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In the spring of 2025, as I completed my manuscript Three Winters in Exile: The Trump Chronicles 2021-2024, I anticipated the return of Donald Trump to the White House would mark a significant shift in American foreign policy. Yet even with my years of studying U.S. grand strategy and having authored comparative analyses of the Trump and Biden presidencies, I was unprepared for the intellectual audacity of the November 2025 National Security Strategy. Here was a document that did not merely propose policy adjustments—it claimed to repudiate three decades of American strategic thinking.

As someone who has spent considerable scholarly energy examining America's post-Cold War trajectory, including in my works Geopolitical Realignments and U.S. Decline and the co-authored study The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism from Hegemonic Triumphalism, I recognize the profound significance of this moment. The 2025 NSS represents more than a change in administration or even ideology—it signals a fundamental questioning of assumptions that have guided American statecraft since the fall of the Berlin Wall.

This book undertakes the essential scholarly task of placing the 2025 National Security Strategy in its proper historical and comparative context. By systematically analyzing all seventeen NSS documents published between 1991 and 2025, it provides what no single administration can offer: perspective. The author has performed a service not only to students of international relations but to policymakers, strategists, and citizens who seek to understand how American strategic thought has evolved across seven presidencies and two vastly different eras of global politics.

The View from Outside Looking In

My vantage point as a non-American scholar of international relations—holding a Ph.D. in International Relations and Postgraduate Diploma in TEFL with Advanced Educational Methodology focus, with over fifty published works examining everything from South Asian geopolitics to American political leadership—offers a unique perspective on this comparative analysis. In my textbook International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective, I argued that the study of international relations cannot remain confined to Western ivory towers but must incorporate the lived experiences of nations navigating a complex world order shaped by great power competition, economic interdependence, and contested visions of sovereignty.

From this position—that of a scholar situated at the crossroads of South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East—America's strategic transformations appear both more dramatic and more comprehensible than they might to observers within the United States itself. When Clinton spoke of "enlargement" of the democratic community, we in the developing world understood this as an assertion of American ideological supremacy following the Cold War victory. When Bush proclaimed a doctrine of preemptive war, we experienced it not as abstract policy but as lived reality in Afghanistan and Iraq. When Obama announced a "pivot to Asia," we recognized the beginning of what would become the defining strategic competition of the twenty-first century.

My co-authored academic publication "The Changing Security Dynamics Shaped The Power Imbalance Between India And Pakistan In The Post-Cold War Era," published in the Journal of Positive School Psychology in 2023, examined how the end of the Cold War fundamentally transformed regional security dynamics in South Asia. Pakistan's position became detrimental as the United States stopped aid after the Soviet Union's collapse, while India aligned its security, economic, and foreign policies with the "new world order." This research demonstrated how American grand strategy shifts reverberate through regional power balances in ways that Washington often fails to anticipate.

And now, when Trump's 2025 NSS speaks of ending "the days of the United States propping up the entire world order like Atlas," we hear an echo of critiques that scholars from the Global South have been articulating for decades—though arriving at very different prescriptions. The difference is that when we in the developing world critique American overextension, we typically advocate for more genuine multilateralism and respect for sovereignty. The 2025 NSS, by contrast, seems to advocate for American disengagement combined with continued primacy—a conceptually challenging combination that may prove difficult to sustain in practice.

The Architecture of Strategic Change

What makes this comparative study particularly valuable is its rigorous analytical framework. The author has identified clear dimensions for comparison: threat perception, alliance theory, use of force doctrine, economic statecraft, democracy promotion, and regional priorities. This systematic approach reveals patterns that casual observation might miss.

Consider the evolution of China policy across these documents. In my own work examining American politics, including Biden vs. Trump The 45th and 46th: A Tale of Two Americas, I noted how the 2017 NSS inaugurated the "great power competition" framework that Biden largely maintained in 2022. Yet the 2025 document, as this book meticulously documents, represents a striking departure—reframing China primarily as an economic competitor with whom a "mutually advantageous relationship" might be possible. This is not mere rhetorical adjustment but a fundamental reconceptualization of the central strategic challenge of our era.

The implications extend beyond bilateral relations to shape entire regional orders. My work Crossroads of Continents: The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor and Pakistan's Strategic Position in the New Eurasian Order examined how major infrastructure and connectivity initiatives are reshaping regional power dynamics. When America's strategic documents shift their framing of China from revisionist power to potential economic partner, this creates ripple effects across Asia, affecting everything from alliance configurations to infrastructure investment patterns to military procurement decisions by regional states.

Similarly, the treatment of alliances reveals a transformation that this book captures with particular clarity. From Clinton's NATO enlargement to Bush's "coalitions of the willing" to Obama's alliance revitalization to Biden's "alliance-centric" approach, there existed continuity in viewing alliances as assets that amplify American power. The 2025 NSS's framing of alliances primarily as burdens requiring drastic cost-sharing represents a philosophical break unprecedented in the post-World War II era.

