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The story of authoritarian politics in Peru under Alberto Fujimori is deeply intertwined with the country’s turbulent history of economic instability, political fragility, and social upheaval. To fully understand Fujimori’s regime and its implications, it is necessary to explore the context that preceded his rise to power, examine the foundational concepts of authoritarianism, and consider the interpretations of scholars and analysts who have sought to unravel the complexities of this period. By tracing the historical trajectory of Peru and analyzing the figures, events, and ideologies that shaped its political landscape, this introduction establishes the framework for understanding the intricate dynamics of Fujimori’s rule.

Peru’s late twentieth-century history was marked by profound crises that paved the way for the emergence of a strongman leader. The 1980s were a decade of economic collapse, hyperinflation reaching levels exceeding 7,000%, and escalating violence from insurgent groups like the Shining Path (Sendero Luminoso) and the Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement (MRTA). These guerrilla organizations thrived in the context of rural poverty and state neglect, launching brutal campaigns against both government forces and civilian populations. At the same time, traditional political parties like the American Popular Revolutionary Alliance (APRA) and Acción Popular faced a crisis of legitimacy, unable to address the economic and security challenges that consumed the nation. Scholars such as Carlos Iván Degregori and Cynthia McClintock have argued that this convergence of crises eroded public trust in democratic institutions, creating fertile ground for a leader who promised order and decisive action.

Authoritarianism, as a concept, encompasses the concentration of power in the hands of a single leader or ruling elite, often accompanied by the suppression of dissent, control over the media, and the erosion of democratic norms. Guillermo O’Donnell’s theory of “delegative democracy” is particularly relevant in understanding Fujimori’s Peru. O’Donnell posits that in such systems, elected leaders claim a direct mandate from the people, bypassing institutional checks and balances to justify authoritarian practices. Fujimori’s presidency exemplified this phenomenon, as he leveraged his electoral victory to dismantle constitutional safeguards, marginalize opposition, and consolidate power. His autogolpe (self-coup) of April 5, 1992, when he dissolved Congress and suspended the constitution, marked a dramatic departure from democratic governance and highlighted the fragility of Peru’s institutional framework.

Central to the analysis of Fujimori’s authoritarianism are the figures who played key roles in his regime, most notably Vladimiro Montesinos, the shadowy intelligence chief who orchestrated a vast network of corruption and repression. Montesinos, often described as the architect of Fujimori’s security apparatus, was instrumental in neutralizing insurgent groups, but his methods—including extrajudicial killings, forced disappearances, and torture—left a legacy of human rights abuses that continues to haunt Peru. The Barrios Altos massacre in 1991 and the La Cantuta killings in 1992, both carried out by the military-backed Grupo Colina death squad, stand as stark reminders of the regime’s brutal approach to maintaining control.

Primary sources from this period offer invaluable insights into the mechanisms of Fujimori’s power. The infamous “vladivideos,” recordings of Montesinos bribing politicians, judges, and media figures, exposed the depth of corruption within the regime and ultimately contributed to its downfall. Testimonies from victims of state violence, reports from human rights organizations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, and the proceedings of Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission provide a sobering account of the human cost of authoritarianism. These sources not only document the abuses committed but also shed light on the resilience of civil society actors who resisted the regime’s oppressive policies.

Fujimori’s rise cannot be separated from the broader historical forces that shaped Peru. The legacy of colonialism, with its entrenched systems of inequality and exclusion, created deep divisions along lines of class, ethnicity, and geography. Indigenous and rural communities, long marginalized by the state, bore the brunt of both insurgent violence and government repression. The forced sterilization campaign targeting indigenous women in the 1990s, carried out under the guise of public health and economic development, exemplifies the intersection of authoritarianism with structural racism and gender oppression. Scholars such as Jo-Marie Burt and Deborah Poole have emphasized the importance of understanding these structural factors to grasp the full impact of Fujimori’s policies.

At the same time, the international context played a significant role in shaping Fujimori’s regime. The 1990s were marked by the global ascendancy of neoliberalism, a paradigm that prioritized free-market reforms, privatization, and fiscal austerity. Fujimori, initially perceived as a political outsider with limited economic expertise, embraced neoliberal policies with zeal, earning praise from institutions like the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. While these reforms stabilized the economy and curbed hyperinflation, they also exacerbated social inequalities and concentrated wealth in the hands of a few. The juxtaposition of economic success and social dislocation underscores the contradictions of Fujimorismo, as his supporters celebrated him as a savior while critics denounced him as a despot.

