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In 1993 extremely violent internal conflicts shook the Federation of the Shuar and Achuar. This is the political organization of these peoples that comprise about 60.000 persons in the Amazon region of Ecuador. The altercations revolved mainly about the president of the federation, who was reproached with all kinds of misdemeanours, all kinds of deviant and/or amoral behaviour: He was accused of adultery and cocaine traffic and he was entangled in a web of charges concerning many Shuar at this time: It was claimed that they would kill and decapitate other Shuar and Achuar to produce head-trophies (tsantsa of them, a practice which has ceased to exist about fifty years ago. Allegedly they sold these shrunken heads to the "Gringos" for a high profit. 

But at the plenary assembly of the Centros Shuar-Achuar in February 1994 the president succeeded in convincing the 600 delegates of his integrity through "strong speaking" (kakaram chicham) and thus come out of this heavy crisis with a marked boost to his power. His ability to stick out this conflict strengthened his social and political position and encreased his authority and the respect paid to him. A Shuar teacher who spoke to me about these events, ended his comment with the following words: "The culture of the Shuar is not fit for weak people, it is made for strong people only." 

Today the Shuar and Achuar are characterized - in regionally varying intensity - by a momentous cultural change, a result of the expansion of the nation state and its institutions and the increasing integration of these peoples into the capitalistic market economy. In the course of this development new "arenas of conflict" evolve: The precence of missionaries of various confessions, the pressure emenating from new settlers in the Amazon region, the federations with their new socio-political structures and new positions of power, the educational system, development projects and especially the introduction to the Shuar region of private ownership of land and the law of inheritance connected with it - all of these realms create a multitude of non-traditional areas of conflict. 

The connection between deviant or amoral behaviour, conflict and power, as it manifests itself in the topical case, is laid down in the traditional social order of the Shuar and Achuar. In the following I would like to elucidate how these three spheres concur: Using the example of two "traditional areas of conflict" - shamanism and sexuality - the conceptual preconditions for this relation will be expounded and the social handling of deviant behaviour will be analysed. 

Power and Conflict

In an acephalous society, whose socio-political organisation is determeined to a high degree by individual persons and not by institutions, it is the thoughts and actions of the individual which are at the center of the social structure. Among the Shuar and Achuar, whose traditional social order is situated between Great Men societies and Big Men societies (cf. Godelier & Strathern 1991) this circumstance is connected with a concept of power, which is regarded a personal characteristic of the individual. Rubenstein describes this principle as follows: "Political power among the Shuar, having been neither centralized nor institutionalized, has been considered a quality of individuals. Spiritual power, rather than having been an abstraction of social control, has similarily expressed this individualism." (Rubenstein 1992:13) 

In many American and Oceanic societies power is understood as an inherent quality of people or things (Adams 1977: 389). In the case of the Shuar and Achuar the emphasis on the different abilities of the individuals and their connection to superior, numinose power, establishes a code of social differentiation, which refers primarily to individuals and not to groups of persons, such as kin-groups castes or classes. Thus in this society the complex of abilities and power in combination with age and gender represents the most important criterion for the determination of the position of the individual in his or her social network. 

In this society spiritual and social power are connected with each other. Thus the vision quest forms the precondition for the achievement of power: In the course of visionary rites people can integrate the invisible power Arútam into their body and person. These powers, in their turn, endow them with certain abilities in dealing with their natural and social environment. The man "who has seen" (weimaku) has Arútam-power at his disposal, which is closely connected to the concept of kakarma (strength, power). 

In everyday life, power manifests itself in abilities which permit the individual and his social group of refernce to lead a "good life" (pénker pujústin). The "criteria of good living" - to use Descola's expression - do not only consist of "successful work" and "domestic harmony" (Descola 1986: 380-381).(2) One of the major preconditions for a "good life" is successful conflict management, which plays an important part in everyday life: Only those people who can stand their ground in a conflict, lead a good life. On the one hand this means being able to successfully carry out a conflict, and on the other hand it also comprises a talent for peaceful settlements. The victorious warrior, who kills instead of being killed, the charismatic speaker, who succeeds in creating alliances, the woman, whose strong words settle domestic quarrels, they will all gain their influence in the communiy through their strength in conflicts. 

Especially in the male sphere of life the handling of conflicts represents a crucial element for achieving an influencial position in this society. All the traditional male "positions of leadership" are directed to conflict management: The warrior distinguishes himself by settling a feud by force; the "Great Old Man" (unt) is the center of attention of his followers; his influence endows him with an important vote in deciding about the concrete manner of dealing with conflicts, which reach beyond the local group (for example whether a menber of his alliance-group should carry out a blood revenge or not - cf. Warren's case study 1988 and Bennett-Ross 1984). In armed conflicts he often attains the part of a "warlord", whose duty is the practical and spiritual planning of the campaign. Futhermore shamans, who often occupy a social position of equal rank with the Great Old Men, have repetedly been involved in the creation and the mangement of conflicts (cf. among others Harner 1972, Descola/Lory 1982, Colajani 1983). 

