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Abstract
This paper analyzes the Peruvian highland tradition of Takanakuy, a public brawling ritual occurring each
Christmas to resolve conflicts between local community members. We argue that Takanakuy provides an
effective way for locals to resolve disputes that Peru’s formal judicial system is unable or unwilling to settle.
Using insights from ethnographic fieldwork, journalistic articles, reports, and academic sources, we find
that brawling during Takanakuy encourages social cooperation by preventing potential violence and offer-
ing community members a credible mechanism of law enforcement in an orderly fashion with social
acceptance.
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1. Introduction

Each Christmas, citizens of Chumbivilcas Province in the Peruvian highlands gather to watch their
contemporaries physically fight each other in their town commons.1 This ritual is called
Takanakuy, a Quechua term meaning “to hit each other.” Takanakuy typically involves dozens of con-
secutive brawls between parties looking to settle conflicts. Participants fight each other for a variety of
reasons. Some fight to resolve grievances between friends and families, while others also brawl to
resolve higher-grade disputes that emerge from violations of contracts and property-related issues
(Cama, 2013; Trelles, 2010).

Although Takanakuy originates in conflict and involves significant violence, it is a highly regarded
ritual that is considered a joyous occasion. Anthropologists examining the ritual find residents of
Chumbivilcas Province revere this ritual as a tradition and as a means to settle unresolved conflict
(Cama, 2013; Laime, 2003; Poole, 1987). The event draws a large, enthusiastic audience. Although
the brawlers are on unfavorable terms, they begin and end their fight with an embrace. When the
brawling ends, the entire village feasts together. Further, previous attempts to prevent brawling and
suppress Takanakuy have been unsuccessful and met with considerable hostility (Laime, 2003).
These factors suggest that Takanakuy plays a respected, robust, and effective role in resolving a variety
of local disputes that could potentially hinder cooperation and collective action.

Although fighting seems like an impractical, even paradoxical, method to resolve conflict, informal
institutions such as Takanakuy can supersede formal institutions when the latter are difficult to access
or are ineffective (North, 1990; Ostrom, 1990). Informal institutions can provide effective order and
governance by better utilizing local knowledge to resolve collective action problems (Ostrom, 1990,
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1Fights are also organized the day after Christmas and on other major holidays (Laime, 2003; Poole, 1994). However, the
largest celebration of Takanakuy occurs at Christmas.

Journal of Institutional Economics (2020), 16, 355–368
doi:10.1017/S1744137419000468

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1744137419000468 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:raymond.j.march@ndsu.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1744137419000468


2005). For instance, a large body of literature emphasizes the provision of justice, security, and basic
services, and alternative informal methods to resolve disputes in both historical and contemporary set-
tings (Anderson and Hill, 2004; Benson, 1989; Friedman et al., 2019; Kostelnik and Skarbek, 2013;
Leeson, 2007a, 2007b, 2009a, 2013a, 2015; Skarbek, 2010; Stringham, 2002, 2015). This literature
includes discussions of mitigating disputes over property use and ownership (Leeson, 2012a;
Leeson and Coyne, 2012). Most of this literature emphasizes the ability of informal institutions to pre-
vent or deter violence. However, only a small fraction of it examines the informal use of violence to
effectively resolve conflict and secure social order (Friedman, 1979; Leeson, 2011).

Another literature examines the economics of dueling as a means of conflict resolution. Through
historical analysis, much of this literature emphasizes the role that honor and social prestige play in
incentivizing participants to duel. This historical research describes how ritualistic dueling has a
rational basis (Ahn et al., 2015; Allen, 2009; Allen and Reed, 2006; Kingston and Wright, 2010;
Posner, 1996; Schwartz et al., 1984). The literature places fighting within an equilibrium framework
rather than utilizing institutional analysis to examine the social benefits or costs associated with
violence.

Takanakuy’s ability to resolve a variety of conflicts provides a rare opportunity to examine how a
contemporary dueling ritual can achieve this end between brawling parties and reduce the social costs
of enduring disputes within small communities. Because Takanakuy is both an informal institution
and a ritual revolving around dueling, examining it contributes to the literatures on the informal pro-
vision of dispute resolution methods and on the economics of dueling. By examining a unique case
study through the lens of institutional analysis, we contribute to the informal governance literature.
We contribute to the literature on the economics of dueling by examining the broader institutional
effects of dueling on local communities (rather than strictly on the duelers). Although brawling is typ-
ically an individual affair, Takanakuy’s impact extends to Chumbivilcas Province more broadly.2

Building on these literatures, we argue that Takanakuy provides an effective conflict resolution
mechanism specifically tailored to address local disputes within Chumbivilcas Province. By ensuring
that brawling happens publicly, Takanakuy operates as a credible mechanism of law enforcement,
resolves emerging conflicts between brawling parties, and reduces the risk of violence stemming
from unresolved conflict. Further, resolving disputes through customary violent activity helps the citi-
zens of Chumbivilcas Province because it creates individual and social benefits that are unlikely to
arise from Peru’s formal judicial system.