Places and dates further anchor the narrative of Fujimori’s authoritarian politics. Lima, the capital city, was both the epicenter of political power and a site of resistance, where mass protests in the year 2000 culminated in the regime’s collapse. Rural regions such as Ayacucho, the birthplace of the Shining Path insurgency, illustrate the devastating impact of the conflict and the state’s heavy-handed response. The year 1993, when a new constitution was ratified under Fujimori’s direction, marked a turning point in Peru’s political trajectory, entrenching the executive’s dominance over other branches of government. Finally, the events of November 2000, when Fujimori fled to Japan amidst mounting scandals, symbolize the fragility of authoritarian regimes built on coercion and corruption.

The introduction to this book thus establishes a multidimensional framework for analyzing authoritarian politics in Peru under Fujimori. By situating his regime within its historical, conceptual, and global contexts, and by drawing on a diverse array of sources and perspectives, this chapter lays the groundwork for a deeper exploration of the themes and events that defined this critical period in Peru’s history.
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Chapter 1: The Road to Power
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Alberto Fujimori’s ascension to the presidency of Peru in 1990 was as unexpected as it was transformative, reflecting the deep societal fractures and political instability that defined the country in the late 20th century. His rise cannot be fully understood without delving into the preceding decades of economic chaos, political disillusionment, and social upheaval that set the stage for his emergence. The convergence of these factors created an environment where traditional political institutions faltered, opening the door for a figure who could embody change while appealing to a public desperate for stability and solutions.

By the late 1980s, Peru was teetering on the edge of collapse. The administration of President Alan García (1985–1990) had left the nation in economic ruins, with hyperinflation reaching a staggering 7,650% in 1990, among the highest rates ever recorded globally. Public services deteriorated, infrastructure crumbled, and the state’s inability to address basic needs exacerbated poverty and inequality. García’s populist economic policies, including price controls and heavy state intervention, initially garnered widespread support but ultimately proved unsustainable, leading to a sharp decline in his popularity. According to Rosemary Thorp and Geoffrey Bertram in Peru 1890–1977: Growth and Policy in an Open Economy, the García administration’s failure to stabilize the economy not only discredited his leadership but also undermined faith in the traditional parties that had dominated Peruvian politics.

Compounding the economic crisis was the rise of the Shining Path (Sendero Luminoso), a Maoist insurgent group that sought to overthrow the Peruvian state through violent revolution. Led by Abimael Guzmán, a philosophy professor turned revolutionary, the Shining Path initiated a brutal campaign of terror that began in the Ayacucho region in 1980 and rapidly spread across the country. Their strategy of targeting not only government forces but also civilians they deemed complicit in the system created a climate of fear and distrust. The government’s response, characterized by indiscriminate violence and human rights abuses, further alienated rural populations, particularly indigenous communities who were caught in the crossfire. Scholars like Carlos Iván Degregori have highlighted how the state’s failure to address the underlying grievances of these communities—poverty, land inequality, and political exclusion—allowed the Shining Path to gain footholds in areas long neglected by Lima-based elites.

In this context of crisis and disillusionment, the 1990 presidential elections became a watershed moment. Mario Vargas Llosa, the Nobel Prize-winning author and prominent intellectual, entered the race as the candidate of the Democratic Front (FREDEMO), a coalition of center-right parties advocating for free-market reforms and neoliberal economic policies. Vargas Llosa’s campaign drew significant attention, both domestically and internationally, as he promised to stabilize the economy through privatization, deregulation, and austerity measures. However, his aristocratic demeanor and association with Lima’s political and economic elites alienated large segments of the population, particularly in rural and working-class areas. As historian Paulo Drinot notes in The Allure of Labor: Workers, Race, and the Making of the Peruvian State, Vargas Llosa’s candidacy was emblematic of a long-standing pattern in Peruvian politics where elite figures struggled to connect with the broader, more diverse populace.

Enter Alberto Fujimori, a virtually unknown figure who presented himself as a political outsider. Born in Lima in 1938 to Japanese immigrant parents, Fujimori’s background set him apart from Peru’s predominantly European-descended political class. His campaign capitalized on this distinction, portraying him as a humble, pragmatic leader who could bridge the gap between elites and ordinary Peruvians. Running under the banner of Cambio 90, a hastily assembled political party with minimal infrastructure or ideological coherence, Fujimori adopted a populist approach that emphasized direct engagement with voters. His campaign slogan, “Un presidente como tú” (“A president like you”), resonated with a populace weary of traditional politicians who seemed out of touch with their struggles.

The first round of the election, held on April 8, 1990, was a testament to the volatility of the political landscape. Vargas Llosa emerged as the frontrunner with 32.6% of the vote, but Fujimori’s surprising second-place finish, with 29.1%, stunned observers and analysts. The runoff on June 10 further highlighted Fujimori’s ability to galvanize support across disparate constituencies. Drawing votes from rural areas, marginalized urban sectors, and regions most affected by the insurgency, Fujimori secured a decisive victory with 62.4% of the vote. This outcome reflected not only his campaign’s effectiveness but also widespread discontent with Vargas Llosa’s neoliberal agenda, which many feared would exacerbate inequality and social unrest.