In contrast to this, female power in this society is connected to a greater extent with the woman's role as the provider of food, although conflict management does constitute an important aspect of a woman's mastering of life and her social actions. In this, women attain a vital function in the solution of domestic quarrels for example, and they also performed important duties in the course of traditional warfare. 

Tradtional Contexts of Deviant Behaviour and Conflict

"This is why there were so many wars in the former times ... The issues were not land, or any treasures, or any market, issue was either women or witchcraft."(3) 

The wars referred to in this excerpt from an interview are nothing but the tip of an iceberg. They are an extreme form of conflict management, which comprises a wide range of discourse and social action concerning deviant or amoral behaviour. Women and shamans are always mentioned in one breath as the main causes for the high potential for conflict in this society. Conflicts in connection with unpermitted sexuality and witchcraft can go from misunderstandings or altercations between husband and wife to strained relations between local groups due to accusations of sorcery, and on to armed conflicts between groups of allies. This again could lead to protracted cycles of blood revenge. 

The connection between amoral or deviant behaviour and blood revenge ensues from the conception of shamanic power on the one hand, and the sanctions for adultery on the other hand. In the traditional culture of the Shuar and Achuar adultery represents one of the worst violations of the social order. It endangers the alliances which have been formed through marriage and threatens the stability of the political framework. Fathers and husbands are the authorities who control female sexuality. In the case of an infringement of the rules, it is their duty to impose sanctions. Among other forms of punishment, these can also take the shape of the death of both accessories (cf. Mader & Gippelhauser 1989: 240-246). 

Should one of the two perpetrators be killed in a concrete case, the conflict usually expends to a blood revenge feud. This dynamics is described by a Shuar as follows: 

"You can kill a woman out of jealousy, but then this woman's family will declare war on you. Let's suppose a man had a wife. If another one did not respect this fact, he became jealous. He killed and started a war. Thus war came about and this war was endless, until everybody was dead. (...) So these things have always existed, they still exist today, and they will continue to do so."(4) 

Shamanic power is based on the control over magical darts (tséntsak) and spirit helpers (pasuk), which can bring about illness or cure it. Thus many illnesses are regarded as sorcery (wawek) of an enemy shaman. In the course of his diagnosis the healing shaman, who removes the desease-producing dart, can determine its origin and the idendity of the sorcerer. Should the desease be a fatal one and attributed to a particular shaman, it falls under the law of blood revenge. This can be carried out on a material level, by shooting the respective shaman, or by commissioning a friendly shaman to cast a spell over the sorcerer and thus execute vengeance. As Descola emphasizes in his work on the connection between shamanism and war among the Achuar, shamans play a decisive role in the manipulation of conflicts (Descola & Lory 1982: 108). On the other hand they lead an extremely dangerous life, because time and again they are either at the center of such a conflict or become its victims. 

In this culture the ideological construction of female attraction and shamanic power shows several common factors. Both are conceived as forms of power, whose special distinctions are a great ambivalence regarding the standards of social action: Just like the uwishin can use his power not only for healing but also for bringing about illnesses and calamities, a woman can also, apart from making her husband happy, attract suitors and lovers. Female beauty is always subject to a touch of immorality, while the productive qualities of a woman have a very high social rating. A powerful shaman always presents a potential danger, as he can basically cast a spell over anyone he chooses. 

The ideological connection between attractive women and powerful shamans is laid down in mythology. Thus the Tsunki woman, daughter of the Old Tsunki, lord of the water and the shamanic powers, is at the same time the incarnation of erotic attraction and a symbol of might. Myth tells us that the first shaman attained his knowledge and his power by marrying the beautiful Tsunki. In the course of the symbolism of shamanic power the Tsunki woman is often put on a level with the magic darts (tséntsak), which represent a decisive aspect of this power. This equation is also manifested in chants, which enable the uwishin to call and manipulate his darts. 

Parallels between unpermitted shamanic action (sorcery) and unpermitted sexual relations (adultery) are also manifest regarding the strategies, which form the basis for successful deviant behaviour. Here, the main aspect is the principle of secrecy, which, in connection with amorous relations, is described by a Shuar with the following words, thereby deploring the moral downfall of amoral behaviour: 

"In former times, when you had a lower, this was a matter of outmost secrecy, so it would not be found out. Only the two people concerned were allowed to know, nobody else. No look, no greeting, no smile must betray you. There were experts in this, who could keep their affairs totally secret: They were lovers only when they were alone, but in public nothing was to be seen. My lover can publicly insult me, she can spit in my face, but we both know that we are lovers. But you don't let anything on in front of other peple, thus you avoid death. 

But today, what with the young Shuar, as soon as a young girl grants them a smile, they say: She is my lover! ... The young men talk: She is like this, her body is shaped like that - they make their relationsship a public affair and everybody starts commenting on it. These things, this lack of respect, this is what happens today, whereas in former times nobody knew anything."(5) 

A shaman who causes damage to somebody else, will do so in secret, too. He does not only want to conceal his actions from his social reference group, but, above all, from other shamans, who might publicly accuse him. Thus the chants, which he uses to call upon his powers, contain words which shall prevent his deeds to be perceived by others in the invisible world. Thus, in performing sorcery he shrouds himself in clouds for example, or spiritually changes his appearance, in order to avoid any suspicion to be cast on him. 

