MAPPING HERS

Studies in Female Dominance

By ANDREA TEJADA,
2022 Communications Intern and DLC STAFF e
lllustrations by KARIE WHITMAN .

ince its inception,
the field of
primatology has
been dominated
by a star-studded
cast of influential
women, from ape
researchers Jane
Goodall and Dian Fossey to the
lemur-loving Alison Jolly, Patricia
Wright, and Dame Alison Richard.

Likewise, the non-human
constituents of the primate order
are notable for their instances of
female dominance. Although many
primates, including Goodall's chimps
and Fossey’'s mountain gorillas, exhibit
male-dominant social structures,
female dominance is encountered
in nearly all strepsirrhines—the
suborder that includes lemurs, lorises,
pottos, bush babies, and tarsiers
and comprises more than 20% of all
primate species.

In nearly all of the 108 species of
lemur, females are the respected
royalty. One wrong look given by a
male lemur to a female could provoke
a smack, hair pull, or a tail yank. And
it's not just the most dominant female
who holds the power: Any female
within the troop, even juveniles, can
outrank any male—including the
breeding (dominant) male.
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Fittingly, the staff at the Duke Lemur
Center is overwhelmingly comprised
of women. In 2015, women held only
28% of all science and engineering
jobs in the U.S., but at the DLC, more
than 80% of staff identify as women.

As a young woman of color pursuing
a career in STEM, I've experienced
personally the challenges of entering
a field dominated by people who
don't look like me. Research has
shown that girls tend to lose interest
in STEM-related careers around age
15 for reasons that include social
pressure, lack of female role models,
and an overall misconception of what
“real world” STEM careers can look
like. My goal in sharing the stories
of the DLC's strong and successful
women is not just to spotlight them
and their achievements, but also
to inspire and encourage others to
follow their dreams with fearlessness
and tenacity.

The advice given to me most often
by these women was that there is no
one “right” way to end up in a career
you love. Learning to accept that
you may not know in advance the
trajectory your career path will take,
has been a common theme in many of
these journeys. | hope that by sharing
these stories we can empower other
women in the exploration and pursuit
of their passions.




ERIN EHMKE, PH.D.

Director of Research
11 Years at the DLC

“When | was younger, | didn't really
know how to pursue a career with
animals,” Erin recalls. “I thought the
only two paths were veterinarian and
zookeeper. | grew up wanting to be
Jane Goodall; I just didn't know how to
become Jane Goodall.”

After graduating high school,

Erin opted to pursue becoming a
veterinarian—and quickly realized that
a pre-vet focus just wasn't for her. She
volunteered in a lab for a professor
studying Old World monkeys, helping
analyze fecal samples for intestinal
parasites. This was Erin’s introduction
to research, and it helped her see a
clearer path toward her career goal.

Ultimately, it was her experience
at a primate sanctuary that solidified
Erin's path. After years of working
at a sanctuary that rescues abused
or unwanted monkeys from the pet
and entertainment industries, “l was
craving to learn how different these
monkeys' behavior was from their wild
counterparts’,” says Erin. “It was then
that | realized: | was ready for my Jane
Goodall moment.”

Through her varied experiences, “I
had learned about opportunities that
I never knew existed that could make
that dream possible,” Erin recalls.
After attending a month-long primate
ecology field school in Panama,
she became a field assistant for an
ongoing study in Suriname. “That
position focused on capuchin monkey
behavioral ecology and gave me the
opportunity to do what | craved:
to experience the natural lives of
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the monkeys | had worked with in
captivity.

“That year was one of the best of
my life. Afterward, | enrolled in a Ph.D.
program in Biological Anthropology
and returned to Suriname for
additional fieldwork. | studied female
support and stress in wild capuchin
monkeys, learning just how important
social bonds are for the health of
primates—humans included.”

Today, Erin’s favorite part of working
at the DLC is her ability to combine all
of her career interests into one role.
“When | was teaching after graduate
school, I loved it, but | missed working
with primates and the excitement
of asking scientific questions and
collecting data to answer them.”