Fujimori’s victory marked a turning point in Peruvian politics, signaling the collapse of the party-based system that had dominated the 20th century. Scholars such as Steven Levitsky and Maxwell Cameron have argued that this collapse was not merely a response to short-term crises but also the result of deeper structural weaknesses, including the fragmentation of political parties, the centralization of power in Lima, and the exclusion of indigenous and rural voices from meaningful participation. Fujimori’s rise, therefore, was as much a symptom of these systemic failures as it was a response to immediate challenges.

Primary sources from this period provide crucial insights into the public’s perception of Fujimori and the dynamics of his campaign. Interviews with voters conducted by journalists and sociologists reveal a widespread sense of betrayal by traditional politicians and a desire for a leader who could deliver tangible results. As one voter in Ayacucho remarked in a 1990 interview with Caretas magazine, “We don’t need promises; we need someone who will act. Fujimori seems like a man who will act.” This sentiment, though rooted in desperation, also underscored the allure of strong, centralized leadership—a theme that would define Fujimori’s presidency.

The places and events of Fujimori’s rise illustrate the spatial and temporal dimensions of Peru’s political transformation. The rural highlands, long marginalized by the state, emerged as critical battlegrounds where Fujimori’s populist rhetoric found fertile ground. Lima, the epicenter of political and economic power, became the stage for debates and demonstrations that reflected the polarized nature of the election. The 1990 election itself, conducted amid economic collapse and insurgent violence, stands as a historical moment when the forces of change and continuity collided, reshaping the nation’s trajectory.

Thus, Fujimori’s path to power was not merely the result of personal ambition or political cunning; it was the product of a society in crisis, grappling with profound questions of identity, governance, and survival. His election represented both a rejection of the old order and the beginning of a new era—one that promised stability but would soon reveal the deep costs of authoritarian rule.
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Chapter 2: The Shining Path and the Emergency
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The emergence of the Shining Path (Sendero Luminoso) as a central force in Peru’s political and social crisis during the late 20th century underscored the deep fractures within the country’s socioeconomic and political fabric. Alberto Fujimori’s presidency cannot be understood without a comprehensive analysis of the insurgency and the state of emergency it provoked. The Shining Path’s rise and the government’s response to its revolutionary campaign defined much of the political landscape that Fujimori would later navigate and exploit to consolidate his authority. This chapter examines the origins and evolution of the Shining Path, the state’s reaction, and the broader implications for Peruvian society, drawing on historical analysis, key figures, and primary sources to illustrate the complexity of this period.

The Shining Path, founded in the 1970s by Abimael Guzmán, a former philosophy professor at the National University of San Cristóbal de Huamanga in Ayacucho, represented a radical departure from other leftist movements in Latin America. Rooted in Maoist ideology, Guzmán envisioned a complete overthrow of the Peruvian state, replacing it with a peasant-based communist system achieved through violent revolution. Unlike other Marxist movements that sought alliances with urban working-class groups or progressive factions within the political establishment, the Shining Path pursued a purist approach, rejecting collaboration and focusing on rural mobilization. Scholars such as David Scott Palmer in Rebellion in Rural Peru: The Origins and Evolution of Sendero Luminoso have emphasized the importance of Ayacucho’s socioeconomic conditions—chronic poverty, state neglect, and land inequality—as the incubator for Guzmán’s ideology.

The Shining Path formally launched its insurgency in 1980, coinciding with Peru’s transition from military dictatorship to democracy. Its initial actions were symbolic: burning ballot boxes in Chuschi, a remote village in Ayacucho, to denounce the electoral process as a sham perpetuating the capitalist system. However, the group quickly escalated its activities, employing guerrilla tactics, sabotage, and targeted assassinations. By the mid-1980s, the insurgency had expanded its reach beyond Ayacucho, infiltrating other regions and even urban centers like Lima. The group’s brutality became one of its defining characteristics, with massacres, public executions, and the use of terror to enforce loyalty among local populations.

The state’s response to the Shining Path was initially marked by hesitation and underestimation of the threat. Successive governments failed to grasp the ideological depth and organizational structure of the movement, treating it as a localized disturbance rather than a systemic challenge. This miscalculation allowed the insurgency to grow, gaining momentum and territorial control. The government’s eventual militarized response, beginning in the mid-1980s, further complicated the situation. Human rights organizations such as Amnesty International documented widespread abuses by state forces, including extrajudicial killings, disappearances, and torture. The region of Ayacucho became emblematic of the conflict, with entire communities caught in a cycle of violence perpetrated by both the insurgents and the military.
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