
7.8 (Alia Fadel) This student starts with an overview of the session including excellent 
reflections on the concepts of status and power.  Notice how carefully she distinguishes 
between that of which she was more and less certain throughout the report.  Note also 
how she selected certain critical events for careful analysis – and stunning graphic re-
presentation – rather than provide a complete, less carefully analyzed laundry list of what 
she saw.   
 
Of course, no report like this can fail to be enhanced by an anecdote of gorilla flirtation – 
in this case, of one female playfully throwing lettuce at the big guy in hopes that he will 
like her back – which, as it turns out, he did.  Four months and one week after this 
happened, Bahati gave birth to Kwan’s daughter, Bella.  Unbeknownst to us, the lettuce-
thrower was quite pregnant at the time of this session.  This tiny event, recorded and 
serving as a puzzling moment in this researcher’s report, is thus an excellent reminder of 
how what we see at any given moment in the field has a past and a future that we might 
not ever imagine. 
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Exercise (7):  

Today will be an extended, free-form observation session. Note when you begin and end your session, but 

don’t restrict yourself to pre-determined moments of observation. Today, 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 is 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 in manifests in your subjects’ lives. 

Option I. Track any instances in which one individual seems to assert power over other. These may be 

seen 1) when a less powerful individual refrains from doing what she or he seems to want to do and/or 

change what she/he is doing because of what another individual does, is doing, or wants to do. Such 

instances also include time 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 privilege 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 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 of hierarchy within this group? 

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?  

 

The main focus of this exercise was to identify, understand, and think about the expression of power 

through the whole session. Following the readings, one of the most important challenges of this exercise 

was to differentiate between individuals’ status and power. Status can be defined as the social position of 

a certain individual, however, power can be defined by the conflict moments that may occur when the 

individual with a higher status gets interrupted or disobeyed by another individual from a lower one. 
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Status expression can be understood from each individual’s behavior upon the well-established social 

hierarchy as well as his/her relational-behavior among the troop. However, power expression can be 

understood as the behavior of imposing force by the more powerful individual either physically, 

psychologically, or both.  

During the whole session and upon my earlier observations as well, both individual and relative status 

expression occupied most of the session because I have never seen violent or aggressive behaviors driven 

by conflicts as a way for power expression (may be such behaviors took place at times I was not 

watching). In addition, I understand that the social hierarchy is exceptionally dominated by Kwan, yet in 

non-aggressive manner (maybe because there were no conflicts that could create opportunities for power 

expression, or perhaps there were several moments of conflicts that took place on the past when the troop 

was still at its earlier stages. Also, maybe because the way the habitat was designed to grant him and the 

rest of his troop members enough space within multiple levels, which provide each of the less dominants 

with different possible paths to clear the way for Kwan without interrupting him. Moreover, the design 

itself features many special spots at both the ground level and the upper level as well, yet the choice was 

always made by Kwan before anyone else to determine his favorite zones). Although the act of power 

expression was less expected due to the less possibility of conflict, the evident of power was highly 

anticipated rather than the literal expression of it. Authority and social hierarchy were the main regulators 

for individuals’ interaction among the family troop members during all my previous sessions and this 

session as well. Accordingly, I can say that visible conflicts are only one juncture for individual power to 

be expressed or tested. Superiority is clear in social authority even without having the chance to observe 

an actual moment of conflict.  

Moreover, when I focused during the session on both individual status and power (I may say evident of 

power upon possible earlier conflicts that I have not had the chance to attend, observe or document), I 

realized that Kwan was the one main powerful individual due to his being the only silverback, the troop 

leader, the father for both Nayembi and Patty and all the associated responsibilities with such important 

status. His status was unquestionable and evident of his power took place very frequent and in different 

forms, including; his dominance of the ground level (yet without being aggressive with the rest of his 

troop members), all the females clear the way for him when he started moving towards any of his favorite 

spots (even they moved before he reached the intended spot itself!), and if any female wanted to 

temporary move through any of his favorite spots she needed to wait till he moved to another spot. 
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(Babies, particularly Nayembi were exception at many cases; they moved way closer to him even at any of 

his favorite spots. Yet, I noticed that when he moved each make sure she cleared the way for him and 

went closer to her mother). 

