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UNDERSTANDING
THE SHINING PATH
OF PERU: A
LEGACY OF
CONFLICT AND
RESISTANCE

The  Shining  Path  of
Peru, known locally as
Sendero  Luminoso,
represents  one  of  the
m o s t  v i o l e n t  a n d
ideologically  driven
insurgencies in modern
Latin American history.
Emerging  from  the
highlands of Ayacucho
in the late 1960s, this
Maoist  guerrilla  group
waged  a  brutal  war
against  the  Peruvian
s t a t e ,  r u r a l

communit ies ,  and
anyone they perceived
as an obstacle to their
vision of a peasant-led
r e v o l u t i o n .  T o
c o m p r e h e n d  t h e
complexities of modern
Peru,  one  must  first
understand the origins,
methods, and lingering
impact  of  The Shining
Path  o f  Peru .  Th is
article  explores  the
group’s  ideological
roots ,  i t s  re ign  o f
terror, the government
response,  and  the
fragi le  peace  that
fol lowed,  al l  whi le
considering its present-
day remnants and the
l e s s o n s  f o r
counterinsurgency and
social justice.
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The Birth
of an
Insurgenc
y:
Ideology
and
Origins
The  Shining  Path  of
Peru  was  founded  in
the  la te  1960s  by
Abimael  Guzmán,  a
philosophy professor at
the National University
of  San  Cristóbal  of
H u a m a n g a  i n
Ayacucho.  Guzmán,
heavily  influenced  by
Mao Zedong's theories
of  peasant  revolution
a n d  t h e  C u l t u r a l
Revolution,  developed
a radical interpretation

of  Marxism-Leninism.
H e  r e j e c t e d  t h e
traditional  communist
parties  as  revisionist
and called for a violent
o v e r t h r o w  o f  t h e
Peruvian  state.  The
group’s  name  derives
from a  quote  by  José
Carlos  Mariátegui,  a
Pe ruv ian  Marx i s t
thinker, who wrote that
“Marxism-Leninism will
open the shining path
to revolution.” Guzmán
adopted  this  phrase,
transforming  it  into  a
ral lying  cry  for  his
fol lowers.
Initially,  The  Shining
Path of  Peru operated
as a small, clandestine
c e l l  w i t h i n  t h e
university,  recruiting
disillusioned  students
and  rural  teachers.
Their  ideology  was
uncompromising:  they
believed  that  Peru’s
f e u d a l  a n d  s e m i -
colonial  society  could
o n l y  b e  c h a n g e d
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t h r o u g h  a r m e d
struggle,  destroying
existing  institutions
and  establ ishing  a
“new  democracy”
under  a  peasant-led
dictatorship. The group
denounced  electoral
politics,  trade  unions,
and  even  other  leftist
g r o u p s  a s
“reactionary.”  This
rigid  orthodoxy  set
them apart from other
L a t i n  A m e r i c a n
guerrilla  movements,
l i k e  t h e  F A R C  i n
C o l o m b i a  o r  t h e
Tupamaros in Uruguay,
who  o f ten  sought
broader  al l iances.
The  geographical  and
social  landscape  of
Ayacucho  provided
fertile  ground.  This
region,  characterized
by  extreme  poverty,
racial  discrimination
against  indigenous
Quechua-speakers, and
a weak state presence,
w a s  r i p e  f o r  t h e

group’s  message  of
l i be ra t i on .  Us ing
peasant  committees
and local  militias,  The
Shining  Path  of  Peru
slowly  infiltrated
communities,  offering
protection  and  justice
in exchange for loyalty.
By  the  early  1980s,
they had established a
strong presence in the
central  and  southern
highlands.

The War
Escalates
: Violence
and
Terror
(1980–19
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92)
On May 17, 1980, the
day  before  Peru’s  first
democratic  elections
a f te r  a  decade  o f
mi l i tary  ru le ,  The
Shining  Path  of  Peru
officially  launched  its
armed  struggle  by
burning ballot boxes in
the  town  of  Chuschi.
This  seemingly  small
a c t  m a r k e d  t h e
beginning  of  a  conflict
that  would  claim tens
of  thousands  of  lives.
The  group’s  tactics
were  ruthless:  they
t a r g e t e d  l o c a l
authorities,  wealthy
l a n d o w n e r s ,  a n d
anyone  they  labelled
“class  enemies.”  They
u s e d  m a c h e t e s ,
dynamite, and firearms
t o  e x e c u t e  t h e i r
victims, often in public
to instill fear.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
notorious  methods