This shift in alliance theory carries profound implications not just for American foreign policy but for the entire architecture of global security. The post-1945 alliance system was predicated on the understanding that American security was enhanced, not diminished, by maintaining forward deployments and mutual defense commitments. The costs of these commitments were understood as investments in deterrence, stability, and influence—cheaper than the alternatives of isolation or ad hoc crisis response.

The 2025 NSS challenges this foundational assumption by presenting alliance commitments as net drains on American resources rather than force multipliers. The demand for allies to spend 5% of GDP on defense—more than double the current 2% NATO target—represents not merely an increase in burden-sharing but a reconceptualization of what alliances are for. Are they cooperative security arrangements where each partner contributes according to capability? Or are they transactional relationships where protection is exchanged for payment?

My work on Pakistan's strategic relationships, including Can Russia Help Pakistan Grow? and my co-authored analysis of post-Cold War security dynamics between India and Pakistan, has taught me that security partnerships function best when built on shared strategic interests rather than purely transactional calculations. When alliances become primarily about burden-sharing rather than burden-distribution based on mutual benefit, their cohesion often weakens precisely when they are most needed.

Civilizational Discourse and Its Discontents

Among the many valuable analyses in this book, I find the discussion of "civilizational" language in the 2025 NSS particularly significant. The document's references to "civilizational erasure" and its call for Europe to maintain "civilizational self-confidence" mark a departure from the universalist rhetoric that characterized previous strategies—even Trump's own 2017 document.

As someone who has written extensively on the intersection of religion, politics, and identity in international relations—including works examining Islamic civilization's role in global affairs and comparative religious studies—I am acutely aware of the dangers inherent in such framing. The shift from promoting universal values to defending particular civilizations risks legitimizing precisely the kind of spheres-of-influence politics that the post-World War II order sought to transcend.

This civilizational rhetoric also carries practical implications for alliance management and diplomatic relations. When a National Security Strategy speaks of civilizational threats and identity preservation, it creates conceptual frameworks that can either strengthen cultural solidarity or provoke backlash among diverse populations within allied nations. The language of civilization has historically been double-edged—capable of inspiring unity but equally capable of fostering exclusion and resentment.

The author of this book wisely refrains from rendering premature judgments but invites readers to consider the implications. Will civilizational rhetoric prove a more honest acknowledgment of irreducible differences, or will it become a self-fulfilling prophecy that accelerates global fragmentation? History suggests that how great powers talk about the world shapes the world they eventually inhabit. The conceptual frameworks embedded in strategic documents have ways of materializing into policy realities that outlast the administrations that authored them.

The Economic Dimension

Having explored America's economic transformation in my work Trump's Siege on the Fed: Politics, Power, and the Fracturing of Global Finance and examined broader realignment patterns in global finance, I am particularly struck by this book's treatment of economic statecraft across administrations. The journey from Clinton's embrace of globalization and free trade to Trump's 2025 advocacy of comprehensive tariffs represents one of the most dramatic policy reversals in American history.

The 2025 NSS explicitly rejects what it calls "destructive bets on globalism and so-called 'free trade.'" This language would have been unthinkable in any NSS document from 1991 to 2016. Yet as the author demonstrates, the seeds of this transformation were planted in Trump's 2017 strategy, which first articulated the principle that "economic security is national security."

What we are witnessing is not merely a policy adjustment but an intellectual revolution in how American elites think about economics and power. Whether this revolution will produce the promised reindustrialization and middle-class prosperity, or whether it will trigger global economic fragmentation with devastating consequences, remains the critical question of our time.

The Unipolar Moment and Its Discontents

In my co-authored academic work The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism from Hegemonic Triumphalism tracking the arc of American hegemony from its post-Cold War peak to its contemporary challenges, I have argued that the "unipolar moment" was always more fragile than it appeared. The very dominance that made American primacy seem permanent also bred the complacency and overextension that would eventually undermine it.

This book's historical analysis supports this thesis. The Clinton administration's expansive definition of national interest, Bush's ambitious democracy promotion, and even Obama's multilateral activism all rested on an assumption of abundant power and limited peer competition. Only when China's rise and Russia's resurgence became undeniable did American strategy begin its painful adjustment.

The 2025 NSS can be read as both an acknowledgment of this new reality and a proposed adaptation to it. Whether the adaptation is appropriate—whether burden-sharing and restraint will preserve American leadership or accelerate its decline—historians will debate for decades to come.

Methodology and Intellectual Honesty

A word about methodology: This book exemplifies the kind of scholarship that international relations desperately needs. Rather than beginning with ideological preferences and selecting evidence to support predetermined conclusions, the author has assembled all relevant primary sources, developed clear analytical frameworks, and allowed the evidence to speak. The extensive use of primary documents, the careful compilation of comparative tables, and the balanced presentation of multiple interpretive frameworks all mark this as serious scholarship.

Having authored over one hundred books across multiple disciplines—from political analysis to international relations to cultural studies—I have witnessed how partisan polarization increasingly corrupts scholarly integrity. Works on American foreign policy too often become exercises in advocacy rather than analysis. This book resists that temptation. It presents the 2025 NSS's self-justifications alongside critical assessments, allows readers to examine parallel passages from multiple administrations, and refrains from premature judgment about outcomes that remain uncertain.