Also, observing the individual and relative status and/ or evident of power between the three females was 

very interesting aspect of this session.  From my previous observations, I noticed that Bahati was not 

involving with the rest of the troop as much as the other two females. (I always assumed that she is way 

in the bottom of the troop social hierarchy. I wondered if her status was determined due to the fact that 

she is the only female without a baby, or because Kwan hardly be in contact with her and she seems to me 

the least favorite of his females, or maybe she expressed unaccepted social behaviors at certain past 

situations that I have no idea about. Although, I always wondered if her low status was determined by all 

the previous, during this session, I noticed that she was expressing a degree of evident of power, for 

instance: she once and suddenly through a lettuce at Kwan’s head, and he did nothing at all! Also she 

kept her resting spot without any interruption till she decided to leave it, meanwhile Rolie -which is the 

obviously way higher status female at the troop- stayed till she left to take her spot for a while!) Although 

Kwan was never close to her at any of the previous sessions, at this session, he spent several minutes 

sitting up high on one of the bamboos very next to her spot! (I’m wondering if the unusual attention from 

Kwan to her, which may be it already started to happen earlier, but this was the first time I notice this 

behavior from Kwan, was the reason for her increased evident of power. May be it is only temporary 

situation that will never qualify her to elevate her status or become higher al the female hierarchy).   

As this session was a free unstructured observation session, I decided to focus my attention on the critical 

moments that I thought it was expressing status, evident of power or both and document only the 

individuals’ behavior at those moments. According to my observations and documented notes during the 

session, I believe that there are certain aspects of the hierarchy within the troop that were confirmed 

through the session, however, there are other aspects that complicated my earlier understanding. Status 

and evident of power of Kwan, Rolie, Bana, and the babies were very close to what I anticipated 

according to my earlier observation sessions, however, Bahati’s social behaviors -both individual and 

relative- were unexpected for me (or maybe it was always there, but I’m the one who was focusing on 

other more active members along the temporal and spatial aspects during my observation sessions more 

than noticing her!).    
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Kwan was sitting at the ground level very next to the habitat right edge. Meantime, Rolie was sitting 

upward (at his new favorite spot, maybe she is the only one who can sit there when Kwan is not resting 
there!). She suddenly moved fast to the left side without touching the ground as she jumped over the 

giant bamboos and several ropes (she totally cleared the way for Kwan). Immediately, Kwan was 

climbing upward and rested at the middle high part. (It seemed to me that Rolie felt that Kwan would 
want his spot back and her time there was over even before he moved. I’m wondering if this is resulted 
from an internal subconscious structure of time, or she just felt that he was about to move!).   

Critical Moments 

(10:30) 

Kwan  

Rolie 

(1) 

(2) 

 (10:30) 

Kwan  

Bana 

Patty 

Nayembi  

Kwan moved suddenly to the ground level. At the same moment, both Patty and Nayembi climbed fast 

upward. However, Bana was sitting at the ground (yet, not close to Kwan’s another favorite spot at the 
giant bamboo zone) and she remained seated (she didn’t moved away, maybe because she was not 

interrupting his movement path by anyway. Meantime, her social status must allow her to be at the 
ground level at the same time as Kwan and also at the same right side of their habitat).   

(1) 

(2) 
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Kwan moved slowly towards the left side. Meantime, Bahati didn’t move (she wasn’t interrupting his 
movement path or sitting at one of his favorite spots). However, Kwan paused and looked at her. 

Immediately, she moved upward to the very right side of the habitat at the higher part. When she moved, 

she took a faraway path from Kwan. (I think this is a clear indication of her status among the troop! 
Kwan seemed as if just wanted to remind her to move).    

 (10:37) 

Kwan  

Bana 

Bahati 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(1) 

(2) 

(6) 

(3) 

(5) 

(4) 

Kwan kept moving after Bahati climbed upward. He came very close to Rolie who didn’t move or clear 

the way for him. She gave him a focused look, and then he moved farther from her! (Although it was 
always clear that Rolie enjoys a high social status, this was an expected behavior from both Kwan and 
Rolie. She seemed, in this particular situation, more powerful than him!). Afterwards, she moved 

towards the habitat middle area. Both paused for a minute, then Kwan moved to the right side, and Rolie 

moved after him to the left side. 

 (10:37 to 10:43) 

Kwan  

Rolie  
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(1) 

Kwan, Bana and Patty were at the ground level. Patty was moving around and playing next to Kwan, 

Bana and Kwan were resting. Suddenly, Bahati threw lettuce at Kwan’s head! He almost didn’t care at 

all! (She seemed that she wanted to attract his attention. I’m wondering if Kwan was insisting in ignoring 
her as a reminder to her status, or if he really didn’t care, or maybe he just wanted to avoid any possible 
conflict with her!). Afterwards, Bana left her spot for the first time since the session started and moved 

towards the habitat left side. Patty followed her and Kwan too (maybe he wanted to be far from Bahati 
and closer to Bana and her baby). Although, Patty was just playing next to Kwan few minutes ago, when 

he approached her while he was following Bana, she moved very fast to her mother and away from him. 

(Maybe she understood that there was no problem to play next to Kwan as long as she was not 
interrupting what he was doing, yet she had to clear the way for him as fast as she can when he wanted 
to move in certain direction).     