e m p l o y e d  b y  T h e
Shining  Path  of  Peru
w a s  t h e  u s e  o f
“popular  trials”  and
massacres .  In  the
L u c a n a m a r c a
massacre of 1983, the
g r o u p  k i l l e d  6 9
peasants,  including
women  and  children,
a f t e r  a  l o c a l
community  refused  to
support  them.  This
event  demonstrated
that  the  group  was
willing to murder even
t h e  p o o r  a n d
indigenous people they
claimed to champion. It
was a brutal warning to
others who might resist
their authority.
The Peruvian state was
initially  slow  and  ill-
equipped  to  respond.
T h e  g o v e r n m e n t
declared  states  of
emergency  in  several
departments,  and  the
military was deployed.
However,  the  army’s
coun te r i n su rgency
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tact ics  were  often
equally  brutal.  Human
r i g h t s  a b u s e s  b y
s e c u r i t y  f o r c e s ,
i n c l u d i n g  f o r c e d
d i s a p p e a r a n c e s ,
e x t r a j u d i c i a l
e x e c u t i o n s ,  a n d
torture,  compounded
the  suffering.  The
conflict  became a dirty
war,  with  both  sides
committing  atrocities.
T h e  T r u t h  a n d
R e c o n c i l i a t i o n
Commission  (TRC)  in
Peru  later  estimated
that between 1980 and
2000,  nearly  70,000
p e o p l e  d i e d  o r
disappeared,  with  The
Shining  Path  of  Peru
responsible  for  more
than  ha l f  o f  those
deaths.

Abimael

Guzmán’s
Capture
and the
Decline
The turning point in the
w a r  c a m e  o n
September  12,  1992,
when  inte l l igence
a g e n t s  c a p t u r e d
Abimael  Guzmán  in  a
Lima  safehouse.  This
was a massive blow to
The  Shining  Path  of
Peru. President Alberto
Fuj imor i ,  who  had
staged  an  autogolpe
(self-coup)  earlier  that
year, capitalized on the
success.  Guzmán’s
capture  was  followed
by the arrests of much
o f  t h e  g r o u p ’ s
leadership,  as  well  as
the  seizure  of  their
archives and computer
databases.
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What  fol lowed  was
notab le :  F rom  h is
prison  cell,  Guzmán
c a l l e d  f o r  p e a c e
negotiations  with  the
government, surprising
even  his  most  loyal
followers.  He issued a
statement  in  1993
proposing a truce, but
the  group’s  hardliners
split.  Some  remained
ac t i ve  under  new
l e a d e r s ,  b u t  t h e
organ iza t ion  was
severely  weakened.
T h e  w a r  i n  t h e
highlands  continued
into the late 1990s, but
the ideological  fervour
had diminished. By the
e a r l y  2 0 0 0 s ,  T h e
Shining  Path  of  Peru
had decentralized into
smal l  groups  that
engaged  primarily  in
drug  trafficking  and
extortion in the remote
coca-growing  regions
of  the Upper Huallaga
Valley and the VRAEM
(Apurímac,  Ene,  and

Mantaro Rivers Valley).

Legacy
and
Impact on
Peruvian
Society
The  legacy  o f  The
Shining Path of Peru is
deeply etched into the
national  psyche.  The
conflict  exposed  the
profound  inequalities
and state neglect that
allowed  an  extremist
group  to  grow.  The
TRC’s  final  report,
published  in  2003,
r e c o m m e n d e d
numerous  reforms,
including  reparations
f o r  v i c t i m s ,
s t r e n g t h e n i n g
democratic institutions,
and  addressing  the
r o o t  c a u s e s  o f
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v i o l e n c e .
I m p l e m e n t a t i o n ,
however,  has  been
slow and contentious.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
significant impacts was
on  the  indigenous
communities  of  the
highlands.  They  were
caught  between  two
fires:  the  insurgents
demanding  support
a n d  t h e  m i l i t a r y
t r e a t i n g  t h e m  a s
suspects. Many villages
were  destroyed,  and
survivors  still  struggle
w i t h  t r a u m a  a n d
poverty.  However,  the
conflict  also  spurred
socia l  movements
among indigenous and
campesino  groups,
who  organized  their
own  se l f -de fense
committees  (rondas
campesinas) to protect
their communities from
both Shining Path and
the  military.  These
committees  became a
powerful force for local

governance.
On a political level, the
war contributed to the
rise of Alberto Fujimori,
whose  authoritarian
measures were seen as
necessary  to  restore
order.  His  presidency
ended  in  scandal  and
corruption,  but  his
coun te r i n su rgency
t a c t i c s  r e m a i n
controversial.  Many
Peruvians  still  debate
whether  the  ends
justified  the  means,
particularly  regarding
human rights violations
committed  by  state
forces.
Economical ly ,  the
conflict  devastated
regions like Ayacucho,
Huancavelica,  and
Apurímac, setting back
d e v e l o p m e n t  b y
decades.  However,  in
recent  years,  parts  of
these  regions  have
experienced  economic
recovery,  thanks  in
p a r t  t o  s t a t e
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investment  and  the
peace  dividend.  The
rise of coca cultivation
and the drug trade in
the  VRAEM  has  also
c r e a t e d  a  n e w
dynamic ,  l i nk i ng
r e m n a n t s  o f  T h e
Shining  Path  of  Peru
with organized crime.