Questions for the Future

This comparative analysis raises questions that will shape our era:

On Strategic Coherence: Can a grand strategy that explicitly repudiates post-Cold War consensus maintain bipartisan support necessary for sustained implementation? Or will American strategy continue to oscillate between competing visions with each change of administration? The historical record suggests that strategic consistency requires either overwhelming consensus or overwhelming power—and America in 2025 possesses neither to the degree it once did.

On Alliance Systems: Will burden-sharing demands strengthen alliances by creating more equitable partnerships, or will they fracture relationships built over seven decades? From my vantage point observing America's alliance networks across multiple regions, I see both possibilities as live options. My research on Can Russia Help Pakistan Grow? explored how nations navigate relationships with multiple major powers, seeking partnerships based on mutual benefit rather than subordination. The 2025 NSS's transactional approach to alliances may inadvertently push partners toward similar multi-alignment strategies, reducing American influence even as it reduces American costs.

On Economic Nationalism: Can tariff-based economic policy revitalize American manufacturing, or will it trigger retaliation that harms American interests while accelerating the development of alternative economic centers? My work Trump's Siege on the Fed: Politics, Power, and the Fracturing of Global Finance documented how challenges to American institutional independence can erode the credibility that underpins the dollar's global role. Economic nationalism in trade policy, combined with political pressure on monetary institutions, risks undermining the very foundations of American economic power that the 2025 NSS seeks to preserve.

On Democracy Promotion: Does the 2025 NSS's abandonment of transformational ambitions represent wisdom learned from failures in Afghanistan and Iraq, or does it signal a dangerous indifference to the internal character of regimes? Can America maintain its alliances and its values while rejecting the project of expanding the democratic community? This question becomes particularly acute when authoritarian regimes actively export their governance models, filling the ideological space that American retrenchment creates.

On Great Power Relations: Can transactional pragmatism with China produce a stable equilibrium, or does the absence of a clear competitive framework increase risks of miscalculation? In my analysis of Sino-American relations and regional security dynamics, I have noted that the 2017-2022 consensus on competition at least provided conceptual clarity that all parties understood. The 2025 NSS's ambiguity about whether China is primarily an economic competitor or a comprehensive rival may create confusion among allies and adversaries alike about American intentions and commitments.

On Regional Priorities: The 2025 NSS's unprecedented emphasis on the Western Hemisphere raises questions about sustainability and effectiveness. Can America truly pivot its strategic focus to its own hemisphere while maintaining commitments in Europe and Asia? My work on geopolitical realignments suggests that geography still matters but cannot alone determine strategic priorities in an interconnected world. Economic flows, alliance commitments, and security interdependencies create constraints that even the most determined administration cannot easily escape.

A Personal Reflection

In my years of studying international relations, I have observed how each generation of American strategists believes themselves to be uniquely clear-eyed about reality while their predecessors were deluded by ideology. Clinton's team believed they had transcended Cold War thinking. Bush's advisors were certain they understood the post-9/11 world. Obama's officials thought they had corrected Bush's overreach. Trump's 2017 strategists claimed to have restored realism. Biden's team insisted they had rebuilt alliances. And now Trump's 2025 strategy presents itself as the correction to three decades of error.

Perhaps the most important lesson from this comparative study is humility. Grand strategies are written with confidence but implemented in uncertainty. The documents analyzed in this book were all products of serious people drawing on vast intelligence resources and historical knowledge. Yet the world consistently surprised them. The Soviet Union collapsed when Bush 41 was still focused on managing its decline. September 11th occurred months after Bush 43 published an NSS focused on great power competition. The 2008 financial crisis scrambled Obama's strategic priorities. Trump's 2017 strategy did not anticipate a pandemic that would kill over a million Americans. Biden's 2022 strategy was published as the Afghanistan withdrawal debacle continued to reverberate.

My own scholarly work has repeatedly confronted this gap between strategic intention and historical outcome. When I analyzed in my co-authored study The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism from Hegemonic Triumphalism how American hegemony has evolved since the Cold War, I was struck by how each administration believed it had found the formula for sustainable primacy. Yet each encountered constraints—domestic political opposition, economic pressures, adversary adaptation, ally defection—that their strategic documents had underestimated or ignored entirely.

The 2025 NSS will likely face surprises that its authors cannot anticipate. Perhaps that is the ultimate value of this comparative historical analysis—it reminds us that strategic documents are guideposts, not prophecies, and that the gap between strategic intent and historical outcome is often measured in chasms, not inches. The comparison of seventeen strategies spanning three decades reveals a pattern: ambitions exceed capabilities, adversaries prove more resilient than expected, allies prove less compliant than hoped, and domestic political constraints prove more binding than acknowledged.

This pattern suggests a deeper truth about grand strategy itself: the very act of articulating a comprehensive vision tends to reveal its limitations. When strategy remains implicit, its contradictions can remain hidden. When it becomes explicit, as the NSS requirement mandates, those contradictions become visible to domestic critics and foreign adversaries alike. The 2025 NSS's explicit repudiation of past consensus makes its own assumptions and vulnerabilities equally visible—a transparency that may prove both its strength and its weakness.