The secret of amoral action is opposed by the public discourse of accusations. This emphasizes the amoral character of the respective action, but is itself embedded in a web of conflicts, which result from the biography of the plaintiff and the defendent or their social environment. Here, different conflicts key in with one another, in whose dynamics the social prestige of the concerned parties, as well as ancient hostilities or alliances, as the case may be, play a decisive role. In this context, fending off accusations, the "bad talk", becomes a major part of coping with everyday life. This is effected through personal alliances within the social network, as well as through magic chants (anent), which aim at avoiding any suspicion and any rumours, and at spiritually weakening your enemies.(6) The public discourse of the accused aims at rejecting the accusations and at discrediting the accusers. It also entails the denial of the accusation, as well as a discource of counter-accusations, which blame the opponent with amoral behavior: It is claimed that their "bad talk" is nothing but the result of envy and would only serve their personal inerests. 

Morality, Power and the Management of Deviant Behaviour

The handling of deviant behaviour and the resulting conflicts takes its course in the area of tension between morals and power. The relation between these two domains must be contemplated in the context of the social order of the Shuar and Achuar. 

Their local groups, usually single houses or small clusters of houses, form loosely connected units, which are relatively autonomous from an economic and social point of view; the household constitutes the fundamental element of the socio-economic organization. The socio-political dynamics between these autonomous units is determined by fluctuating groupings of friends and enemies. The make-up of these groups is traditionally based on lose bodies of followers around a Great Old Man (unt). On the one hand such a group is built on kinship, on the other hand it is influenced by alliances or enmities dating from past conflicts. It is renegotiated in any concrete case of conflict, as its make-up determines the strength of the alliance groups and thereby the course of action in the respective case. In this system the execution of sanctions against amoral behaviour is not possible until the concerned person has induced a sufficiantly large group of people to share and defend his position in the conflict, with all the possible consequences. The splitting up of a society into friend and foe relativizes the universal validity of moral principles on another level, too: What is considered as morally deviant behaviour within the alliance groups, can be viewed as correct or at least tolerable towards enemies. This is, among other things, distinctly manifested in the course of shamanic action (c.f. Descola & Lory 1982) or in the significance of "stealing women" in the context of warfare and feuding. 

Thus, among the Shuar and Achuar, concrete individual action is not primarily understood with regard to a collective order, in fact the action merely establishes the order. Social action is informed by concepts of moral values, though these do not represent a universally valid legal norm, instead their application and interpretation is determined by the socio-political dynamics between individuals and groups. Thus, ultimately it is not a codified norm, but a temporary consensus of the concerned persons and their social environment, which determines the social rank of accusations and the actions that follow upon it. 

This permanent remodelling of the concrete social order make the conflict, and thereby also the deviant behaviour producing it, a constituent element of this society. this is closely connected to conceptions of power as a quality of individuals and their connection with conflict management. Whether a loss of power and status is caused by deviant behaviour, depends on the dynamics of the case in question. Thus thre can be winners and losers in one and the same case: To come back to the example mentioned at the beginning - while the president of the federation was able to increase his influence, his "mistress", who could not cope with the pressure of the accusations and her husband's jealousy, left the country. Maybe she lacked a magical song, such as the following one, to fend off the malevolence: 

Like a tucan
On the highest tree
I shall leave my enemies
Way down below me
My enemies
Who gather together
Who spread vile gossip about me
Who enrage me 

I fly with the wind
And show them
Nothing but the tips of my feet
Beaten, thy fall back
I let my enimies disappear
Like an anaconda
Which devours everyone
I am Tucan 

I shout "cuan", "cuan"
Way down below me
My enemies disappear
High above everyone else
I sit in a bare tree
My hair fluttering in the wind
Like flickering flames
Bright, so bright
No one can reach me
No words ca do me any harm.(7) 

1. Lecture held at the 3rd EASA-Conference, Oslo 1994. This work is based on field research among the Achuar of the Rio Huasaga, Peru, which I conducted together with Richard Gippelhauser in the years 1978/79, 1982, and 1991 and on field research among the Shuar of the Upano Valley in Ecuador, conducted in 1990, 1991, 1992 and 1994. 

2. Descola describes "la paix domestique" primarily under the important aspect of an emotionally balanced relationship between husband and wife. The rest of his analysis concentrates exclusively on the economic factors of the "good life" (Descola 1986: 381-396). 

3. Excerpt from an interview, conducted in the Sucua area, Ecuador, in 1990 

4. Exerpt from an interview conducted in the Sucua aerea, Ecuador, in 1990 

5. Exerpt from an interview conducted in the Sucua area, Ecuador, in 1990 

6. See chant at the end of this paper, cf. also Brown 1985: 148-152 

7. Anent sung by Juan Shiki, recorded in Rio Blanco, Ecuador, in 1990. Translation into Spanish by Carlos Utitiaj. 
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