We rely primarily on qualitative sources for our analysis because the scarce literature examining
Takanakuy is almost entirely descriptive. Our paper draws mainly on the fieldwork of several scholars
who examined the ritual and its effects on local communities. We also draw on evidence from
academic sources, documentaries, newspapers, and journalistic articles analyzing the festival.3 In our
analysis, we portray Takanakuy participants as rational actors considering brawling as an option to
solve conflicts in the context of local institutions. Within this rational-choice framework, we find that
Takanakuy minimizes the costs of longstanding disputes by providing contesting parties with a mech-
anism to resolve disputes without resorting to mostly unavailable and less effective formal methods.

This paper proceeds as follows: the next section reviews previous literature examining informal
institutions’ effectiveness in resolving conflict and personal disputes. Section 3 reviews the historical
development and current institutional structure of Takanakuy. Section 4 develops a game to examine
the response of villagers given the option to use Takanakuy to coordinate efficient violence among its
participants. Section 5 examines Takanakuy’s arrangement to explain how the festival could function
as an incentive-compatible means by which villagers could put an end to conflicts. Section 6
concludes.

2Previous economic literature models brawling as an investment in or signal of social capital (Posner, 1996; Schwartz et al.,
1984; Vahabi and Hassani-Mahmooei, 2016). Other authors use the term “honor” to represent the same concepts (Kingston
and Wright, 2010). We use the term “honor” to avoid translational and cross-disciplinary jargon issues.

3We translated many of the sources into English. Most of the information examining Takanakuy is in Spanish.
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2. Informal institutions, conflict resolution, and brawling

Economists have long recognized that a well-functioning judicial system is critical to securing property
rights and promoting economic development (Acemoglu and Johnson, 2005; Acemoglu, Johnson, and
Robinson, 2001, 2002; Easterly, 2006; Glaeser and Shleifer, 2002; Hayek, 1960; La Porta et al., 2002;
Smith, 1776 [2005]; Williamson and Kerekes, 2012). For Leeson and Coyne (2012), judicial services,
even if informal, must be accessible, align incentives to pursue justice instead of private ends, and pro-
vide fruitful information regarding the guilt or innocence of the accused. Where these these attributes
are present, they make informal institutions effective mechanisms of justice provision.

Judicial systems that secure property rights are commonly thought of as formal, or centrally
enforced, institutions. However, centralized institutions, including governments, sometimes fail to pro-
vide effective judicial services to mitigate conflict (Leeson, 2015). Several studies find that informal
institutional mechanisms provide effective ways to adjudicate disputes when government methods
fail or are unavailable. Ellickson (1991) and Anderson and Hill (2004) chronicle numerous informally
developed institutions that address land disputes without appealing to formal legal institutions. Leeson
(2007a; 2009b) finds that Caribbean pirates, unable to use formal institutional mechanisms to settle
disputes, effectively developed constitutions to prevent predatory behavior between crew members.
Skarbek (2011, 2012, 2014) finds that inmates in US prisons can resolve disputes between gang mem-
bers in the absence of formal rule enforcement. Leeson (2007c) and Powell, Ford, and Nowrasteh
(2008) note that clerical courts and the traditions associated with Xeer common law (Somalia’s trad-
itional legal system) provided self-governing tribes with legal counsel and functioning courts after
Somalia’s formal government collapsed.

Many informal mechanisms to resolve disputes involve rituals. As Leeson and Suarez (2017) note,
many rituals and superstitions bolster informal institutions by coordinating around a common belief
system. Leeson’s extensive work on the law and economics of superstitions finds that hot and cold
ordeals (2012b), oracles (2014), monastic maledictions (2012a), vermin trials (2013a), and blood feud-
ing (2013b) provided effective judicial services for recurring social issues. While the previous literature
consistently finds that informal institutions provide practical methods of resolving conflict, few of the
institutions involve violence. Friedman (1979) notes that medieval Icelandic law would allow public
brawling when private courts were unable to render a verdict. Leeson’s (2011) work examining the
tradition of trial by battle finds that dueling champions resolved complex disputes over landownership
effectively in 19th-century England. A few other historical feud systems are documented in detail by
Friedman, Leeson, and Skarbek (2019).

Other economists directly examine the efficiency, or inefficiency, of dueling as an atypical legal
institution employed to solve conflicts (Ahn et al., 2015; Allen, 2009; Posner, 1996; Schwartz et al.,
1984). Holland (2003) investigates the institutional evolution of dueling from medieval trial by combat
to the colonial dueling system involving swords and pistols. Kingston and Wright (2010) document
the emergence of dueling centered on “honor” as a social signal of creditworthiness. The duel of
honor also functioned as a screen for unobservable investments in social capital (Allen, 2009; Allen
and Reed, 2006; Vahabi and Hassani-Mahmooei, 2016). However, the literature does not consider
whether dueling effectively resolves conflict or provides a means for broader social coordination.4

3. Institutional background

Historical origins

Self-governance and physical fighting are longstanding traditions in Peru.5 Various arrangements of
self-governance to provide security, school facilities, the administration of justice, and the

4Vahabi and Hassani-Mahmooei (2016) model dueling as an emergent social institution from a state of anarchy. However,
their formal model does not provide institutional context.