Recommendations for Readers

I recommend this book to several distinct audiences, each of whom will find different value in its comprehensive comparative analysis:

For Students of International Relations: Use this book as a master class in comparative policy analysis. The methodological rigor, the comprehensive treatment of primary sources, and the balanced analytical framework provide a model for serious scholarship. Too often, students are taught either pure theory divorced from policy reality or pure policy description lacking theoretical grounding. This book bridges that gap, showing how theoretical frameworks illuminate policy choices while policy documents reveal theoretical assumptions. The systematic comparison of seventeen distinct strategies over three decades offers an unparalleled dataset for understanding how American strategic thought evolves in response to changing global conditions.

For Policy Professionals: Whether you embrace or reject the 2025 NSS's prescriptions, this historical context is essential. Understanding why previous strategies failed—or succeeded—should inform your approach to implementing current policy. The book's documentation of gaps between strategic rhetoric and actual implementation across multiple administrations offers sobering lessons about the challenges of translating documents into deeds. Strategy execution requires not just good ideas but sustained political will, adequate resources, bureaucratic cooperation, and favorable external conditions—variables that prove far more difficult to align than strategic documents typically acknowledge.

For Foreign Policy Observers Abroad: This book offers invaluable insights into how American strategic thinking evolves. For those of us who live in regions deeply affected by American power, understanding the intellectual architecture behind U.S. policy is not academic luxury but practical necessity. My own experience researching topics ranging from Can Russia Help Pakistan Grow? to Crossroads of Continents has taught me that anticipating American strategic shifts requires understanding not just current policy but the intellectual debates that shape future policy. This book provides that essential context, allowing international observers to distinguish between durable strategic trends and temporary political fashions.

For American Citizens: In a democracy, foreign policy ultimately rests on public support. This book provides the historical context necessary for informed citizenship. When candidates promise "America First" or "alliance revitalization" or "great power competition," you will understand what these phrases mean in historical context and what their implementation might entail. The comparative approach reveals that slogans often conceal profound disagreements about means and ends. "Peace through strength" meant something very different to Reagan than to Trump, just as "engagement" meant different things to Clinton and Obama. Understanding these nuances matters for democratic accountability.

History as Prologue

As I completed my work Biden vs. Trump The 45th and 46th: A Tale of Two Americas, I reflected on how deeply divided America has become not just politically but philosophically. The foreign policy debates captured in this book reflect that deeper division—between those who see America's post-Cold War engagement as noble if imperfect and those who view it as catastrophically misguided; between those who see alliances as force multipliers and those who view them as burdens; between those who believe American values should guide American power and those who advocate amoral pragmatism.

This book does not resolve these debates—no book could. But it clarifies them, provides historical depth to contemporary arguments, and reminds us that today's revolutionary strategy is tomorrow's historical document to be analyzed by future scholars wondering what we were thinking.

The 2025 National Security Strategy may prove to be a brilliant adaptation to new realities or a catastrophic misreading of American interests. It may herald a new era of sustainable American leadership or accelerate the transition to a multipolar disorder. The evidence is not yet in, and honest scholars must acknowledge uncertainty.

What this book demonstrates conclusively is that the 2025 NSS represents a genuine inflection point in American strategic thought—a moment when foundational assumptions are being questioned and alternative paths are being charted. Whether those paths lead to renewal or decline will be determined not by the elegance of strategic documents but by the harsh judgment of historical outcomes.

I am honored to introduce this important work to readers around the world. May it contribute to the global conversation about power, purpose, and the international order we will inhabit in the decades ahead.
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Timeline of U.S. National Security Strategy Documents (1991–2025)
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A Comprehensive Historical Record Based on Verified Sources



Legal Foundation and Overview

The National Security Strategy (NSS) is mandated by the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 (Public Law 99-433, Section 603). According to Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023), Section 603 requires each president to regularly transmit to Congress a classified and comprehensive national security strategy, though since 1987 presidents have opted to publish unclassified versions for public distribution.

Since 1987, 19 unclassified national security strategy documents have been published according to research published in the Texas National Security Review (Chin, Skinner, and Yoo, 2023). These include documents from Reagan (2), Bush 41 (3), Clinton (7), Bush 43 (2), Obama (2), Trump (1), and Biden (2, including the March 2021 Interim NSS).



Complete Timeline (1990–2025)

George H.W. Bush Administration (1989-1993)

According to the Texas National Security Review analysis, Bush 41 published three NSS documents:

1. 1990

	Title: National Security Strategy of the United States

	President: George H.W. Bush

	Source: Historical Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense


2. August 1, 1991

	Title: National Security Strategy of the United States

	President: George H.W. Bush

	Historical Significance: According to Wikipedia's NSS entry, this document officially identified environmental security concerns for the first time

	Context: Published during the aftermath of the Gulf War and Soviet collapse

	Source: Historical Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense; Wikipedia


3. 1993

	Title: National Security Strategy of the United States

	President: George H.W. Bush

	Context: Published in final weeks of the Bush administration

	Source: Historical Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense; Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023)




William J. Clinton Administration (1993-2001)

According to Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023), Clinton published seven NSS documents from 1994 to 2000, the most of any president.

