
7.5  (Janice Wong)  Organized by “mini stories” this response opens with an attention-
getting photo that immediately puts the reader into a mindset that is ready for the 
accounts that this student is about to offer.  Notice the call-out technique on the photo of 
Mosi’s foot – without it, the glare and general poor quality of the photo would probably 
make it very difficult to see what the author wanted us to see.  It’s an important tool for a 
fieldworker.  As always, this student treats us to fantastic reflections on every moment of 
her process.  She summarizes the exercise as “a zen experience.”  From all the challenges 
she has met so far, she has finally found the kind of fieldwork that she loves.  In this 
exercise, she has not only found her comfort zone, but that elusive, wonderful “flow” 
experience we should all be working towards. 
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RESTATE THE ASSIGNMENT
After the highly structured weeks before, when we were 
learning how to be field researchers, this week our task 
was an extended, free-form observation session. (I’m not 
proclaiming myself an expert field researcher now, but 
I recognize that I have learned enough skill to approach 
a free-form session and still get something out of it!) For 
this session, we paid attention to the power dynamics 
between individuals. We were on the look out for the 
following instances of power being exerted over someone:

•  when a less powerful individual refrains from doing 
what he wants, or stops doing something because of 
what another individual wants

•  when a more powerful individual does NOT change 
what he was doing, despite less powerful individuals 
trying to get him to change

Additionally, we had some specific questions to answer in 
our report for this session:

•  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 the troop, what single temporal or spatial feature of 
the gorillas’ lives would you change and how?

SET THE STAGE
I went to the RCAA with John the first day it was 
reopened to the public after Bana’s baby was born. It was 
extremely crowded, especially around the right corner 
of Kwan’s habitat, where he was sleeping with Bana, the 
baby, and another unidentified female. There were two 
zoo employees hovering by the baby, recording how it was 
doing and fielding questions from visitors, plus a mob of 
about ten people completely covering the window by the 
baby when I got there around 12:30p. 

The bachelor troop was open for the public as well, after 
a period of privacy when the zookeepers were still trying 
to introduce Azizi to the other three, but it was markedly 
quieter compared to the excitement surrounding the baby. 
After a brief conversation with John, he decided to brave 
the breeding troop’s crowd since we know more about 
those social hierarchies, and I stuck with the bachelors 
mostly since I haven’t spent any period of time watching 
them since the class started. I figured I could get a feel for 
the social dynamics based off of our class conversations 
on what was going on with those four. I could see straight 
away that Azizi still wasn’t out in the open with the other 
three, and was interested to see what I could make of that 
ongoing drama.

The new bachelor troop (minus Azizi) — Amare, Umande, and Mosi
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There were a lot of school groups on this day. It was 
probably the busiest I’ve ever seen the zoo. Since I didn’t 
have to worry about time stamping my observations, I 
used my phone to listen to calming music the whole time, 
to help keep focused on my observations, regardless of all 
the activity surrounding me. (I think it worked great. This 
felt like a very zen observation experience.)

OBSERVATIONS
(Without time stamps, I’ll use the observations section 
to literally transfer my field notes into more intelligible 
comments. Think of each point as a mini-story of 
something that I saw. General insights, etc. will be where 
I can start to analyze what I’ve seen and answer the 
questions posed in the assignment brief.)

Amare vs. Umande (+ Mosi) Amare tried to jostle/attack 
Umande pretty early on in my observation. Mosi ran in to 
intervene, chasing Amare away. 

(It’s hard to tell how vicious or serious these play fights are. 
To a degree, I think it must be playful because it happens 
so frequently and the starts and stops are seemingly 
unprovoked or anti-climatic. No one seems THAT stressed 
out from the dynamic tension. On the other hand, I saw 
what looked like a pretty deep gash in Umande’s right foot, 
which makes me believe that the gorillas really are hurting 
each other.)

Umande + Amare Umande comes to sit up on the ledge 
by the glass, facing out towards the gallery, and Amare 
follows him soon after. He comes to rest close beside Umande 
but without actually looking at him. They are probably 
less than two feet apart from each other. Without looking 
over, Umande reaches out and touches Amare’s left hand 
for a few seconds (less than ten). Being touched, Amare 
looks over briefly, then makes a move to sit even closer to 
Umande. Amare actually positions himself directly behind 
Umande and tries to hug him from behind. When he tries 
to do this, Umande moves away to the side, not allowing 
himself to be “hugged.” Amare starts to follow and then 
the two run off. This entire interaction was less than a 
minute long.