(2) 

(5) 

(4) 

(3) 

(6) 

(7) 

 (10:44 to 10:49) 

Kwan  

Bana 

Patty 

Bahati  
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(10:58 to 11:01) 

Kwan rested at the upper middle part and Bahati was resting at 

the very upper right side of their habitat. Kwan started moving 

slowly to the right side and sat on the giant bamboos very next 

to where Bahati was resting! (One of the most unexpected 

moments for me; I have never seen Kwan that close to Bahati! 

I think that Bahati’s behaviors are surprising, and the way the 

rest of the troop react to her behaviors are even more 

surprising. At my earlier observations, I was sure that she was 

quiet with minimal influence on the troop, sometimes I felt she 

was neglected from all the rest. I still believe that her social 

status is very low; however, I definitely think there is certain 

evident of power in her behavior. I’m wondering from where she got this hidden power, which highly 

contrasted with her very clear low status. Maybe she gained it from the way everyone else, including 

Kwan himself, avoiding her or at least avoiding any possible conflicts with her. Though, Kwan spent 

duration of three minutes sitting very close to her…upon his free will! This made me think that maybe 

Kwan unexpected temporary attention to her occurred more frequent lately, which gave her certain 

influence. I’m also wondering about the age as a factor in determining both status and power of a certain 

member in the troop; Bahati is the oldest female, yet she came at the bottom of the troop hierarchy, 

meantime her behaviors expressed evident of power! Moreover, I’m wondering about Kwan himself. His 

superior position and high social status are clearly evident, yet he made four different moves with his 

females that brought my attention regarding his power expression. Firstly, the way he followed Rolie and 

changed his spot after she looked at him, then the way he didn’t react at all after Bahati threw the lettuce 

at him, also the way he followed Bana and Patty, and finally the way he went so close to Bahati.).   

During this session I realized that the relationship between status hierarchy and power expression or at 

least the evident of power is very complicated and not as simple or direct as I expected before.  I think 

that if I want to disturb the troop members’ status hierarchy there are several possible changes. Perhaps it 

will be more as discovery experimental changes rather than one single change not only to alter the social 

status, but also to understand each individual’s power expression. Those experiments will evolve under 

three main concepts. The first concept proposes creating possible opportunities for conflicts by several 
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experimental methods, which must occur once at a time. The first experiment under the conflict concept is 

to remove all the spatial shortcuts (ropes and bamboos) to test how the troop members will move through 

the space and how the females and kids will clear the way for Kwan, and if they didn’t or couldn’t clear it 

fast enough what would happen. The second experiment under the same concept is to remove all the high 

structures that every member of the troop will be at the same ground level at the same time. How Kwan 

will handle the situation of sharing his highly dominated ground level with his females and the kids as 

well. Will he remained as tolerant as he is right now, or he will make sure to remind his troop members 

with his superior social status by creating frequent moments of conflict to demonstrate his power 

expression? The third experiment under the conflict concept is to decrease the habitat space. Is it possible 

that certain conflicts may take place between Kwan and the rest of his troop and/or between the female 

gorillas themselves due to the effect of being crowded, or they will sort it out easily among themselves?  

The second concept proposes temporarily relocating certain members of the troop to examine how the 

rest will behave at each case. The first experiment under the relocating concept is to create a new favorite 

spot for Kwan at the habitat outdoor extension, also his favorite food can be added to insure his stay for 

enough time to create the experiment and observe the female gorillas’ behaviors. I’m wondering if Rolie 

will be the main character in the absence of Kwan, I’m also wondering if Bahati will let her play this role. 

Or maybe she will not conflict directly with her; instead she will start bothering her to attract her attention 

as she was doing with Kwan. The second experiment under the same concept is to relocate both Patty and 

Nayembi. Will Kwan still favor Rolie and then Bana more that Bahati, or things will change, and their 

social standings will be altered in a way or another?   

The third concept proposes the opposite of the relocating concept, it proposes inhabiting new members to 

the troop to test how the social status of the older members will or will not be affected.  The first 

experiment under the inhabiting concept is imagining hypothetically that Bahati becomes a mother, will 

this make a difference and upgrade her social stand, and if this happened would she ever be as favorable 

as Rolie or even Bana? Will Kwan treat her baby the same way he treats Patty and Nayembi? Will the 

other female gorillas give her a chance to be more integrated and less ignored or avoided? The second 

experiment under the same concept proposes inhabiting a new female gorilla. Will the whole social 

structure of the female gorillas change upon Kwans’ reaction towards this newcomer? How the female 

gorillas will accept her? Will Rolie be as supportive with her as much as she was with Bana, and if yes, 

will she remain supportive if the new female became the most favorable instead of her?     



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