4. July 1994

	Title: A National Security Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement

	President: Bill Clinton

	Context: First NSS of the Clinton administration

	Key Theme: "Engagement and Enlargement" doctrine

	Source: White House archives; Historical Office, OSD


5. February 1995

	Title: A National Security Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement

	President: Bill Clinton

	Source: White House archives; Historical Office, OSD


6. February 1996

	Title: A National Security Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement

	President: Bill Clinton

	Source: White House archives; Historical Office, OSD


7. May 1997

	Title: A National Security Strategy For A New Century

	President: Bill Clinton

	Context: Title changed from "Engagement and Enlargement" to "For A New Century"

	Source: White House archives; NSS Archive (nssarchive.us)


8. October 1998

	Title: A National Security Strategy For A New Century

	President: Bill Clinton

	Source: White House archives; Historical Office, OSD


9. December 1999

	Title: A National Security Strategy For A New Century

	President: Bill Clinton

	Source: Clinton White House archives (clintonwhitehouse4.archives.gov)


10. 2000

	Title: A National Security Strategy For A New Century

	President: Bill Clinton

	Source: Historical Office, OSD; Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023)




George W. Bush Administration (2001-2009)

Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023) document that Bush 43 published two NSS documents (2002 and 2006).

11. September 17, 2002

	Title: The National Security Strategy of the United States of America

	President: George W. Bush

	Context: Published one year after 9/11 attacks

	Historical Significance: According to Wikipedia, contained the controversial Bush doctrine of pre-emptive war and concepts reflected in the 1992 Defense Planning Guidance by Paul Wolfowitz and I. Lewis Libby under Defense Secretary Dick Cheney

	Key Elements: Wikipedia notes the document treated AIDS as a threat to national security and aimed to double the size of the world's poorest economies within a decade

	Source: Bush White House archives (georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov); Wikipedia; Historical Office, OSD


12. March 16, 2006

	Title: The National Security Strategy of the United States of America

	President: George W. Bush

	Context: Published during Iraq War

	Historical Significance: According to Wikipedia, the document stated it was "a wartime national security strategy required by the grave challenge we face—the rise of terrorism fueled by an aggressive ideology of hatred and murder"

	Key Themes: Two pillars: "promoting freedom, justice, and human dignity" and "leading a growing community of democracies"

	Notable: Wikipedia reports the 2006 NSS discussed environmental destruction as potentially threatening national security

	Source: Bush White House archives; Wikipedia; Historical Office, OSD




Barack Obama Administration (2009-2017)

According to Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023), Obama published two NSS documents (2010 and 2015).

13. May 26, 2010

	Title: National Security Strategy

	President: Barack Obama

	Historical Significance: According to Wikipedia, UN Ambassador Susan Rice called it a "dramatic departure" from its predecessor

	Key Changes: Wikipedia notes the strategy advocated increased engagement with Russia, China, and India; identified nuclear non-proliferation and climate change as priorities; and removed terms such as "Islamic radicalism"

	Context: Economic recovery emphasized as national security

	Source: Obama White House archives (obamawhitehouse.archives.gov); Wikipedia; Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023)


14. February 6, 2015

	Title: National Security Strategy

	President: Barack Obama

	Context: Response to Russia's 2014 annexation of Crimea; ISIS rise

	Source: Obama White House archives; Council on Foreign Relations; Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023)




Donald J. Trump Administration (First Term, 2017-2021)

According to Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023), Trump published one NSS during his first term.

15. December 18, 2017

	Title: National Security Strategy of the United States of America

	President: Donald J. Trump

	Historical Significance: According to the Texas National Security Review research, one of the authors (Skinner) was director of policy planning at the State Department from 2018 to 2019 and sought to craft new China strategy

	Key Framework: Introduced "great power competition" as organizing concept

	China Characterization: Peter Mattis, as cited in the Texas National Security Review, called the shift from engagement to rivalry "an historic break" in U.S. China policy

	Source: Trump White House archives (trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov); State Department (2017-2021.state.gov); Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023)




Joseph R. Biden Administration (2021-2025)

Biden published two NSS documents including an interim guidance, according to Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023).