The
Shining
Path
Today:
Remnant
s and
Challenge
s
Today,  The  Shining
Path  of  Peru  is  not
entirely  extinct.  A

small faction known as
the  “Proseguir”  (the
continuers) operates in
the VRAEM region, led
b y  t h e  Q u i s p e
Palomino  brothers  –
“José”  and  “Raúl.”
These  groups  have
largely  abandoned
Maoist  ideology  in
favor  of  protecting
drug  trafficking  routes
a n d  e n g a g i n g  i n
extortion,  kidnapping,
and occasional attacks
on military  and police
f o r c e s .  T h e y  a r e
estimated  to  number
no  more  than  a  few
hundred  fighters,  but
they remain a security
concern  because  of
the i r  contro l  over
terr itory  and  their
ab i l i t y  to  d i s rup t
development projects.
In  2021,  the  Peruvian
government  launched
a  major  operat ion
(Operation Patriota) to
capture  or  k i l l  the
remaining leaders. This
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has  resulted  in  some
successes, such as the
2022 capture of one of
the top leaders, but the
group  st i l l  poses  a
t h r e a t  t o  l o c a l
c o m m u n i t i e s .
Furthermore,  sporadic
a t tacks  on  po l i ce
convoys  and  electoral
campaigns  show  that
they  can  still  cause
harm.  The  Peruvian
T r u t h  a n d
R e c o n c i l i a t i o n
C o m m i s s i o n ’ s
recommendations have
n o t  b e e n  f u l l y
implemented,  and
victims  continue  to
demand  justice  and
reparations.
F r o m  a  p o l i t i c a l
perspective, the legacy
of The Shining Path of
P e r u  a l s o  f u e l s
polarization.  Some
groups,  particularly  in
the far left, romanticize
the  insurgency,  while
others use it to justify
h a r s h  s e c u r i t y

measures.  The debate
over  the  conflict’s
h i s to ry  i s  i t se l f  a
battleground.

Lessons
Learned:
Counterin
surgency,
Human
Rights,
and
Develop
ment
T h e  s t o r y  o f  T h e
Shining  Path  of  Peru
offers  several
important  lessons  for
the  world.  F irst ,  i t
highlights how extreme
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i nequa l i t y ,  s ta te
absence,  and  ethnic
discrimination  can
create  a  breeding
ground  for  v io lent
insurgencies.  Rural
poverty  and  lack  of
access to justice were
key grievances that the
group  exploited.  Any
effective  long-term
coun te r i n su rgency
must  address  these
structural  issues.
Second,  the  conflict
demonstrates  the
dangers  o f  s ta te -
sponsored abuses. The
military’s brutal tactics
sometimes  alienated
the  very  populations
they sought to protect,
driving  some  villagers
into  the  arms  of  the
i n s u r g e n t s .  T h e
success  of  the rondas
campesinas,  which
were community-based
and  human-r ights
respecting, shows that
local  participation  is
crucial.

Third,  the  capture  of
A b i m a e l  G u z m á n
p r o v e s  t h a t
decapitation strategies
can  work  if  combined
with  intelligence  and
community  support.
However ,  w i thout
a d d r e s s i n g  t h e
underlying causes, the
insurgency  can morph
into  criminal  violence,
as seen in the VRAEM.
Final ly ,  the  peace
process after Guzmán’s
capture – including the
establishment  of  the
T r u t h  a n d
R e c o n c i l i a t i o n
Commission  –  shows
that even after a brutal
war,  a  society  can
begin  to  heal  through
acknowledgment  and
reparation.  But  that
p rocess  requ i res
sustained  political  will
and resources.
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Conclusio
n: The
Echoes of
a Shining

Path
The  Shining  Path  of
P e r u  r e m a i n s  a
powerful,  if  tragic,
chapter in the nation’s
history. It is a story of
revolutionary  dreams
twisted  into  terror,  of
s t a te  f a i l u re  and
resilience,  and  of  a
people  caught  in  a
nightmare.  While  the
g r o u p  n o  l o n g e r
threatens the Peruvian
state as it once did, its
residual  presence  in
drug-producing  zones
and  the  unresolved
trauma  of  mil l ions

remind  us  that  the
“shining  path”  once
chosen  led  only  to
d a r k n e s s .  T h e
chal lenge  for  Peru
today is to ensure that
the lessons of the past
are  not  lost,  that  the
root causes of violence
are addressed through
inclusive development,
and  that  the  memory
o f  t h e  v i c t i m s  i s
honoured  through
justice and peace. Only
then  can  the  country
truly move beyond the
s h a d o w  c a s t  b y
Sendero Luminoso. For
t h o s e  s t u d y i n g
insurgencies,  human
r i gh t s ,  and  L a t i n
American  history,  the
case  of  The  Shining
Path  of  Peru  offers  a
cautionary  tale  about
the perils of ideological
extremism  and  the
necessity of building a
just  and  inc lus ive
society.


