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The International System: 
Why Great Powers 

behave the way they do 
and why Americans 

should care. 
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“What confronts us in international politics to-day is, therefore, nothing less than 
the complete bankruptcy of the conception of morality which has dominated 
political and economic thought for a century and a half.” 
  E.H. Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1939 

Agenda for Discussion 

1. Why do great powers behave the way the do? 
 

2. What drives national policy-making? 
 

3. What are the implications for contemporary 
American foreign and defense policy? 
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“These precepts are fortified by the lessons of Russian 
history: of centuries of obscure battles between nomadic 
forces over the stretches of a vast unfortified plain… Its 
political action is a fluid stream which moves constantly, 
wherever it is permitted to move, toward a given goal… For 
these reasons…  the foreign government in question should 
remain at all times cool and collected and that its demands on 
Russian policy should be put forward in such a manner as to 
leave the way open for a compliance not too detrimental to 
Russian prestige.” 

 George Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet 
 Conduct,” Foreign Affairs, 1947 

 
“He (Putin) is afraid of his own weakness. Russia has nothing, 

no successful politics or economy.”  
 Angela Merkel, German Chancellor, 2007 
 

“I cannot imagine any situation in which improved equipment 
for the Ukrainian Army leads to President Putin being so 
impressed that he believes he will lose militarily.”  

 Angela Merkel, German Chancellor, 7 February 2015 

What shapes Russian Foreign and 
Defense Policy? 
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What shapes Chinese Foreign and 
Defense Policy? 

“The expansion of China is an important subject in history, but 
its limit was reached long ago… The one peculiarity of this 
extension is that, roughly speaking, it has not been the result 
of aggressive conquest. China has always been on the 
defensive, and it is the surrounding peoples who have always 
assumed the offensive against her.” 
 Baron Suematsu Kenchō, 1905 

 
..They (Han Chinese) were regularly defeated by enemies 
neither numerous nor advanced… Indeed, Han rulers have 
ruled China for little more than a third of the last millennium. 
 Edward Luttwak, 2012 

 
Some foreigners with full bellies and nothing better to do 
engage in finger-pointing at us. First, China does not export 
revolution; Second, it does not export famine and poverty; 
and, Third, it does not mess around with you. So what else is 
there to say? 
 Xi Jinping to Chinese expats in Mexico, 2009 

http://www.china.org.cn/top10/2010-11/30/content_21448985_5.htm


BURKE-MACGREGOR GROUP LLC           
CONFIDENTIAL & PROPRIETARY INFORMATION 

Burke-Macgregor Group LLC 

What shapes Turkish Foreign and 
Defense Policy? 

“To unite different nations under one common name, to give 
these different elements equal rights, subject them to the 
same conditions and thus to found a mighty State is a 
brilliant and attractive political ideal; but it is a misleading 
one…. There is nothing in history to show how the policy of 
Pan-Islamism could have succeeded.” 
 President Mustafa Kemal (Ataturk), 1927 

 
“Dividing Cyprus was a serious mistake and the mistake 
continues with increasing effects.“ 
 President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 2012 
 

“Do not forget that Kosovo is Turkey and Turkey is Kosovo.” 
 President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 2013 
 

“The spirit of Kut al-Amara is the most significant foundation 
on which our Republic has risen. Kut al-Amara is a victory of 
all of us. Kut al-Amara is the victory of all peoples of the 
Middle East." 
 President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 2016 



BURKE-MACGREGOR GROUP LLC           
CONFIDENTIAL & PROPRIETARY INFORMATION 

Burke-Macgregor Group LLC 

What shapes Japanese Foreign and 
Defense Policy?  