In her role as Director of Research,
Erin combines her passion for student
mentorship with the non-invasive
study of lemurs. “My vision is to
expand our research programs in both
Durham and Madagascar, serving as
a model institution that prioritizes
animal welfare, high-impact research,
and access to opportunities for all
students and scientists.

“When | was younger, | dreamed
of this path but I didnt know how
to achieve it—partly because
| didn't realize the breadth of
opportunities that were out there. |
encourage all students, of any age,
to try new experiences. And | make
it my personal mission to make
opportunities accessible for students
trying to find their own paths.”

“I GREW UP WANTING
TO BE JANE GOODALL;
| JUST DIDN'T KNOW
HOW TO BECOME

JANE GOODALL.”
ERIN EHMKE, PH.D.

JANE GOODALL, Ph.D., DBE
(1934-)

One of the best-known names in primatology,
Goodall pioneered an immersive, hands-on
approach to studying wild chimpanzees in

the forests of Gombe in Tanzania. Her field
observations showed that chimpanzees have
unique personalities, eat meat, wage war, and
make and use tools—"one of the most important
scientific observations of modern times.”

“It was hard for me to believe,” Jane recalled
in an interview with The Guardian in 2010. “At
that time, it was thought that humans, and only
humans, used and made tools. | had been told
from school onwards that the best definition of a
human being was ‘man the tool-maker.’ Yet | had
just watched a chimp tool-maker in action.”

Today, Goodall travels the world raising public
awareness of wildlife and conservation, and her
Gombe Stream Research Centre has launched the
careers of hundreds of primatologists—many of
them women who have played a leading role in
the study of chimps and other great apes.

Said Gilbert Grosvenor, chairman of The
National Geographic Society: “Jane Goodall's
trailblazing path for other women primatologists
is arguably her greatest legacy.”

Goodall's vast
collection of field
data, chronicling
nearly 50 years of
research in Gombe,
is housed at Duke
University.
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LAURA ELLSAESSER, D.V.M.

Veterinarian

5 Years at the DLC

“I've always been drawn to zoos,
wildlife, and conservation,” says
Laura. “l knew from a young age that
| wanted to be a veterinarian.” She
tailored her education in pursuit of
that goal, graduating from Auburn
University with a B.S. in Zoology

and Wildlife Biology and accepting a
husbandry internship with the Lemur
Conservation Foundation.

“In Florida, | became fascinated with
lemurs and developed a soft spot for
mongoose lemurs in particular,” she
recalls. “When | started vet school at
North Carolina State University,

I knew the DLC was just down the
road. Initially | hoped to volunteer, but
a busy school schedule didn’t permit
that, so | took advantage of every
class and rotation that brought NCSU
students to the Lemur Center.”

In doing so, Laura developed a
strong professional relationship with
DLC veterinarian Bobby Schopler,
D.V.M., Ph.D., who encouraged her
to stay involved at the Lemur Center
even after completing her degree.

After earning her D.V.M., Laura
completed a year-long internship in
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small animal medicine and surgery at
Texas A&M University. While there,
she worked closely with a nearby zoo,
indulging her interest in wild animals
while honing her skills in dog and cat
medicine and surgery.

Her next position, as a small animal
ER doctor in Virginia, not only brought
her closer to home but also had a
highly appealing schedule. “I had
every third week off,” says Laura.
“What better way to spend that week
than by driving to the Triangle to visit
friends and spending time with the
veterinary department at the DLC?"
The DLC's veterinary team welcomed
these trips and invited Laura to assist
whenever she was available.

Two years later, she received a
call from Bobby. “He told me the
staff veterinarian position was
opening up at the DLC,” Laura
remembers. “| was floored. He had
invited me to apply for my dream job.
This is the stuff that happens in the
movies. It was unbelievable.”

After a three-month application
and interview process, Laura’s dream
came true. She's been with the DLC
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for five years, and “I couldn't be
happier!”

