’s troop a bit different from the start. For one, at 
an external level, it is a Saturday. Observing most humans on a Saturday would likely be very different 
from a weekday as their schedules, activities, and perhaps even attitudes are different for the weekend. 
Although I do not know whether this greatly affects the gorillas’ schedules, I would imagine that the 
weekend would create even a slight temporal benchmark (an artificial one) since some of their activities 
are dictated by humans who do follow the seven-day schedule and perhaps run a cycle where medical 
checkups or cleanings are done on weekends - or something to that nature. However, even if the trainers 
were exquisite about keeping the weekend consistent for the gorillas, the visitors would certainly signal 
a change: it was far more crowded today, as one might expect, than any of the Tuesdays I visited. Masses 
of families with children and tourists came through in bustling waves, a half dozen of whom had no 
hesitation to bang on the glass in an attempt to get Kwan’s attention. The quantity and frequency of 
visitors to the Primate House is likely larger on the weekend, possibly causing some behavioral changes in 
the troop.

The day of the week was only one difference, however. The other factors at play today were internal ones: 
my approach and goals for the observation session. As the weeks progressed, I noticed that my techniques 
for observing became more narrow and mechanical. While only loosely focused on the objective at hand, 
I simply watched for movements among the troop and furiously tried writing everything I saw along a 
timeline, but usually at a general level. I often did not note the details comprised in those movements 
and, most importantly, I often did not step back to consider the significance of those actions and 
interactions. Consequently, perhaps with the exception of the Spatial Mapping II exercise last week, 
I ended up with observation reports that essentially were the same: they were timelines that reported 
general activities.

As I went into the observation today, my goal was to relate behaviors, in real time, back to the topic at 
hand: power. This is in contrast to my prior method in which the topic was in the back of my head and 
my approach was to simply observe everything I could and make connections to the topic later (this was 
not an explicitly-chosen process but what ended up being the process, in retrospect). Although I still 
loosely took notes in a timeline format today, I often tried to take a moment and understand what was 
happening in the context of power and hierarchy. As a result, the notes I took down were more purposeful 
and, additionally, more personal thoughts and questions arose.

Lastly, I also made some conscious changes in regard to methodology. I made an attempt to be less 
dependent on photography, especially as today’s goal was not so much a visual concept, such as spatial 
mapping, but, rather, an intangible one. (While the majority of my session was done without a camera I 
did take a few snapshots in the latter period to record atypical behavior.) This, of course, forced me to be 
more reliant on pen and paper and, now knowing better, I prepared myself beforehand: at the start of the 
session, I took a few minutes to first note some contextual observations, and then I sketched out some 
maps and diagrams to follow [diagram 1]. For the actual note-taking, I am still trying to be more fluent 
and effective with jottings and made an effort to use them wisely today. My hope is that there will be 
stronger improvements in the content and communication of my observations as the weeks progress.



Observations

diagram 1.

It was 60 degrees outside and a bright, post-rain sun was beaming into the habitat. The habitat doors to the 
outside were closed, possibly due to the earlier cold and rain (I assume), and, consequently, a dozen or so birds 
were trapped inside. Kwan’s troop was exactly how I would expect them to be: quiet and partially asleep, and 
they were all in their “usual” positions - Bulera and Medini in the 2 beds up high, Kowali and Amare snuggled 
together in Kowali’s usual hammock, and Kwan lying down on the rooftop, just as he was doing last week 
[figure 1]. A moderate crowd of viewers formed in front of the habitat, although a rather large group was just 
down the hall watching Jo-jo’s troop.

12:24 - Kwan sat up from his prostrate position to observe Amare as he climbed into Kowali’s hammock.
 [There’s certainly a level of “power” that Amare holds over Kwan, simply because he’s a child. Although 

it is a temporary “power”, for the time being it has enough weight to interrupt Kwan from what he was 
doing (i.e. resting/sleeping) and capture his attention.]

12:26-12:30 - Medini was sitting in the northeast corner of section C while Kwan was in D. Kwan moved 
quickly over toward Medini’s area in C and, at once, Medini walked over to the ledge in section A (on 
the opposite side of the habitat). Moments later, Kwan walked over to that same ledge and Medini 
moved away to section E after Kwan only took a couple steps. Another moment later, Kwan moved 
back to section D, where there were several smaller exchanges in which he would move a couple steps 
and Medini and Amare, who joined him by this point, would move away. Kwan finally parked himself 
by the window in section D. [figure 2]

 [This was like a territorial game: Kwan enters a spot, Medini leaves it. Did Kwan even have a reason 
to move back and forth from one end of the habitat to the other? Was Amare also moving away from 
Kwan intentionally as a result of hierarchy or was she just merely following Medini?]

12:35 - Bulera was sitting in section A for 5 minutes when Kowali walked into her space, followed by Amare 
(who was following her around). Bulera, in turn, walked away and climbed up to her bed.

 [I have not typically thought of Kowali as one who holds power but it seems that some sort of power 
was exercised here in regards to space.]

12:38 - Kwan got up and walked toward the northeast corner of section C, where Medini was sitting. Kwan 
had just barely taken a step when Medini grabbed the food she was eating and walked all the way over 
to section E, and then a moment later, climbed up the tree to sit.

