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The object of this project will be to study the redefinition of the role of the State currently in progress in South America. It parts from the assumption that such a redefinition can be observed in many countries of the region, especially in Argentina after the economic collapse of 2001-2002, but not only there. 

In order to reach its aims this project will review both the basic trends of the literature of the nineties (see selected bibliography below) that attacked what was considered a too wide influence of the State on economic and social affairs, as well as the new social discourses and political attitudes now emerging in Argentina and, for comparative purposes, in other South American countries such as Brazil. The approach here will be basically conceptual, but it will also take practical dimensions into consideration and it will be directed to analyse the scope of the redefinition of the State and it perspectives for security issues, considering very specially how it will affect regional and international relations in times of “war against terror”.

During the nineties it was widely spread along the vast and multifaceted Latin American political culture the idea that the State, mainly the State apparatus including the government, was an essential part of the problems that the region has historically been facing. A major obstacle to economic development, the State was also considered as a source of illegality that also deserved to be blamed for all kind of abuses against individual freedoms and properties. Some ten years later, this perception changed dramatically and now tends to be the very opposite, both economically and politically.

It seems that the State is not under suspicion anymore in the region, though it is widely acknowledged that its apparatus and structure remains too old-minded and its administration too bureaucratic, not to speak about the long standing corruption of several of its branches. There is a large consensus on the need of a deep reform and modernization of the different States of the region (and this does not imply, of course, that such reforms are about to take place), but States are no longer identified as the main source of economic stagnation and popular hardships of any kind, mainly poverty and political repression. 

But what lacks in this new picture of the State is a good definition of its function. The new challenges arisen by regional and international insecurities, social inequalities and economic turmoil claims for a “State culture” based on the civil society that should support the necessary changes and the evolution towards the improvement of political goods. But all these aims are poorly approached both in the available literature and in public discourse.

Precisely because the role of the State is now under a process of deep political redefinition, there is an increasing need to develop a more specific, precise, up-to-date and empirical concept of the State which should avoid simplified, anachronistic or mere ideological perceptions and prescriptions. Therefore, this part of the project will try to approach this problem both at a theoretical and practical level, paying special attention to the role of the State as a source of stability in domestic as well as foreign affairs of the Southern Cone of Latin America. 

Another important question posed by the current situation to States worldwide relates to the state capacity (and to the emerging “State culture”) to provide security vis-à-vis the threats of terrorism and the pressures made by those who think it should be fought by an ill-defined “war”. Special attention will be paid to the reaction of the governments of Argentine and Brazil regarding the so-called war on terrorism and the way it impacts on the design of their foreign policies. Is the “war on terror” becoming a new pressure for countries like Argentina and Brazil to adopt a more active role in world politics, or is it rather pushing them to a more isolated position which constrains and restricts their space of manoeuvre in international affairs? Are they increasing their regional engagement while abandoning the wider international arena?

Cases like those of Argentina and Brazil are good examples to monitor the reaction of middle-size countries or emerging regional leaders towards the “war on terror” and could later be used for comparative purposes with other equivalent countries of different regions. Besides, it is crucial to explore how the so-called war on terror affects the political identity of young democracies that have experienced in the past their own “war against terrorism.”  Bloodshed, human rights violations and the suspension of democratic values have been associated with these experiences. The Latin American State has a past of terror and crime that still affects popular beliefs and refrains (sometimes by law, as it is the case in Argentina) the involvement of the Armed Forces in civil affairs, such as public security. Hence, a recent and traumatic history impedes the military to play a role in domestic affairs as it would be the desire of the US government, since it considers this the best way of fighting terrorism and improving the control on drug trafficking. Different approaches are based upon diverging national histories and identities. 

This kind of exploration could also provide a conceptual enrichment of the notions of memory and identity as a crucial aspect of the definition of the State.  Peculiarities of a regional political culture could also help to develop a Southern perspective of the question of security, the implications of State crisis and a renewal of its functions. Such efforts could then contribute to the built-up of regional perceptions which have become extremely necessary to implement innovative policies to address and prevent local and regional insecurity.
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