“We are Japanese and we shall some day raise the national 
power of Japan so that not only shall we control the natives of 
China and India as the English do today, but we shall possess 
the power to rebuke the English and to rule Asia ourselves.” 
 Fukuzawa Yukichi, Founder of Keio University, 1882 

 
“We will strengthen our forces, but not until 1955.” 
“Why 1955?” I asked. 
“By then the Korean War will be over.” 
 Richard Kowalski’s conversation with PM Yoshida 
 Shigeru, May 1952 

 
“The only true value judgments we can make are determining 
what is in Japan’s interest. Since there are no real value 
judgments possible we cannot say anything… We watch the 
world situation and follow the trends.” 
 Miyazawa Kiichi,  
 Prime Minister of Japan, 1991-1993 
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What shapes German Foreign and 
Defense Policy? 

“The true and actual purpose of the German Confederation is to 
secure peace… This would be counteracted if a new collective 
state (united Germany) were introduced into the ranks of 
European States… No one could then prevent Germany from 
becoming an aggressive state, which no good German can wish.” 
 Alexander von Humboldt, Prussian Representative to the 
 Congress of Vienna, 1814 
 

“The secret of politics? Make a good treaty with Russia.” 
 Otto von Bismarck, German Chancellor, 1870 

 
“You know, here in Central Europe we have over 80 million 
Germans. These people, too, have a right to life… For 300 years 
they have been cheated of this. They could only be cheated 
because they were so spread out that the weight of their 
numbers could not be felt.” 
 Adolf Hitler, German Chancellor, 1940 
 

“My aim remains, if the historical hour allows it, the unification 
of our nation.” 
 Helmuth Kohl, German Chancellor, 1989 
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What shapes American Foreign and 
Defense Policy? 

“It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances 
with any portion of the foreign world.” 
 President George Washington, 1796 

 
“I just have a hunch that Stalin is not that kind of man. Harry 
Hopkins says he's not and that he doesn't want anything 
except security for his own country, and I think that if I give 
him everything… he won't try to annex anything and will 
work with me for a world of democracy and peace.” 
 President Franklin Roosevelt, 1943 

 
“We have chosen to fight a limited war in Vietnam in an 
attempt to prevent a larger war—a war almost certain to 
follow.”  
 President Lyndon Johnson, 1967 

 
“Month by month, Iraqis are assuming more responsibility… 
Because of American leadership and resolve the world is 
changing for the better.” 
 President George W. Bush, 2004 
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What are the Implications for American 
military power? 

 Former Ambassador Chas Freeman warns that U.S. Foreign Policy is based 
on the assumption that “no bluff we make will ever be called.” This 
assumption will be tested sooner, rather than later; 
 

 The proliferation of new military technologies—long-range precision 
strike, persistent surveillance, anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) 
capabilities—is nullifying many of America’s strategic advantages 
particularly in aerospace and naval power;  
 

 The last major war’s technologies, force designs, and human capital 
strategies are seldom, if ever, the right solutions for the next major war.  
Now is the time to adapt and build powerful, new forces; 
 

 The American military must organize for a different future, the 
unexpected, “Strategic Surprise;” a “Korean-like Emergency” in 1950 or a 
“Sarajevo-like” event in 1914, not counterinsurgency and nation building; 

 
 Single Service Warfare is obsolete. All forces must organize, train and 

equip for Joint Warfighting Operations (service interdependence). 
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 “The failure to devise a coherent strategy to protect our national interests and the failure to 
provide a military force capable of carrying out the strategy is putting those interests at risk, 
jeopardizing the lives of American servicemen and women...” 

 Admiral William Owens with Ed Offley, Lifting the Fog of War, 1999 

 
 Years of easy tactical military victories over weak opponents in the Balkans, Afghanistan and 

Iraq created the illusion of American military supremacy. This illusion persists with the result 
that politicians and generals frequently define failure as success and spend money without 
any enduring strategic framework relating military power to attainable strategic goals. 

 
 Washington must shed this illusion. Strategy and geopolitics always trump ideology. American 

values are not universal! 
 
 It is vital that Washington not repeat the mistakes of London in 1914: over-estimate its 

national power by involving itself in a self-defeating regional war it does not need to fight and 
precipitate its own economic and military decline.  

“The commonest error in politics is sticking to the carcass of dead policies.“ 
  Lord Salisbury, British PM, 1895 