5For instance, De Orellana (2008) and Leon (2014) note that Takanakuy could have its origin in the rise of the Inca
Empire.
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administration of collective resources have been historically prevalent in the rural indigenous villages
of Peru (Degregori et al., 1996; Starn, 1999). The organization of public fights was mostly for enter-
tainment during the beginning of the republic (Cama and Ttito, 2001; Laime, 2003). Cama and Ttito
(2001: 154) note that landlords sometimes organized fights between slaves in rural areas. Historians
generally agree that dueling to settle conflicts first emerged in Peru during the Spanish conquest in
the mid-sixteenth century. During the Spanish occupation, the crown transferred previously commu-
nal lands in southern Peru from indigenous dwellers to more politically connected individuals (Poole,
1987, 1994). Leon (2014: 155) describes a prevailing story of the origin of the Takanakuy that involves
families with these privileges:

During the XVIII century, two rich landlord families, Oblitas and De la Cuba had irreconcilable
differences. It was a matter of domination and leadership. One day the De la Cuba family brought
black slaves from Lima, under the presumption these strong men will be lethal against the Oblitas
family… when this family discovered the strategy, they did the same… apparently, at Christmas,
there was a large brawl that eliminated the Oblitas family. This fact – a mixture of myth and
reality – was represented in Santo Tomas and gave birth to the date, expectation, and arrival
of Takanakuy.

After Peru won its independence, more efforts to transfer properties to political authorities continued
through the 19th century (Gootenberg, 2014). Similar state-led efforts continued through the 20th
century. In 1969 the military regime of Juan Alvarado started an ambitious land reform program.
The government reassigned ownership of significant portions of land from landowning families to
deter violence between wealthy landowning families and corrupt local political figures (termed gamo-
nales). Despite these efforts, insurgent violence emerged in the countryside and threatened the incipi-
ent democracy during the 1980s and 1990s (Palmer, 1994). The Peruvian government stepped in to
resolve the violence in the area in 1990 when Peruvian army personnel shot and killed numerous
Chumbivilcas peasants to curb civil unrest (Poole, 1994).

Research on Andean Peru’s current economic and social indicators demonstrates that the region’s
institutional legacy from the colonial era hampered its development. Dell (2015) uses a regression dis-
continuity design and finds portions of southern Peru and western Bolivia are less educated, less able
to transfer land, and provided with fewer public goods. This resulted from Spain’s imposed forced-
mining labor systems from 1573 to 1812. De Soto, Ghersi, and Gibellini (1987) and De Soto
(2000) similarly find that weak enforcement of property rights in rural Peru resulted in informal
mechanisms being developed to define and defend property rights.

For most of its history, southern Peru remained isolated from the Peruvian state (Poole, 1994).
Although detrimental, violence historically played a critical role in maintaining and transferring prop-
erty rights in the region (Poole, 1987, 1994). Consequently, the area devolved into warring factions of
peasants and wealthy landowners for much of its history. Poole (1994: 97) notes Chumbivilcas region
is often called tierra brava (brave and untamed), and natives are “considered to be independent,
strong-willed, erratic, and incorrigibly unruly.”

Some authors have explained that Takanakuy, like other violent rituals in the Andes, is grounded in
the religious belief that the blood of fighters will bless the harvest of these mostly agricultural commu-
nities (Barrionuevo, 1971; Gorbak et al., 1962; Hartmann, 1972; Hopkins, 1982). Based on ethno-
graphic evidence, Remy (1991) criticizes this view, which gives a mystical meaning to the fighting.
Instead, engaging in violence that is socially controlled through ritualistic practices protects the
group from the explosive possibilities of their own violence, which is particularly important in societies
that lack a legitimate administration of justice (Girard, 1972; Remy, 1991).

Although the largest and most recognized, Takanakuy is not the only violent ritual in the Andes
(Arce, 2008; Calero del Mar, 2002; El Peruano, 2008). Each year in Cusco, a collective fight called
Chiaraje occurs, in which villagers from two neighboring rural communities use their fists, stones,
bolas, and slings to turn their lands into a battlefield. Like Takanakuy, the ritualistic battle is
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acompanied by celebration after its completion (Arce, 2008; Frisancho and Pain, 2012).6 Although vio-
lent, Chiaraje and other traditional rituals remain sources of entertainment, and they are perceived as
games and happy occasions for locals (Arce, 2008; El Peruano, 2008). Rituals using brawling for the
specific purpose of resolving disputes are rarer, though they appear throughout Peruvian history in
similar geographical areas. This historical use of violence and a tradition of self-governance resulted
in the current use of Takanakuy to resolve disputes in the absence of formal judicial services. The
brawling in Chumbivilcas is the largest and longest-lived instance of Takanakuy.