 [The relationship between Kwan and Medini seems to be sharpest in terms of power. Even in prior 
weeks, these two individuals had small physical quarrels. Today, Kwan did not show any obvious signs 
of aggression (none apparent to me, at least), yet at his slightest movements in her direction, Medini 
totally evacuated the premises. Kwan does not even seem very intentional in his travel pattern, except 
that he seems to like to go where Medini is and - intentionally or unintentionally - drive her away. 
Based on these exchanges, it seems like Medini, in particular, is at the mercy of his whims.]

12:43 - Bulera, who was out and about again, climbed up the tree en route back to her bed, but paused on the 
rooftop, r1. She simply stood on all fours for a minute before she commenced her way up to bed.

 [This was astonishing because it almost seemed like she was going to stop at the rooftop to settle down. 
Based on the amount of time Kwan spent there, that spot appeared to be his territory and I could not 
imagine that Bulera - or anybody else - could use that space as their own. Although Bulera did not stay 
there, it is interesting to note that she stopped there for as long as she did. Perhaps she did consider 



lying down?]

12:44-1:05 - Medini climbed down from her bed and walked over to the middle of section A and lied down. 
Stayed there for the next 21 minutes.

 [This was especially curious to me because in prior weeks I only saw Kowali and/or Amare lying down 
in that spot. Apparently there is no territorial claim to that spot (evidenced by the fact that Kwan saw 
Medini there and did not react except to watch her for a minute or two) but what is it about it that 
makes it so nice for repose? And why is Medini suddenly using it instead of her normal bed? I suspect 
that this decision was intentional since she went there straight from her own bed and then stayed there 
for over twenty minutes.]

1:05 -   Medini walked over to the window in section C and proceeded to walk along the windows into section 
D, moving right into Kwan’s line of sight (Kwan sat only feet away, facing the window). Kwan then 
moved to section C and sat by the window, only several feet away from Medini. [figure 3]

 [Interestingly, this exchange seems to be the reverse of what happened prior: Kwan seems to be reacting 
from Medini this time. I did not imagine that it would be acceptable for Medini to sit right in Kwan’s 
line of sight as he looked out the window, but perhaps I’m looking at this from too much of a human 
perspective, where such an act would be rude. Not only does Kwan move as a result of Medini’s action, 
but Kwan sits near her. At this point, it seems that proximity infringement is no longer an issue.]

1:09 -   Kowali and Amare, who were cuddled together on the ground in the southeast corner of E for the 
prior 20 minutes, got up walked over to middle of D, next to the tree. Kowali led the way and Amare 
followed. Amare, like a little child hanging off of his mom’s leg, was very close to Kowali, practically 
hanging off her back. A moment later, Kowali stood up and moved only a few feet, and a few seconds 
later Amare followed and also moved to where she was.

 [As I have noted in prior weeks, Kowali does not seem to give Amare any active attention, not in any 
conventional sense I understand, at least. While Kwan got up to watch Amare (at 12:24), Kowali’s 
actions rarely seemed to be influenced by him. In most cases, Kowali does her own thing - such as lie 
in her hammock or sit in a corner - and Amare goes to her. Even if Amare is snuggled in her arms or is 
playing with her hair, she will interrupt him and move elsewhere. Although Amare is a child, Kowali 
seems to maintain her power by not allowing his actions to change hers.]

1:14 -   Kowali, who is sitting and eating in section D, gets up immediately when Kwan, who is nearby in 
C, stand up and walks near her. Although Kowali had plenty of food where she was, she got up and 
walked over to the window and picked up food there instead.

 [Was Kowali’s move a function of Kwan’s move or was this coincidental? If not, then this would 
indicate the same sort of proximity power rule that Kwan and Medini displayed earlier.]

1:18 -   Amare walked right up to Medini, who was lying down in section A, and stood over her for 1-2 
minutes [photo 1]. Medini did not move even though Amare was standing practically over her, 
apparently waiting for something (a response, maybe?). Then Kwan walked over to the same area they 
were in... I suspected they would have evacuated right away, just as they did an hour ago, but they 
actually remained there for a minute [figure 4, photo 2].

 [Does Amare consider Medini another individual he can play with? He seems to keep going to her, 
almost as a backup alternative to Kowali. More curiously, however, how was it that Kwan walked 
within a few feet of them and they did not even budge for several moments? There is little evidence 
of power here (except perhaps that Medini did eventually leave) but, rather, it would appear that they 
were all equals in this instance.]

1:20-1:26 - Medini climbed up to hammock, h2 (this is Kowali’s usual hammock), and lied there for 6 
minutes. Around 1:24, Kowali climbed up the tree and sat on the branch directly adjacent to that 
hammock. Although her hammock was occupied, she did not seem to mind but simply sat and ate.

 [I was shocked to see Medini climb into Kowali’s hammock. I thought that was a sacred space reserved 
for Kowali and, occasionally, Amare. But not only did Kowali see Medini there and not do anything 
about it, she sat right in front of her and ate. By her gestures, she appeared unaffected by Medini sitting 
there, although, for all I know, perhaps she was actually waiting for Medini to leave? If she was, indeed, 
waiting, this could have been either a display of power (on Medini’s part) or equality (where everybody 
waits there rightful turn for the hammock). In the end, Kowali simply left and Medini followed shortly 
afterwards.]