(Thinking this was a curious interaction, I tried my best 
to write down a more detailed description of what I saw. 
I think/hope this is the type of vivid narration Chris was 
talking about when she gave us tips on writing our notes  
a few weeks ago! The only thing I regretfully forget is how 
much time elapsed between when Amare looked at Umande 
touching his hand and when Amare decided to try hugging 
Umande from behind. Actually, as I write this, I also can’t 
remember if Umande just touched Amare’s hand, or if he 
held it, and if that makes a difference or not.)

Umande + Mosi vs. Amare Two separate times, I watched 
Umande and Mosi both advance menacingly on Amare. 
They proceed slowly at first and Amare is facing them so 
he can see them coming. The first time, Mosi picked up 
speed and started to chase Amare, who runs away when 
he sees Mosi advancing faster. Umande followed but 
was clearly not leading the chase (and arguably was less 
interested in keeping up with the activity). The second 
time, Amare was actually in left corner of the habitat, 
closest to the glass, and Umande and Mosi were literally 
cornering him as they approached. Mosi slapped Amare 
on the head and bared his teeth, then began to chase 
Amare as he tried to run away.

Activity inside/outside When the gorillas are chasing 
each other, they are looping in and out of the inside and 
outside sections of the habitat. Outside, they tend to run 
along the fence closest to the gallery. Inside, the chases 
usually taper off either right at the entryway between 
inside/outside or else by the big tree in the middle of  
the habitat.

The gash on Umande’s right foot (makes me realize I didn’t 
notice if the cut on Mosi’s face had healed or not)
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Azizi, alone At first, Azizi was nowhere to be seen, but 
eventually he settled into one of the hammocks hanging 
on the other side of a fence that separates a small hallway 
of space from the rest of the habitat. Umande, Mosi, and 
Amare have free reign of the inside and outside of their 
habitat. Azizi is contained to this side hallway which 
doesn’t seem to have much in it aside from the hanging 
hammock and a branch with some leaves on it. If I recall 
correctly, even the floor in his section is concrete, not 
woodchips, etc. like the main habitat. I did not observe 
any interactions between Azizi and the other three. 
Rather, the others did not seem to notice him there at all 
and he didn’t make any attempts to get anyone’s attention. 
I couldn’t get a good enough view to really make out his 
facial expressions or see what he was looking at.

Mosi, outside and alone For a while (maybe 5 minutes), 
Mosi was roaming around outside the habitat by himself 
while Amare and Umande rested inside in the middle of 
the habitat. Mosi climbed up some of the bamboo outside, 
then made he way over to the fence in the corner furthest 
away from the gallery glass. As he was climbing up there 
and dangling himself, I could see Amare following him 
with his eyes from where he sat on a log. Umande glanced 
over briefly, but generally seemed to be paying less 
attention to what Mosi was doing than Amare. 

(I wish I could’ve seen if the reason that Umande looked 
over was because Amare was looking, or if Mosi was making 
any audible noise that drew the others’ attention.)

Amare’s interactions with Umande The tension in the 
negative space between Amare + Mosi is markedly different 
than Amare + Umande. This story illustrates my point: 
Umande is carrying a large, leafy branch with him to sit on 
a tree stump in the middle of the habitat. As he is walking 
by, some of the leaves on the branch hit Amare in the face 
(“by accident” I note in my book). Amare looks up for a 
moment, but ultimately doesn’t do anything. (By not doing 
anything, he lets Umande continue on by, undisturbed, 
towards the stump.) Umande stays on the stump for at 
least a few minutes, looking out towards the gallery, eating 
leaves off the branch. 

(Now that I’m thinking about it, I can recall that I never 
saw Amare or Mosi try to sit on that tree stump during 
my observation. This is curious since my only other 1:10p – Umande on his tree stump

observation of the bachelors – Mosi and Umande only 
– featured several instances when they would be play 
fighting with each other and the chase would end when 
someone got up on the stump. Unfortunately when I made 
those observations, I couldn’t tell Mosi and Umande apart 
from each other, so I don’t know who was getting up on 
the stump then.)