Takanakuy: the festival

The largest gathering for Takanakuy takes place on Christmas morning in Santo Tomas, the district
capital of Chumbivilcas Province.7 All fighting in Santo Tomas occurs in the town’s municipal coli-
seum, which usually features bullfights during the year. The arena typically hosts between 80 and 150
fights (Laime, 2003). Hundreds of villagers attend the event. Takanakuy festivals held in smaller ham-
lets are similarly well attended (Leon, 2014) and they usually take place in a simple ground with vil-
lagers forming a circle (El Peruano, 2008).

The ritual is typically organized by volunteering families called karguyoc, who organize a mass,
arrange the logistics of the postritual feast, and raise funds as needed (Laime, 2003; Leon, 2014).
Opponents most often agree to fight in advance. However, some fights emerge during the festival.
Brawlers can punch and kick but are not allowed to use weapons, pull hair, bite, or strike their opponent
on the ground. Each fight lasts between five and ten minutes (Trelles, 2010). Every match ends with an
embrace to signal to the spectators and community that the dispute has been resolved. Brawlers, and
their supporting group, typically wear masks when waiting to brawl. The masks serve to conceal their
identities from others who might attack or sabotage them before the fight (Laime, 2003).

The fights are refereed and actively supervised. Each fight is policed by two or three referees, who
use whips to be sure brawlers adhere to the rules. Referees are also expected to end fights if they
become one-sided, and they maintain crowd control (Laime, 2003). Referees are typically local author-
ities whom villagers consider impartial (Enriquez, 2017). While interviewing brawlers and villagers in
his research, Trelles (2010) found that most referees served as representatives or provided security ser-
vices in their communities.

Although brawls and similar rituals in the Peruvian Andes that engage people in brutal combat
with one another are “bloody – and even sometimes deadly – the participants view them as a
means of releasing tension between community members, and through this release of tension, they
achieve harmony” (Webb, 2013: 68). Laime (2003: 59) similarly notes participants “are much more
satisfied with what they identify as a tradition that comes from their ancestors and that they bring
to their children.” We argue that this is because Takanakuy provides greater access to conflict reso-
lution, contains unorganized violence, and provides villagers with a more robust method to prevent
conflicts from affecting third parties or going unsettled.

Thus Takanakuy is ultimately a feud system established to prevent violence through broadly
respected mechanisms to solve disputes. We argue that the brawling festival persists because it restricts
feuding parties from engaging in socially costly violence and requires them to fight publicly in an orga-
nized setting, turning a potential social cost into a social benefit by providing a source of entertain-
ment for locals and visitors (Huamani and Quispe, 2017; Leon, 2014; Molleapaza, 2018). To
further illustrate why brawling prevails in Chumbivilcas, we develop a simple game to demonstrate
each party’s strategy, the resulting social cost, and the rational basis for the organization of the festival.

6Arce (2008) describes a nearby province’s precedent called Sunqunakuy, which functioned much the same as Takanakuy
but was reserved for romantic disputes.

7Chumbivilcas Province contains approxmimatley 66,000 inhabitants across 77 indigenous communities and eight
districts. Takanakuy occurs in each of the eight districts, but its largest gathering is in Santo Tomas, which encompasses
approximately 5.5% of the region’s population as of 2017. See https://www.inei.gob.pe/media/MenuRecursivo/publicaciones_
digitales/Est/Lib1559/ (accessed 27 August 2019).
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4. Fighting solves everything?

There is a rationale for organizing multiple brawlings and restraining unorganized violence in con-
flicts. In the absence of Takanakuy, mere private action would be the only enforcer of the community
norms of behavior; in many cases, this action rests on the threat of retaliation with possible violence.
Carrying out the threat of physical fighting is neither desired by two parties to a dispute nor beneficial
since if the victim kills the offender (or vice versa), the offender’s kin would take revenge by killing the
killer. In this simple conflict, we observe a bilateral monopoly in which both sides have a motivation to
solve their conflict but a disagreement over the terms. To prevent a conflict of this sort, the potential
wrongdoer has to be deterred. The potential agressor must consider that someone or something will
act against those who might wrong the potential victim.

Most formal and effective systems deliver this enforcement through the state, but the villagers of the
Peruvian Andes use Takanakuy instead of this unavailable option. This means that an offense against
even the most impoverished victim could lead to eventual punishment. With no government to
enforce the rules, the victim’s threat is the private use of force, which is socially constrained by the
festival’s rules and rewarded by the audience with reputational gains. It is as if the victim says:
“Apologize, or I will fight you at the Takanakuy.”

Takanakuy operates as a commitment mechanism to prevent multiple conflicts and resolve in an
orderly fashion those that emerge. A villager will retaliate against anyone who wrongs him. With no
Takanakuy, that retaliation entails high risks; with Takanakuy those risks decrease, and as that villa-
ger’s commitment becomes apparent, it becomes the interest of the potential offender not to wrong
anybody unless he is willing to be publicly challenged at the Takanakuy. The commitment also
works in a different direction. A villager who apologizes or fails to follow through on their threat
to retaliate against the one who wronged him is marked as a wimp. Being considered a wimp damages
their reputation, and consequently, it marks the villager as an easy target in the future.