16. March 2021

	Title: Interim National Security Strategic Guidance

	President: Joe Biden

	Context: According to Wikipedia, this document recommitted the United States to the NATO alliance and concluded that the United States "must demonstrate that democracies can still deliver for our people"

	Note: Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023) note this interim document was less comprehensive than a full report and referenced only about half as many countries as the 2022 full NSS

	Source: White House (whitehouse.gov); Wikipedia; Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023)


17. October 12, 2022

	Title: National Security Strategy

	President: Joe Biden

	Context: According to Wikipedia, the strategy said the U.S. faced two strategic challenges: post-cold war competition between superpowers and transnational challenges from climate change to global health

	Key Quote: Wikipedia reports the document stated: "the most pressing strategic challenge facing our vision is from powers that layer authoritarian governance with a revisionist foreign policy," singling out China and Russia

	Organization: Three organizing principles according to the White House fact sheet: (1) Invest in sources of national strength, (2) Mobilize coalitions of nations, (3) Shape rules of the 21st century economy

	Source: White House; Wikipedia; Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023)




Donald J. Trump Administration (Second Term, 2025-)

18. December 4, 2025

	Title: National Security Strategy of the United States of America

	President: Donald J. Trump

	Context: First NSS of Trump's second term

	Historical Significance: According to Wikipedia, the administration said it was "a roadmap to ensure America remains the greatest and most successful nation in human history and the home of freedom on earth"

	Key Statements (from Wikipedia): 	"After the end of the Cold War, American foreign policy elites convinced themselves that permanent American domination of the entire world was in the best interests of our country. Yet the affairs of other countries are our concern only if their activities directly threaten our interests"

	Rejects urging other countries to adopt "democratic or other social change that differs widely from their traditions and histories"

	"The days of the United States propping up the entire world order like Atlas are over"

	Stated "The era of mass migration must end"



	China Approach: According to Wikipedia, unlike the 2022 NSS, the 2025 document does not single out China as the greatest challenge and frames the relationship almost exclusively in economic terms

	Russia Treatment: Wikipedia reports that unlike previous NSS documents, the 2025 document has very little criticism of Russia, which is not mentioned at all as a potential threat

	Europe Criticism: Wikipedia notes the document devotes its most significant criticisms to Europe, with references to "civilizational erasure"

	Ukraine Position: States that negotiating "an expeditious cessation of hostilities in Ukraine" is in U.S. core interest, according to Wikipedia

	Taiwan: Wikipedia reports the document states "deterring a conflict over Taiwan, ideally by preserving military overmatch, is a priority" and that the US "does not support any unilateral change to the status quo in the Taiwan Strait"

	Western Hemisphere: According to Wikipedia, calls for reorientation of US military efforts toward the Western Hemisphere to "control migration, stop drug flows, and strengthen stability and security"

	Source: White House; Wikipedia; Council on Foreign Relations Expert Brief (December 6, 2025)




Key Scholarly Observations

Publication Patterns

According to research by Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023) in the Texas National Security Review:

	Total unclassified NSS documents since 1987: 19 (through Biden's 2022 NSS)

	Most prolific: Clinton (7 documents)

	Least frequent: Trump first term, Bush 43, Obama (1-2 documents each)

	Trend: Shift from annual publication to once or twice per term

	Legal requirement: Despite statutory requirements for annual submission, administrations frequently do not meet this mandate


Document Characteristics

According to Brands (2014) in What Good Is Grand Strategy?:

	Grand strategy functions as an analytic framework guiding policymakers in employing instruments of statecraft

	Grand strategy is "notoriously slippery" but essential for coherent foreign policy

	Even at best, strategy-making is "immensely complicated, messy, and difficult"


China Policy Evolution

According to the Texas National Security Review analysis (Chin, Skinner, and Yoo, 2023):

	The 2017 NSS represented an "historic break" in U.S.-China policy according to Peter Mattis

	The 2018 National Defense Strategy signaled the Defense Department was "setting its sights on China and Russia"

	This represented "the most significant departure in American defense strategy since the end of the Cold War"


Great Power Competition Theme

Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023) found through text analysis that "managing great-power competition is a perpetual theme in recent reports," despite political incentives for administrations to emphasize change from predecessors.



Document Access and Archives

Primary Document Repositories

Historical Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense

	Website: history.defense.gov/Historical-Sources/National-Security-Strategy/

	Contains PDF copies of all 17 unclassified NSS reports from 1987 to 2017

	Official U.S. government source


National Security Strategy Archive (NSSA)

	Website: nssarchive.us

	Project of Brollachan, LLC

	Contains nearly complete collection of NSS reports from Reagan to present

	Includes third-party research and commentary


Presidential Library Archives:

	Bush 41: bush41library.tamu.edu

	Clinton: clintonwhitehouse4.archives.gov

	Bush 43: georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov

	Obama: obamawhitehouse.archives.gov

	Trump (2017-2021): trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov

	Biden: whitehouse.gov




Key Academic Sources

Peer-Reviewed Research

Chin, John J., Kiron Skinner, and Clay Yoo. "Understanding National Security Strategies Through Time." Texas National Security Review 6, no. 4 (2023).

	Comprehensive quantitative and qualitative analysis of NSS documents from 1987-2022

	Authors include political scientists from Carnegie Mellon and Pepperdine

	Uses text analysis and data visualization

	DOI: Available through Texas National Security Review website (tnsr.org)


Brands, Hal. What Good Is Grand Strategy? Power and Purpose in American Statecraft from Harry S. Truman to George W. Bush. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014.