Even though she knew early on that
dog and cat medicine wasn't for her,
Laura values the jobs and internships
she held before coming to the DLC,
as those positions gave her the
opportunity to practice clinical skills
that are all applicable to lemur health
and care. There is no handbook for
lemur veterinary medicine, and the
Lemur Center's veterinarians draw
upon their experience with domestic
animals while working closely with
husbandry staff, researchers, and
small animal specialists to determine
the best courses of action for
many of the more challenging lemur
health issues.

That challenge is part of the
appeal for Laura, and she's happy to
be working in such a collaborative
environment. Her advice for people
interested in non-traditional career
paths? “There’s no one way to do it,
and that can be really intimidating.
Just dive in and chase anything
that's interesting to you, and see
what sticks!”

LAURA ELLSAESSER, D.V.M.

MEGAN MCGRATH

Education Programs Manager
6 Years at the DLC

The one thing Megan knew she didn't
want to be when she grew up? A
teacher. “The irony is not lost on me,”
says Megan. “l thought of education
as a narrow, specific field—a teacher
in a classroom, as opposed to the
exciting, informal education we do at
the DLC.”

A driven and motivated kid, Megan
was always interested in animals. “I
was christened ‘The Encyclopedia of
Useless Animal Information’ by one of
my good friends,” she laughs. Yet she
never connected her love of animals
to the field of science. “To me, science
was just microbiology and looking
through a microscope.”

As an undergrad, Megan
opted to study Psychology and
International Studies. After finishing
an independent research study her
senior year, she discovered to her
dismay that she didn't enjoy the
process of research—upending her
dreams of an eventual Ph.D. in Psych.
“It was a real blow to realize that what
| thought | was going to do, | didn't
like. | felt like a failure.”

That same year, Megan had
accepted an animal care internship at
the Conservators Center, a nonprofit
wildlife education center focused on
large carnivores such as lions, tigers,
and wolves. “It became increasingly
clear to me how invested | was in
my unpaid internship versus the
research | was supposed to be doing
in psychology,” she recalls. “I was
more excited to wake up at dawn to
scoop lion poop than | was to write
my honors thesis.”

In retrospect, Megan says, “I

wasn't a failure; psychology was just
the wrong path for me. It's okay to
acknowledge when something you
thought you wanted, something
you've worked toward, just doesn't
feel right.

“I had no idea how heavily my own
expectations had been weighing on
me. It took a long time to let them
go, but once | did, | felt an immediate
release. | could move on.”

Megan didn't apply to Ph.D.
programs. Instead, after graduation,
she juggled three animal-related,
part-time positions: animal care at the
Conservators Center, pet sitting, and
front-desk assistance at a veterinary
office. “It was tough, but it allowed
me to explore my career interests
until | could find something full-time,”
she says. “l was fortunate to have
supportive parents.”

Ultimately Megan progressed from
keeper to tour guide to Education
Programs Supervisor, overseeing
all tours and special events at the
Conservators Center. She joined the
Lemur Center in 2016 after the DLC's
then-Education Manager, who was
moving into a new role, notified her
of the opening and encouraged her to
apply.

“Treat every interaction as a job
interview,” says Megan. “If | hadn't
met the previous manager through
environmental education events,

I never would've applied for this
position. This is a small field, and

we want to see each other succeed.
We're all happy to recommend
wonderful people we've worked with
as candidates for great roles.”

MEGAN MCGRATH
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KARIE WHITMAN

Fossil Preparator
2 Years at the DLC

“There’s no degree for this job. It just
kind of happened,” laughs Karie, who
began her undergraduate education
on a pre-med track, which required
employment in a campus laboratory.
After interviewing for numerous
positions, she was hired by a fossil
lab to make casts of whale bones—a
chance job that served unexpectedly
as the foundation for her career.
After graduating from the University
of Michigan with a B.S. in Ecology and
Evolutionary Biology, Karie traveled
to the Buckeye State to pursue a
master's degree in Environmental
Studies at Ohio University. For

DIAN FOSSEY, Ph.D.
(1932-1985)

her master’s thesis, she worked in
Madagascar studying rice agriculture,
collaborating with the Peace Corps on
educating local communities about
sustainable and efficient farming
techniques. After publishing her
thesis, Karie received a Fulbright
grant to continue her research and
outreach to local Malagasy farming
populations.