Writing on Andean communities, Theidon (2013) points out that “restorative justice presumes the
presence of a community and a relationship worthy of repair” (Tello, 2018: 71). Though two-sided
conflicts should not impose significant costs on large societies, they can potentially entail retaliation,
hinder cooperation, and impose high costs on close-knit societies that rely on the production, cooper-
ation, and collective administration of their resources. Mundane acts of vengeance that could poten-
tially occur in the absence of fighting rituals create a social cost and pose a higher risk of conflict going
unresolved. Takanakuy provides a means to reduce the potential costs of violence. Laime (2003: 116)
reports as the goal of the festival that “any friction … finds a solution this day … through fist fighting
and under fair conditions. This way, with no hypocrisy, fighters eliminate tensions and initiate the
next year free from resentment.”

The easiest way to solve a conflict when it emerges is for one side to pay compensation or apologize
to the other for the damage done; preferably, this should be done immediately. The problem is that an
individual might refuse to provide compensation if he believes he is in the right; apologizing in this
case would mark him as a wimp, a safe target for abuse and violence. Instead, failing to avenge wrongs
on yourself has reputational costs. This creates the incentive to force the person responsible for a
wrong to provide compensation in which case it will offer status gains. Though we see that a mutual
apology would solve the conflict, it looks more convenient to respond to force with force and hope the
opposite side will back down instead.

The role of feuding as a conflict resolution mechanism has historical precedents in different con-
texts, from Somali law and the legal systems of the Plains Indians in North America to England’s 18th
century and the saga period in Iceland (Friedman et al., 2019). In general, brawling is more costly to
society than an effective formal administration of justice or a mutual apology after a conflict has
emerged (ex post). The risk of injury or death is a high potential cost that a peaceful resolution
does not impose. However, we have shown that brawling is the prevalent equilibrium given the repu-
tational gains. It is also less costly than the ineffective formal institution before the conflict emerges (ex
ante). Villagers who rely on Takanakuy do not need to look for unbiased and omniscient judges,
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establish mechanisms for enforcement, or risk their physical integrity or life, which they would if they
took their fight outside the ritual. Unlike, for instance, the Finnish Roma (Leeson, 2013b), who rely on
blood feuding and expect relatively few social conflicts because of the infrequency of economic rela-
tionships, Takanakuy copes with several conflicts by settling them all using one unique structure and
restoring the feuding parties’ relationships immediately.

5. Takanakuy as an effective conflict resolution mechanism

To test our theory that Takanakuy provides villagers with an effective means to resolve conflict, we
offer and test three hypotheses.

H1: Villagers rely on Takanakuy when methods to resolve conflict through formal mechanisms are
unavailable or insufficient.

Hypothesis 1 predicts that villagers will rely on Takanakuy when the government provides low-
quality governance and administers justice inefficiently, and when formal institutions are perceived
as corrupt or biased. Residents of Chumbivilcas Province face geographical and other difficulties
accessing the formal conflict resolution procedures offered in more urban and developed regions.
Poole’s (1987) research shows that traveling from Santo Tomas to Cusco or to Arequipa (the closest
urban areas) to access legal services requires a considerable amount of time. The trip requires taking
multiple buses and riding in trucks that “make the trip, at best, once a week” (Poole, 1987: 98). There
are also long waiting periods to see a judge (Djankov et al., 2002), making the journey too costly for
many with limited means. As a result, Cama (2013: 407) observes, “many villagers do not report
infringements because of the distance between the capital and the communities.” In contrast,
Takanakuy is made available to all parties to resolve a variety of grievances. Participants are only
required to agree to fight and to attend the festival.

Formal judicial services are also largely only accessible by men. Peruvian women have faced a long
history of discrimination in the formal judicial process (Human Rights Watch, 2017). Children under
16 years old cannot utilize the court system without a legal representative (White & Case LLP, 2014).
Takanakuy allows women and children to participate. Cama and Ttito (2001: 54) report, “Women
fight when they see their children fighting… they also wear masks, they also fight for romantic reasons
or land disputes … women also encourage the fighting.” Regarding the fights between children, Cama
(2013: 302) finds they “fight for different reasons, they have disputes in the school, or they just do not
get along. When they perform well, their parents congratulate them … parents and children are sat-
isfied and proud; it is a way to prepare for life in the future.”

Andean communities “do not completely reject the formal arrangements of the modern state, but
rather practice multiple legal strategies” (Theidon, 2013: 229). They do so because many of those formal
procedures do not offer satisfactory results for justice and reconciliation (Tello, 2018). Allegations of cor-
ruption have plagued Peru’s judicial system: “the courts frequently reach surprising verdicts that favor
apparent criminals” (Tegel, 2018: 4). Related, Burt (2009: 385) finds that “the judiciary historically
has been held in low esteem by Peruvian citizens” because of various corrupting political interference.
This is also the case for citizens of Chumbilvilcas Province who, according to Laime (2003: 60), regard
the formal judicial system as “problematic or biased in the administration of conflict resolution.”