	ISBN: 978-0-8014-5246-8

	Examines grand strategy across multiple administrations

	Published by Cornell University Press

	Peer-reviewed and widely cited in international relations scholarship


Government Sources

Title 50, Chapter 44, Section 3043 of the United States Code

	Legal requirement for NSS publication

	Available at: govinfo.gov


Defense Department Historical Documents

	Available through history.defense.gov

	Includes declassified strategy documents




Think Tank Analysis (2025 NSS)

Council on Foreign Relations

	"Unpacking a Trump Twist of the National Security Strategy" (Expert Brief, December 6, 2025)

	Multiple expert analysis available at cfr.org




Methodological Note

This timeline is based exclusively on verifiable sources including:

	Peer-reviewed academic research published in the Texas National Security Review

	Official U.S. government archives

	Verified presidential library archives

	Established think tank analysis (Council on Foreign Relations)

	Wikipedia entries (used only for direct quotes from NSS documents and widely reported facts)


All publication dates for NSS documents through 2022 are verified against Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023) and official government archives. The 2025 NSS information is sourced from Wikipedia's comprehensive entry, which cites primary White House sources.



Conclusion

The National Security Strategy documents from 1990 to 2025 represent the executive branch's evolving conception of American interests and role in the world. As documented by Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023), despite political incentives for each administration to emphasize change, there are "several long-term trends that mark continuity or gradual change in the content and concerns of both Democratic and Republican strategies."

The 2025 NSS, according to Wikipedia and Council on Foreign Relations analysis, represents a significant departure from post-Cold War consensus, though whether this marks a permanent shift or temporary deviation awaits historical judgment.

As Brands (2014) concludes in his analysis of grand strategy, the implementation of these documents is "an immensely complicated, messy, and difficult process, characterized by surprises, pushback, infighting, and incremental changes." The NSS documents therefore represent aspirational frameworks rather than definitive guides to actual policy execution.



Document Prepared: December 2025
Scholarly Basis: Chin, Skinner, and Yoo (2023); Brands (2014); Official Government Archives
NSS Documents Catalogued: 19 (including 2025 Trump NSS)
Time Span: 1990-2025 (35 years)
Administrations: Bush 41, Clinton, Bush 43, Obama, Trump (both terms), Biden
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AUKUS – Australia, United Kingdom, United States Security Partnership

CAFTA-DR – Central America Free Trade Agreement-Dominican Republic

CFR – Council on Foreign Relations

CIA – Central Intelligence Agency

CSIS – Center for Strategic and International Studies

DRC – Democratic Republic of Congo

FTA – Free Trade Agreement

G-20 – Group of Twenty

GDP – Gross Domestic Product

GWOT – Global War on Terror

IPEF – Indo-Pacific Economic Framework

NATO – North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NSC – National Security Council

NSDD – National Security Decision Directive

NSS – National Security Strategy

PD – Presidential Directive

PEPFAR – President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief

QDR – Quadrennial Defense Review

QDDR – Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review

TPP – Trans-Pacific Partnership

T-TIP – Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership

UN – United Nations

USMCA – United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement

WMD – Weapons of Mass Destruction

WTO – World Trade Organization
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PART I

FOUNDATIONS AND FRAMEWORK
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Chapter 1

Introduction — The Arc of American Grand Strategy
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On December 6, 2025, the Trump administration released its National Security Strategy, marking the eighteenth such document since the requirement was codified in law nearly four decades earlier. Unlike its predecessors, this strategy document arrived with an explicit mission: to repudiate what it characterized as the failed consensus of the post-Cold War era. "American strategies since the end of the Cold War have fallen short," the document declared, dismissing previous iterations as "laundry lists of wishes" disconnected from the realities of American power and interests.¹ This unprecedented act of strategic self-criticism raises fundamental questions about the nature, purpose, and evolution of American grand strategy in the contemporary era.

This book undertakes a systematic comparative analysis of all seventeen National Security Strategy documents produced between 1991 and 2025, examining how American strategic thought has evolved across five presidential administrations spanning the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Global War on Terror, and the return of great power competition. Through careful textual analysis, historical contextualization, and policy evaluation, it seeks to answer whether the 2025 strategy truly represents a fundamental transformation of American grand strategy or merely the latest iteration in a long-running debate about America's role in the world.

1.1 The National Security Strategy as a Genre

The National Security Strategy occupies a unique place in American governmental practice—a congressionally mandated public articulation of how the United States conceives its security interests and intends to pursue them. The requirement for such documents emerged from one of the most significant defense reforms of the twentieth century: the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986.

Origins in Goldwater-Nichols

Named after Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona and Representative Bill Nichols of Alabama, the Goldwater-Nichols Act represented the most sweeping reorganization of the Department of Defense since its creation in the National Security Act of 1947.² Passed with overwhelming bipartisan support—383 to 27 in the House and 95 to 0 in the Senate—the legislation aimed to correct structural problems that had plagued American military operations for decades, most visibly in the failed 1980 Iranian hostage rescue mission and the troubled 1983 Grenada invasion.³

The Act fundamentally restructured military command relationships, centralizing military advice in the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff rather than the individual service chiefs, and streamlining the chain of command from the President through the Secretary of Defense directly to combatant commanders.⁴ But beyond these operational reforms, Goldwater-Nichols contained a provision that would fundamentally alter how American administrations conceptualized and communicated national security policy.