After returning from Madagascar,
Karie received a call from Dr. Matt
Borths, Curator of Fossils at the DLC
Museum of Natural History. He and
Karie had met in OU's fossil lab, and
he invited her to apply for an opening

A leading authority on mountain gorillas, Fossey
patiently habituated wild gorillas to her presence
so she could gather data on their behavior,

communication, and social structure.

After the poaching of a gorilla named Digit,

Fossey used increasingly drastic (and today, highly
controversial) methods of deterring poachers to protect
the endangered gorillas of the Virunga mountains.

She was murdered in her cabin on December 1985,
likely by the poachers she had fought for so long.

The Karisoke Research Center, which Fossey founded
in Rwanda in 1967, continues her work with wild
mountain gorillas. Today, Nadia Niyonizeye, a research
assistant at the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund, is one of the
new generation of scientists studying and protecting
the descendants of Fossey's beloved great apes.
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for a fossil preparator at the DLC. She
was hired in 2020.

Today, working at the Lemur Center
enables Karie to embrace additional
roles such as designing exhibits for
the fossil museum and infographics
for educational projects, including
illustrations featured in this article;
as well as maintaining contact with
partner individuals and organizations
in Madagascar. “One thing that always
comes up with my career journey
is that you can do lots of things at
once,” says Karie—and that suits her
perfectly.

Niyonizeye, along with
Goodall, Fossey, and
Galdikas, is profiled in the
documentary She Walks
with Apes (2020). Learn
more at trimatesdoc.com.

SARA SORRAIA

Director of Communications
6 Years at DLC

Sara is the daughter of a seventh-
generation farmer, an all-around
farm kid hailing from the Appalachian
foothills of southern Ohio. Her
parents’ neighbors are Amish. “If
you'd told 12-year-old me that
someday I'd be a communications
director at a globally-ranked
university just outside the ‘Silicon
Valley of the East,’ | wouldn't have
believed you,” she laughs.

She started taking college classes
after her sophomore year of high
school: They were free, thanks to an
agreement with the local schools—
and finances were a big factor for
the family. She banked all the credits
she could and, later, finished her BA
in a swift three years, concentrating
in the eminently practical field of...
classics. “I couldn't resist,” says Sara.
“l like my artwork ancient and my
languages dead.”

At the time, she wanted to be a
professor. But she was painfully shy,
and she knew she couldn't lecture
in front of a class. Before pursuing
graduate school, “l decided to look for
a job that would force me to talk to
strangers. | opened the classifieds and
a local Nissan dealership was hiring
salespeople. | applied and surprise! |
was hired.”

She sold Nissan cars and trucks for
three years. That experience—sales,
negotiation, customer service, even
repping Nissan at auto shows—was
invaluable. She didn't know it then,
but it would form the foundation of
her future career.

Sara enrolled in graduate school
at Duke in 2007. “I was probably the
only Blue Devil who could read in four
languages, hawk a pickup truck, AND
castrate a goat,” she jokes. “Around

the same time, my parents put our
land in a conservation program and
planted 17,000 trees in former cattle
fields. My brother began transitioning
to organic farming, and Dad became
interested in bobwhite quail
conservation. | began to understand
more deeply the importance of caring
for the land and the wild creatures it
supports.”

After graduating from Duke
(where her thesis focused on the
“language” of art in the Middle Ages),
Sara co-managed an undergraduate
admissions department before
accepting a position in sales,
marketing, and editorial development
at Oxford University Press. Later, she
managed tours, visitor relations, and
special events at Duke University
Chapel for four years before joining
the DLC in 2016.

“My professional background grew
into a blend of sales and marketing
and interfacing with the public, which
transitioned perfectly into my ‘dream
job" here at the Lemur Center,” says
Sara. “Now, for the first time in my
life, 'm working at a job that unifies
the two worlds that | live in and love—
professional and personal. Not only
am | back around animals, but | get to
use the skills I've developed over the
past 16 years to help spread the word
about lemurs.”