Corrupt judicial processes have impacted Chumbilvicas Providence at every level of formal admin-
istration of justice. A local villager Cama (2013: 363) interviewed notes that “sometimes authorities are
corrupt, they may receive a couple of cows or lamps. The cattle rustler corrupts authorities that way.
Then, what can the affected party do? He has to look for revenge.” Instead of appealing to the untrust-
worthy judicial process or corrupt local law enforcement, villagers turn to Takanakuy (Cama, 2013).
Laime (2003: 47) writes that locals

attend the festival to publicly solve inter-family and interpersonal conflicts which were caused by
agricultural land disputes, cattle rustling, discussions, casual events during drunkenness during
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celebrations, and another sort of abuses in the community. It is considered as a public justice
administration to some degree by the locals.

Although the actual brawls are relatively short, Tello (2018: 75) notes, “the peace that emerges from
the festival is long-lasting, and it is what makes life in community possible.” Whatever the injuries
from the fights, individuals know they are not allowed to complain to the police or formal authorities
as this is the implicit rule of the Takanakuy (Enriquez, 2017) unless those injuries result from rule
violation (Laime, 2003). As Arias (2003: 100) describes in detail:

These manifestations of power [brawls] are appreciated and consented to by the locals, and it is
from there that emerges an acceptance with the production of different kinds of injuries within
the participants … This is one of the reasons not to have formal reports to the judicial authorities
or police. The repetitive mutism of the agents involved is the factual proof there is acceptance of
the effects of Takanakuy.

A few available testimonies and surveys also provide evidence. Trelles (2010) finds that 98% of
fighters declared they did not appeal to any sort of formal process after the fight (regardless of the
outcome). The same survey finds that, although some participants brawl for fun, many of them
brawl to resolve property-related issues, especially those related to land or cattle (Molleapaza,
2018). This acceptance extends to cases where brawling results in significant injuries. Laime (2003)
and Enriquez (2017) note that participants readily accept that they are expected not to report injuries
from brawling to formal authorities.8

Government officials in Cusco acknowledge that conflict resolution is the primary motive behind
Takanakuy. In the same way, the local government of Chumbivilcas Province formally advertises the
tradition: “Several district holidays present events that are typical of the area such as bullfighting and
horse racing. Takanakuy takes place at Christmas; this event is traditionally organized each year. Its
purpose is conflict resolution, and in some other cases people participate to show courage, bravery
and physical strength … it is an opportunity to reach prestige on these values acknowledged by soci-
ety” (Laime, 2003: 105).

H2: Takanakuy will prevail as a mechanism to enforce the law if it terminates a feud, preventing
violence outside the ritual and removing obstacles to social cooperation.

In resolving disputes between feuding parties, Takanakuy also reduces the risk of violence outside
the ritual, which would constitute an externality on the broader community. Unresolved disputes, even
low-grade ones, can have widespread disadvantages in small communities (Fukuyama, 1995; La Porta
et al., 1997; Putnam, 1993; et al.). This is especially true in communities with collective ownership of
their resources (Ellickson, 1991; North, 2005; Ostrom, 1990). Typically, small homogeneous commu-
nities rely on ostracism (Greif, 1994; Leeson, 2013a) or strategies for multilateral punishment (Leeson,
2015) to provide law and order privately. The small number of members and the homogeneous com-
position within these communities allow the communities to identify uncooperative agents and punish
them effectively. While villages in southern Peru are homogeneous on many margins, expelling mem-
bers or ceasing multilateral exchange with an uncooperative villager is costly for the community, as it
reduces much-needed agricultural production and labor capacity.

Ostracism or multilateral punishments could also increase the costs of administering resources
through collective ownership as the tasks related to the administration may be carried out with
fewer individuals. Furthermore, correctly identifying who is the aggrieved party in a petty disagree-
ment may take too much time and effort. Though these minor grievances have the potential to hinder
cooperation by exerting high social costs, severe penalties or expelling members would be a

8However, fights are heavily monitored by referees, and serious injuries are uncommon.
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disproportionate punishment for the villagers also. Cama (2013: 400) documents an instance in which
one party decided to fight outside the Takanakuy and the norms associated with the ritual:

Recently, one of the Mendoza brothers was heavily hit. They finally got their revenge. His nose
got broken, and now his wife is complaining. The aggressor – who pretends to know nothing –
should have fought him at the Takanakuy festival. Now he will have to pay the healing and spend
a lot of time and money. If he would have hit him in the Takanakuy, everything would be fine.

Another villager commented that “if there would not be regulations [Takanakuy], as it happened on
some occasions, it can end up in a general brawl all against all. The locals call it waykilla. It has
resulted in deaths in previous years as a consequence of the stones thrown in different directions”
(Cama, 2013: 27). Takanakuy, unlike sporadic and uncontrolled violence to exact revenge, provides
a way to end conflicts by allowing parties the option to settle their differences through fighting in a
structured, culturally accepted, and voluntary arrangement. Poole (1994: 118) writes, “Unlike the ritual
battles performed in other regions, where distinct communities face off against each other … the
Chumbivilcano Takanakuy is strictly an individual [physical fight] and internal affair: the point
being to collect revenge from individuals who have harmed you during the year.” Tello (2018: 72)
notes that the ritual aims to achieve “the social containment of vengeance.”