1:30 -   Kwan was lying down on rooftop, r1, at this point. Bulera sat up in her bed and then climbed down to 
r1, walked right by Kwan, maneuvering her way around him (as if the space were too tight or as if he 
were right in her way to the exit), and climbed onto the tree [figure 5].

 [This may have been the most surprising behavior I saw in the whole session. In my mind, it seemed 
plainly brazen. To consider that Kwan was resting to the point of lying down, and then to have Bulera 
simply walk over him and interrupt his rest so that she can get to the tree seemed unheard of. Kwan 



even had to shift over a bit for her to pass through! This was a very direct invasion of his space and it 
defied my paradigm for how I believed social rules worked in the habitat. I suppose I am overreacting. 
Kwan seems to be a very reasonable alpha male. It would make sense that Bulera had no choice but to 
walk over him since that is the only path from her bed to the tree. But a part of me thought that his 
space needed to be so respected that Bulera would have to wait until he moved before she could cross 
that path. I was proven very wrong.]

Reflection As I started today’s observation, I thought I had a good idea of how “territory” worked in Kwan’s habitat: 
the ground and the tree were public spaces usable by any member, the two beds up high were Bulera’s and 
Medini’s, the rooftop (r1) was for Kwan, and the middle hammock (h2) was for Kowali (and Amare seemed 
to travel everywhere without regard for territory). This theory was disproved today when Medini climbed into 
Kowali’s hammock (1:20) and Bulera “challenged” Kwan’s rooftop space twice (12:43, 1:30). While Bulera and 
Medini seem to have uncontested ownership of their beds, it is now unclear to me whether any space in the 
habitat is strictly reserved for Kwan or Kowali.

Additionally, the rules for space and status hierarchy appear to be more complicated than what I was aware of. 
I still have not concluded on a consistent pattern yet in terms of how hierarchy is respected: in the first half 
of the session everybody was extra careful to stay completely clear of Kwan, but in the second half that was 
much less the case. In hindsight, I wish I chose a different individual besides Amare for the Spatial Mapping 1 
assignment, as Amare seems to be the least bound to hierarchical rules compared to the others. Perhaps had I 
chosen Kwan or Medini to follow, some clearer rules for spatial-social conduct would have surfaced.

As for methodology, much of the different approaches I applied seemed to work better than my prior weeks. 
The diagrams were extremely helpful, as were my attempts to stay focused on the objective of seeing power 
assertions. Even the absence of a camera (for the majority of the time) helped me to simply watch more and 
freed me from carrying around an extra tool. I do, however, wish I was a bit more detailed in my jottings of the 
different members’ activities. Although I made note of when there were interruptions, or when a less powerful 
individual refrained from an action because of a more powerful individual, having the details of their activities 
could have informed me of why certain behaviors elicited certain reactions and whether these behaviors were 
evidence of power. For example, perhaps Kwan’s demand of Medini’s space in the first half of the session was 
due to an activity (or lack of activity) that Medini was engaged in but in the second half Kwan did not mind 
having Medini nearby because her activity granted her a “free pass”. Similarly, perhaps Kwan did not mind that 
Bulera brushed by him on the rooftop because of the circumstance and activity (i.e. getting out of her bed to 
the tree), whereas in a different situation Bulera would have been forbidden to do such a thing.

In light of my observations so far, if my goal was to disrupt the existing status hierarchy as much as possible 
within the current habitat, I would probably remove the two beds that Bulera and Medini regularly sleep in. 
Those beds keep them so far detached from the rest of the troop that many viewers don’t even realise that 
they are in there. They make it easy for Bulera and Medini to stay out of the way and, thus, there is a lack of 
challenge to Kwan’s authority and, ultimately, an emphasized inequality amongst the troop. The absence of the 
beds would force Bulera and Medini to rest in places that are occupied by the rest of the troop and, the habitat 
being relatively small, this would likely lead to some tensions and social adjustments.

An additional consideration that may or may not lead to a disruption of the status hierarchy is to equip the 
doors that open the habitat up to the outdoors such that the gorillas can open them whenever they feel it is 
necessary. I found it odd today that Medini came down from her bed and went straight to the floor to sleep 
instead. I speculated that the reason was that it was warm inside and Medini, whose bed is the highest point 
in the whole habitat, may have felt stuffy. While it was cold in the morning, by afternoon the sun was shining 
into the habitat and the temperature rose to a comfortable level such that the door should have been opened. 
Jo-jo’s habitat doors were opened around 1:30 and the entire troop rushed outside for fresh air.
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figure 5.

Photos

photo 1 1:18 pm



photo 2 1:19pm

photo 3 - This additional shot was taken as I was leaving. Kwan stood up right against the window, pressing 
his knuckles to the glass, as a crowd of observers gathered around him. He stood there for at least two 
minutes. Surprisingly, he did not seem agitated nor belligerent at all the people gaping at him.


