Her advice? “Be insatiably curious.
Ask questions. | heard once that in
every interaction, you're there either
to learn or to teach. Sometimes both,
of course; but wherever you are,
always think about the things you
can learn. Those experiences can
have surprising impacts on your
future career.”

"l WAS PROBABLY
THE ONLY BLUE DEVIL
WHO COULD READ IN
FOUR LANGUAGES,
HAWK A PICKUP
TRUCK, AND CASTRATE

A GOAT."
SARA SORRAIA
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AMANDA MAZZA

Data Manager and Registrar
3 Years at the DLC

Amanda Mazza originally set out to
pursue a career as an animal rights
lawyer. But jobs in that field were
scarce, and no other field of law
interested her; so Amanda, ever
practical, explored other options.
Although intrigued by primatology,
evolution, and biology, Amanda
struggled with math, and teachers
and counselors discouraged her from
pursuing a career in STEM. “Even
though | fully believed I'd never have
a job in this field, | was still passionate
about it,” she recalls. Nevertheless,
she strayed from the sciences and
earned a bachelor's degree in history.
After several long years as a
substitute teacher, Amanda obtained

a position in public health, later
earning a Master of Public Health
from West Chester University's
College of Health Sciences. By that
time, Amanda was working full-time
running a program that provided
assistance to those with HIV—a
program she describes as her “biggest
achievement in public health.”

A major component of that position
was data management, and Amanda
realized she wasn't as bad at math as
her advisors had convinced her she
was. She used math and statistics
daily; it was just presented in a way
that was easier for her to understand.
After a promotion to a supervisory
role, Amanda missed the data

management aspect of her work,
and an opening for Data Manager
and Registrar at the DLC caught her
attention.

Amanda has now been with the
DLC for three years, working with all
departments to create databases that
store a wide variety of information on
all the strepsirrhines housed at the
Lemur Center, and striving constantly
to devise new ways to organize the
data. “Looking back, it makes sense
that all the skills that | developed in
public health were applicable here. |
was told years ago as a kid that this
would never happen for me, but here
[am!”

BIRUTE GALDIKAS, Ph.D.

MEG DYE, MSc

Curator of Behavioral Management and Welfare

11 Years at the DLC

“| always wanted to do something
with animals,” says Meg, “but as a kid,
I wasn't sure what that would entail.”
When the Monterey Bay Aquarium
opened nearby, Meg was in high
school and was hired as a cashier.

“l learned | did not want to be

a cashier,” she laughs, “but the
aquarium was fascinating.”

When she enrolled at the University
of California, Irvine, Meg didn't have
a solid plan yet for her future. She
became increasingly interested in
marine biology and, after two years
at UC Irvine, transferred to the
University of California, Santa Cruz.
She'd been drawn to UCSC's Joseph
M. Long Marine Laboratory, a facility
for non-invasive research much like
the Duke Lemur Center. “That's where
everything clicked,” Meg says.

At the Long Marine Lab, Meg
learned the principles of positive
reinforcement training through her
involvement with a sea lion cognition
project. “l was introduced to training

and given hands-on experience
working with marine mammals, and
the rest is history!”

After graduation, Meg worked for
ten years as a lead dolphin trainer
at the Shedd Aquarium in Chicago,
then launched a consulting business
specializing in positive reinforcement
training in zoos. At the same time,
the Duke Lemur Center launched a
training program to complement its
husbandry and non-invasive research
projects. The DLC's then-Director, Dr.

Anne Yoder, hired Meg as a consultant

for five years, then as a full-time staff
member in 2011.

Today, Meg holds a master’s degree
in Animal Welfare, Ethics, and Law
and oversees the DLC's behavioral
management program. In doing so,
she collaborates across departments
to promote positive animal welfare—
a top organizational priority of the
DLC, and a key component of the
highest quality lemur care.