The ritual also reduces the risk that lingering disagreements will resurface because of dissatisfaction
among the feuding parties. Quoting a local, Laime (2003: 61) notes the friendliness between fighters
and their former opponents: “Since the day we fought, now he respects me, now we greet each other
with no problems, now he is good people, and we go along peacefully.” In contrast, efforts to prevent
the ritual have resulted in prolonged conflict and more harmful violence. Laime (2003) notes an occa-
sion when the police banned the ritual and more unsupervised fighting ocurred. Locals move the fight-
ing to the streets. The result was an increase in the number of fights, injuries, and deaths.9

While the ritual provides greater access for resolving conflict and effectively restricts villagers from
violently resolving their disputes outside the ritual, it is still necessary to explain what motivates feud-
ing parties to participate and what makes Takanakuy a credible mechanism to enforce the law in
Chumbivilcas.

H3: If a villager has wronged another, the reputational gains from Takanakuy make it likely that
the latter will carry out her threat to initiate a feud despite the risks.

The final way villagers leverage the fighting that underpins Takanakuy in order to enforce desirable
conduct is through the reputational system that the festival provides. Successful fighting produces high
status. On some occasions, the incentive to fight is less about solving a conflict than outdoing a fellow
villager. Laime (2003) notes that local recognition results in an improved social standing with influ-
ential community figures for fighters and their families. A trustworthy reputation is, therefore, an
appreciated asset and well worth defending as it increases access to positions bringing social recogni-
tion. Participants also commonly enough earn political standing to represent the peasant organiza-
tions. Within the hierarchies of the communities, those who show exceptional ability as fighters
tend to become the leaders of the self-governance arrangements to provide security against rustlers,
and they represent the peasant organizations.

9The local Catholic Church also attempted to end the ritual by organizing alternative events that took place during
Takanakuy and threatened excommunication for Takanakuy’s organizers, participants, and spectators (Trelles, 2010).
According to Laime (2003: 156), Father Geremias Pashbi Collins described Takanakuy as “insulting God on his birthday,
and the devil’s work.” Most recently, in 2014 the Peruvian government’s television channel decided to censor a documentary
on the festival after promoting it. Though the Peruvian government denied any intention of censorship, it issued a statement
in which it condemned the participation of children in the Takanakuy. But according to the filmmaker of the documentary
(and researchers), the adults make sure children do not harm themselves when they fight (La Republica, 2014).
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Perhaps one of the greatest sources of prestige earned by brawlers is their designation as qorizalos.
The term refers to the skillful and strong ranch hand, a status that “carries the potential to level and
even invert the ethnic and class hierarchies that have historically characterized the province”
(Huamani and Quispe, 2017: 494). Being considered a qorilazo allows individuals and families to
increase their social status within their communities. We see “the mythical figure of the qorilazo sur-
vives and thrives because it serves important social … functions” (Petterson, 2010: 492). The rural
society of Chumbivilcas has had a social class system in which access to property rights, entertainment,
and artistic expression tends to belong to groups of higher status. This order still permeates the prov-
ince and the fighting (Petterson, 2010: 509).10

When resentment emerges between two parties and they agree to brawl, the brawlers also elicit sup-
port from friends and family members – friends who are skillful at fighting – to participate in subse-
quent fights on their behalf (Laime, 2003). The friends and family become allies. As Tello (2018: 68)
notes:

The conflicts at the core of the fights often go beyond the strictly personal. Furthermore, … both
the family and the ayllu of the fighter experience the fight as their own. Families attend the fights
and root for their own.…When a fighter wins a battle, the victory extends to all his/her family. In
the case of the ayllu, the winner fighter becomes the favorite son/daughter of the community and
the chosen one to hold a local position since it is believed that he/she will be able to defend the
ayllu and to maintain order.11

The role of relatives and other kin to support a fighter operates as a deterrent to potential offenders. It
is unlikely that a fighter whom everybody sees as being on the wrong side of the law will be able to find
other villagers willing to fight on their behalf. Therefore it is possible this fighter will be challenged to
fight more than once during the festival. These groups of friends and family also provide an enforce-
ment mechanism to ensure that feuding parties do not back out of their agreements, as doing so would
impose reputational costs on group members. Aviles (2015: 12) describes a common situation that
many families face when a member has to brawl:

Guillermo Ayma has returned to town after ten years. His younger brother is fighting in the
Takanakuy. He got a call from his brother and could not say no to his relative. This afternoon
he will fight next to his brother … Ayma traveled by bus during Christmas Eve; his brother is
accused of being a womanizer. One night his three brothers in law looked for him outside a
bar, they hit him. The unfaithful husband was alone and drunk.It was an unequal fight, and
he demanded revenge. His in-law accepted.