Near the end of my observation, there was a brief moment 
when Umande walked through “Amare’s space” (the 
roof ). As Umande was passing through, Amare stood up 
alert, but Umande passed without incident. Generally, I 
did see Amare and Umande sit together or be together 
peacefully in relatively close quarters.

Amare’s interactions with Mosi In contrast, here is a 
sequence representative of Amare’s interactions with 
Mosi: Amare is sitting on the log by himself. As soon as 
Mosi gets close (aprox. 3-5 feet away), Amare is on guard, 
“stutter step[ping]” back in order to maintain ample space 
between them. He looks at Mosi “as if ready to run away.” 
Mosi inches closer, fumbling with a cardboard cylinder 
in his hands before flinging it to the side and starting to 
chase Amare once more. While this is happening, Umande 
was sitting on the tree stump eating leaves, indifferent to 
the scuffle. Eventually Umande went outside to watch the 
others running.
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Mosi frequently instigates (play) fighting with Amare, 
to the point that it seems like Amare can never catch a 
break or take a rest anywhere without Mosi coming over 
to chase him or try hitting or biting him. Whether he is 
just sitting on a log, lying on the roof top or in a hammock, 
Mosi will seek Amare out to provoke a fight or a chase.

In one instance, Amare was lying on his belly, resting 
on the rooftop in the middle of the habitat, when Mosi 
made his way over from a hammock on the other side of 
the habitat to hover on a nearby rope. At first he didn’t 
do anything except hover – at this point Amare and Mosi 
were both glaring at each other, both expecting something 
to happen. True to form, Mosi eventually jumped onto 
the roof, baring his teeth at Amare and starting to wrestle 
with him. The fight ended with Amare running off the 
roof to avoid Mosi. After he left, Mosi headed back to his 
hammock, at which point Amare resumed his position on 
the roof.

(I can’t remember how many minutes passed before this 
next incident happened. I would guess 5-10 minutes?)

The interaction pretty much repeats itself. As soon as 
Amare is lying down to rest again, Mosi is back up in his 
space. At first Mosi is simply crowding Amare’s personal 
space without doing anything, but it inevitably devolves 
once more into bared teeth, pushing, swiping, and hitting. 
This time it looks like Amare is making more of an effort 
to protect his “ownership” of the rooftop space. Amare 
is fighting from the edge of the roof and Mosi is fighting 
from the ropes nearby. See sequence of photos 1 - 4.

(The transitions between each of the little sequences that 
I’ve written about in my notes aren’t clear, so I can’t tell if 
this next story happened immediately after or not.)

 Once Mosi has “taken over” the roof, Amare goes over to 
the hammock that Mosi had been resting in. Ten seconds 
later, Mosi is back at the hammock trying to provoke 
Amare again. As Amare moves back to the roof, I think I 
see him look back at Mosi before getting up on it again.

Umande on his own While Mosi and Amare are duking 
it out, Umande has been quite peaceful and undisturbed 
in his own little world. For much of the second half of my 
observation he was lying on the ground clutching a pile 
of hay, leisurely eating lettuce. Sometimes I could see him 
watching the other two gorillas, but for the most part it 
seemed like he couldn’t care less. — Again, in comparison, 
I noticed that Amare seemed to be more “on guard,” always 
looking to see where the other two gorillas were in relation 
to himself.

1:26p – Umande resting in the right corner of the habitat, 
close to the fake hollowed out tree that protrudes from the 
glass on the gallery side, popular with young children who 
crowd around to take a closer look at the gorillas
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GENERAL INSIGHTS/OBSERVATIONS
Mosi as the bully. I was surprised to see Mosi as Amare’s 
unabashed instigator and antagonizer. Amare is the 
largest of the three bachelors sharing the main space 
together, yet he is clearly the one getting bullied. I wonder 
if this has anything to do with Mosi and Umande being 
a unit and Amare missing his other half, Azizi? From my 
past observations, I am aware that Mosi likes to play with 
others, but I didn’t get the feeling that that was what he 
was doing provoking Amare the way he did. It felt more 
like he was challenging Amare to battle than teasing him 
in a bid to play, the way he acted around Umande when it 
was just the two of them.

