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I. Background and general objectives

This research project has theoretical and empirical objectives. Its main purpose is to refine the theories of imperialism focusing on pericentric sources of power expansion.
 The research will be based on the following guiding assumption: that the extension of the power and influence of the United States in South America is a consequence not only of systemic (unipolarity) and metropolitan forces (American disposition and coalition specific motives) but of a dynamic conjunction of peripheral sources and forces that create new and broad opportunities for the American expansion.

The main source of that process is what could be called the “turbulent periphery” mechanism, following the classical works of John Galbraith about the relationship between “turbulent frontiers” and the British Empire expansion in India, Malaysia, and South Africa
. A variety of political developments is included within this category: civil wars, areas without governmental control, weak or weakening states, deep political crisis and strategies and policies promoted by governments that oppose and confront American interests and values.

In most cases, these developments constitute a source of “unintended” and “unanticipated” expansion of power and influence and put into question the theories and approaches that assume that this process is the result of purposive and directed thinking and policies. This proposed study of peripheral sources of expansion tries to prove that this phenomenon is in great measure a reactive rather than a proactive strategy and more a product of developments in a determinate region of the periphery rather than a result of a metropolitan design.
 

II. The case of South America as a “turbulent periphery”

The present situation of South America is an extraordinary laboratory to test pericentric views of imperialism. A set of variables that make great part of the subregion a “turbulent periphery” are activating US concerns, conditioning its responses, dictating the nature of its policies and generating a greater involvement in the politics of many South American countries. 

A peripherial driven account for the American expansion in South America, contends that the “turbulent periphery” mechanism not only explains the time, extend and pattern of US political, military and economic expansion but also transforms the political balance within the sub region itself, both within and between countries. This political transformation also produces instability and fragmentation within South America. Moreover, the modifications of the political landscape makes very difficult the abandonment of US new commitments in the area. Adopting a constructivist view, it can be stated that this process is modifying American interests and, in some cases, even its identity. As Paul Mac Donald has recently concluded: “Developments in the periphery, therefore, are often the cause, rather than just a consequence, of great power interests”.
 On the peripheral side, it can also generate new interests in the sub region itself. 

Regarding the political forces that operate as a “peripheral pull”, the project will pay special attention to social divisions in selected countries (Colombia, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela) leading to collaboration and resistance vis à vis the US as well as to particular domestic incentives for both types of behavior.

Special efforts will be made to define the concept of imperial expansion in the contemporary context of US-South American relation and identify the relevant data for measuring its nature and extent. The time frame for the research will be the beginning of this decade up to the present. The methodology to be followed will combine comparative politics with case studies. Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela are the countries selected because one or more aspects that characterize our independent variable (“turbulent periphery”) are present in each of these different cases. Moreover, the four countries also operate as “peripheral pulls” of the US expansion in other South American polities (for example, the instability in Bolivia can lead to an increase of the American presence and influence in Paraguay).
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