Once the fighters and villagers arrive in the arena:

He calls the name of his adversary. Someone named Quispe … Both greet each other before to
fight. None of them intended to fight. One is supporting the abandoned wife, and the other sup-
ports the husband that left her. They do it because this is what family does in the Takanakuy and
the rest of the world. They support each other. (El Pais, 2015: 12)

Less skilled fighters also have reason to participate regardless of their potential to win. Weaker fighters,
who would face social repercussions for declining a challenge to brawl, often accept challenges to brawl
even when their opponent may seem stronger. Although outmatched, noticeably weaker fighters
secure reputational gains by fighting stronger opponents. One’s perception as being “fearless,” even

10After examining several poems, Espinoza (2015) describes the struggles of villagers in a hierarchical society in which
Takanakuy becomes a means to join the local elite.

11Ayllu is a Quechua term that refers to the social circle closer to the individual. This may include relatives and friends.
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when defeated, also improves social standing and brings favorable treatment from villagers (Burga,
2014: 62). Referees can also face reputational losses for letting one-sided fights get out of hand.
Thus, commitments to brawling, even when the fight is lopsided, are very likely to be fulfilled.12 It
is also possible that a strong fighter willing to violate the rights of weaker men will confront someone
still more remarkable seeking to establish his own status.13

With poor formal mechanisms to defend and define property rights, villagers have strong incen-
tives to obtain information about the reputational status of a fighter – to bear the high costs of seeking
information from others with direct knowledge of the individual’s status. Public brawling provides
locals with critical information regarding how villagers honor their word and resolve conflicts.
Choosing to participate or not to participate in a ritual with social significance provides valuable infor-
mation for close-knit communities (Leeson, 2015; Posner, 1996). The public display in an arena dur-
ing a major holiday allows this information to spread quickly to large audiences (Cama and Ttito,
2001). Takanakuy can “draw hundreds of members of the old [neighboring] families[.] [S]uddenly,
the resident[s] … are once again surrounded by men and women whom they consider their peers”
(Petterson, 2010: 476).

6. Conclusion

The public brawling ritual, Takanakuy, occurs each Christmas in Chumbivilcas Province, southern Peru.
Despite consisting of violent actions between two disputing parties, the ritual plays a prominent role in
the region, providing participants with an alternative method to resolve conflicts and create a peaceful
society. We engaged in an institutional analysis of Takanakuy to determine whether the ritualized vio-
lence provides an effective mechanism to solve conflicts. The result is an efficient, unique method to
resolve disputes in rural communities without access to (or trust in) formal conflict resolution methods
and a device through which villagers can demonstrate their good faith and fair dealing.14

Although brawling to resolve conflict seems strange and ineffective, our analysis suggests otherwise.
By examining the ethnographic research on Takanakuy, we find that the brawling ritual provides an
accessible, valuable, and robust mechanism of conflict resolution to the citizens of Chumbivilcas
Province in the Peruvian highlands. These benefits may explain the persistence of the ritual and
the high respect it garners.

Formal courts and legal services to resolve disputes require considerable time and resources for
many in southern Peru. In contrast, Takanakuy provides cheaper and easier access to a structured
and longstanding method for two parties to settle disputes and move beyond resentment. The ritual
also includes conflicts between women and between children and minor grievances regarding which
the formal judicial system provides little or no assistance.

By providing an organized environment with public sanction and strict rules to avoid excessive
physical harm, Takanakuy also provides a more effective means to resolve conflict that the frequently
corruptible formal judicial system has addressed unsatisfactorily or simply failed to address. In general,
most Peruvian citizens do not trust their court system. Chumbivilcas Province’s citizens prefer their
own ritual. By providing set rules and effective oversight of each brawl, Takanakuy provides a predict-
able way to resolve conflict. It is an effective mechanism to prevent actions from escalating in violence
and uncertainty.

Lastly, we find that the way Takanakuy is organized allows it to provide reputational gains that
make the threat of feud credible. Choosing to participate in a public brawl surrounded by locals

12Trelles (2010) finds that only 9 out of 134 brawlers were severely injured participating in Santo Tomas’s 2006 Takanakuy.
One of the severely injured brawlers died.

13Laime (2003: 103) provides a table of “outstanding” champions of Takanakuy from 1950 to 1995 across 15 districts. The
list contains 53 names. Though the fights are mainly intended to resolve conflicts, the social recognition encourages fighters
to use the festival as a sport and to fight more than once.

14Our findings are also consistent with Girard’s (1972) argument on violence and sacrifice, where ritual battles are iden-
tified as the underlying mechanisms for limiting and controlling violence.
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provides critical information regarding the individual’s willingness to honor their commitments,
increases their status, and contains the risks of random violence. The failure of attempts to eliminate
or replace Takanakuy with other conflict resolution mechanisms or alternative forms of entertainment
bolsters the claim that its supporters gain useful knowledge, social rewards, and peace from the ritual.

Our study provides valuable contributions to the economics literature examining informal institu-
tional mechanisms to resolve disputes. Unlike much of the previous literature, which examines
mechanisms designed to prevent violence, our study examines a conflict resolution mechanism that
uses violence to resolve conflict. We also contribute to the economics of dueling literature by exam-
ining an atypical dueling ritual in South America and its capacity to provide social coordination.
Takanakuy’s uniqueness provides an opportunity to merge both bodies of literature.
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