Privileged spaces Based on the way that I saw Umande 
and Mosi both linger at the entryway closest to the glass, 
I would hypothesize that it might be a popular space. 
When the gorillas are chasing each other, they are rapidly 
passing through inside/outside spaces. In most instances, 
I saw a gorillas staying at the entryway for a prolonged 
duration immediately following the end of one of these 
chases. I wonder if it signals that gorilla’s desire to put an 
end to the chasing?

Our class discussion about vacancy chains was timely for 
this observation. It raised questions about the way Mosi 
and Amare try to protect their space from one another.  
As the less powerful individual, I watched Amare leave the 
rooftop where he was resting and only return to it after it 
was apparent that Mosi didn’t want to fight him anymore. 
In a position of power, I also saw Mosi kick Amare out of  
a hammock that he himself had recently vacated. 

In a previous discussion, Chris mentioned that the tree 
stump was a popular place because bachelors before this 
group (indeed their fathers) also used to fight for the right 
to sit up there. It makes me curious about what the social 
hierarchy of places is in the habitat. Is the rooftop actually 
seen as not that important of a space, hence Amare being 
able to claim it for his own? (Which is actually in contrast 
to what I noticed in the other habitat, where it looks like  
the rooftop is popular with everyone.)

Witnessing Amare being constantly displaced from the 
areas in the habitat he tries to rest and noting the way he 
tries to be cognizant of where the others are located, it 
becomes obvious that he is the first individual in the troop 

who must stop what he wants to do, letting the others 
impose their will on him.

Was I surprised? As mentioned before, I did not expect 
Mosi to have such free reign over Amare. I knew that of 
the three, Umande held the most respect and power. I 
expected him to use that power to impose his desires on 
the others more than what I saw. Rather than Umande 
being the bully, making others adjust their activities 
around what he wanted to do, Umande seemed content 
to be alone, without the others bothering him that much. 
I am still very curious what will happen when Azizi 
is reintroduced and how the zookeepers will help to 
facilitate that process.

Disrupting the existing status hierarchy… The most 
obvious disruption to the bachelor troop’s current status 
hierarchy would be to re-introduce Azizi to the mix, but 
aside from that… I’ve noticed that the different objects 
in the habitat serve to create spaces and boundaries 
within the habitat. There is a space where Umande rests 
undisturbed, an area that Amare tries to protect as his 
own, only because the physical structures in the habitat 
make each space different from the other. These objects 
(tree stumps, branches, bunches of hay, hammocks, 
rooftops, etc.) can also function as props that separate 
each individual’s personal space. An example is the way 
that Umande clutched a pile of hay against his stomach as 
if it were a blanket.

I’m not saying it would be enjoyable (in fact, it would 
probably be the opposite), but I’m willing to bet the 
balance in the troop would be greatly disturbed if you 
removed all these artifacts from the habitat. What if the 
space were just that – a big empty wide open space with 
nothing in there for anyone to possess, fight over, hide 
behind, play with? Not only would it be impossible for 
the gorillas to avoid being in each other’s line of sight, 
but there would be no way for them to distinguish the 
difference between “here” and “there.” In the absence of 
anything to distract themselves from each other, or any 
means to separate some small space for each person, what 
would affects would it have on the interactions between 
each gorilla? My guess is that it would provoke more 
fighting and it wouldn’t be so easy for one individual (ie 
Umande), to slide by under the radar of the others.
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REFLECTION ON THE PROCESS:
This assignment was a joy. I really, really enjoyed the 
unstructured nature of this session. I felt less under 
pressure to record things on a strict interval and thus better 
able to notice the bigger picture type of themes emerging 
over the course of the full hour. I also found it more natural 
to try writing out full, descriptive passages to describe 
certain events when I could take as much time as I needed 
to capture all the detail I felt necessary to jog my memory 
for the write up.
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1:27p - 1:32p
Sequence of Mosi (right) moving over to 
instigate a fight with Amare (left)

Note the change of stances between the 
first and second photos– at first, Amare 
is submissive (he was resting!) and Mosi 
is leaning forward aggressively. Less than 
a minute later, in photo 2, Amare is the 
aggressor, leaning forward to protect his 
space on the roof. Mosi seems to have 
stopped his charge forward, at least 
momentarily. Then as they fight, Mosi is 
still relegated to fighting from the ropes, 
Amare not wanting to give any ground 
on the roof where he fights from – at a 
higher vantage point that Mosi too.

1

2

3

4
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Field note scans
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