"l WAS INTRODUCED TO
TRAINING AND GIVEN
HANDS-ON EXPERIENCE
WORKING WITH MARINE
MAMMALS, AND THE
REST IS HISTORY!"

MEG DYE, MSc

(1946-)

A Lithuanian-Canadian scientist, conservationist,

and educator, Galdikas studies orangutans in

Tanjung Putting Reserve in Indonesian Borneo. UC Irvine o

Her biography on orangutan.org notes that iV Ul Rﬁiﬁ
“before she left the U.S., she was told by her mimrmn CENTER
professors and others that it ‘couldn’t be done’; i . __=n

she wouldn't be able to study orangutans in

the wild. They were too elusive and wary, living
almost entirely in deep swamps.” But Galdikas
shattered that belief, spending more than 40
years in Borneo—the longest continuous study
by one principal investigator on any wild mammal
in the world.

U Sil'_l!i Cruz
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Jolly was a member
of the Duke Lemur
Center's Board of

Visitors and its
External Scientific
Advisory Committee.
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Primatologist and conservationist Alison
Jolly pioneered in-depth field research
on lemurs in Madagascar. Her discovery
of female dominance in ring-tailed
lemurs—and, as it turned out, most
other species of lemur—"upended
a bedrock assertion in evolutionary
biology,” the New York Times reported in
her obituary in 2014.

Prior to Jolly's field studies in the
1960s, it was believed that males
dominated females in every primate

species, including humans. But in
ring-tailed lemurs, Jolly wrote in Lemur
Behavior: A Madagascar Field Study,
“all females, whether dominant or
subordinate in the female hierarchy,
are dominant over all males.”
Elsewhere in the text, she referred
to subordinate males as the “Drones’
Club.”
In some primate species, like
mountain gorillas, males are larger than
females, making it visually apparent

which sex has the upper hand.
Lemurs, however, are monomorphic:
There are few physical differences
between males and females.

Female lemurs may be the same
size as their male counterparts,
but they don't need to throw their
weight around to get priority access
to food and safe sleeping spots. Acts
of dominance like tail pulling, chuffs,
bites, and other agonistic gestures
keep male lemurs in line, and it's clear
by the males' submissive behavior
that they know who's in charge.

Dominance in the lemur world
usually means not having to share.
“Females have social, spatial, and
feeding priority over males,” Jolly
observed.

But with great power comes great
responsibility. Lower-ranking females

are likely to challenge the current
dominant female at some point, and
these transfers of power between
females are rarely peaceful, and
sometimes deadly. Dominant females
may also have to deal with the added
stressors of defending their territory
from other groups, chasing off
unwelcome outsiders, and bearing the
brunt of reproduction.

So what are the benefits to being
dominant at all, female or not? There
are a number of theories on how
dominance develops and why it is
beneficial, but nearly all behavioral
strategies boil down to one thing:
babies. Female lemurs are the
primary caretakers of their infants:
After birth, they carry the babies
around on their bellies and backs
and nurse them for up to six months,

“THIS WAS A REAL
SURPRISE TO PEOPLE
IN THE '60S. FEMALE
LEADERS WERE STILL
SO RARE. AND HERE
COMES A WOMAN
PRESENTING A MODEL OF
PRIMATES WHERE THE
FEMALES ARE LEADERS-
EFFECTIVE LEADERS.”

PATRICIA WRIGHT, PH.D.

quoted in the New York Times in
remembrance of Jolly’s life and work
February 19,2014

Pictured: Sprite, the dominant lemur
in her troop, carries her twins on her back.
Photo by David Haring.

all of which requires a great deal of
energy. Without preferential access
to the best resources, the mother
may not maintain her strength well
enough to keep her baby healthy, or
may become so weak that her own
future reproductive capabilities are
compromised.

Whereas many primate social
strategies employ dominant males
to act as protectors to their female
counterparts, lemurs keep the
females on the front lines, relying
on their strength and aggression to
keep themselves and their infants
safe. There's much to learn about
dominance structures in primates, but
in lemurs it appears that putting mom
in charge gives her and her infants a
better chance of survival. &
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