Section 603 of the Act amended Title 50 of the United States Code to require that the President transmit to Congress "a comprehensive report on the national security strategy of the United States."⁵ The statute specified that this report should be submitted annually with the President's budget submission, and that new administrations must produce a strategy document within 150 days of taking office.⁶ Importantly, while the law technically requires only that the document be transmitted to Congress, every administration since 1987 has chosen to publish an unclassified version for public distribution, transforming the National Security Strategy into a unique form of strategic communication with multiple audiences: Congress, the American public, allies and adversaries abroad, and the national security bureaucracy itself.⁷

The statutory language requires that the strategy address several key elements: the worldwide interests, goals, and objectives of the United States vital to its security; the foreign policy, worldwide commitments, and national defense capabilities necessary to deter aggression; proposed short-term and long-term uses of the political, economic, military, and other elements of national power; and the adequacy of capabilities to carry out the strategy.⁸ This framework established the basic template that all subsequent strategies would follow, though with wide variation in emphasis, scope, and conceptual coherence.

Evolution from Classified to Public Documents

The first National Security Strategy, published by the Reagan administration in January 1987, came together hastily in the wake of the Act's passage and amid the Iran-Contra scandal that was then consuming the administration.⁹ According to scholars who have studied its development, the 1987 document did little more than codify existing strategic thinking, displaying "a strong emphasis on military instruments of power, almost to the exclusion of the others."¹⁰ Prepared quickly, it served more as a retrospective justification of Reagan's Cold War policies than as a forward-looking strategic framework.

Yet in publishing this first unclassified strategy, the Reagan administration established a precedent that would endure. Prior to 1987, presidential administrations had produced classified national security strategies beginning with President Carter's Presidential Directive 18 in 1977.¹¹ Reagan himself had issued two classified strategy directives—NSDD-32 in 1982 and NSDD-238 in 1986—before the Goldwater-Nichols requirement.¹² The shift from classified to public documents fundamentally altered the character of strategic planning, transforming it from an internal government planning exercise into a form of strategic communication with domestic and international audiences.

Since 1987, the unbroken line of unclassified National Security Strategies has provided a unique window into how successive American administrations have conceived the nation's role in the world, identified threats and opportunities, and proposed to marshal national power. Reagan published a second strategy in 1988; George H.W. Bush produced three (1990, 1991, 1993); Bill Clinton issued seven between 1994 and 2001; George W. Bush published two (2002, 2006); Barack Obama released two (2010, 2015); Donald Trump issued one in 2017; Joe Biden produced an interim guidance in 2021 (becoming the first president to meet the statutory 150-day deadline) and a full strategy in 2022; and Trump has now issued a second strategy in 2025.¹³

This accumulation of documents provides an unparalleled archive for analyzing the evolution of American strategic thought across the tumultuous decades following the Cold War's end. As scholars John Chin, Kiron Skinner, and Clay Yoo observe, "The text of national security strategies thus provides a window into the contours and constants of American grand strategy."¹⁴

The NSS as Strategic Communication

The National Security Strategy has evolved into a document that serves multiple, sometimes competing purposes. First, it functions as a mandated report to Congress, fulfilling a legal obligation and providing a basis for congressional oversight and authorization of defense spending and foreign policy programs. Second, it serves as an internal planning document for the sprawling national security bureaucracy, theoretically providing guidance for the myriad departments and agencies involved in implementing American strategy. Third, it acts as public diplomacy, signaling to allies the contours of American commitment and to adversaries the limits of American tolerance. Fourth, it represents domestic political communication, articulating to the American people how their government conceives of their security and prosperity.¹⁵

These multiple audiences create inherent tensions in the document's construction. What reassures allies might embolden adversaries; what satisfies congressional oversight might constrain executive flexibility; what rallies public support might complicate diplomatic engagement. As Paul Lettow, a former National Security Council official who has extensively studied strategy documents, notes, these tensions help explain why National Security Strategies often exhibit a gap between rhetorical ambition and policy implementation—they are aspirational documents that seek to shape reality as much as describe it.¹⁶

The genre has also developed certain conventions and rhythms. Most strategies begin with an assessment of the global security environment, proceed to a definition of core national interests, articulate regional strategies, address specific threats and challenges, and conclude with prescriptions for the instruments of national power. The length has varied considerably, from Reagan's relatively brief 1987 document to Clinton's more extensive treatments in the late 1990s. The tone has ranged from the triumphalist optimism of the immediate post-Cold War period to the stern warnings about existential threats in the War on Terror era to the sober acknowledgment of renewed great power competition in recent years.

Yet for all their formal similarity, no two National Security Strategies are identical in their core strategic vision. Each reflects the particular threat environment of its moment, the ideological disposition of the administration that produces it, the domestic political constraints under which it operates, and the intellectual frameworks through which policymakers interpret international politics. The 2025 strategy's explicit rejection of its predecessors makes this diversity particularly salient, raising the question of whether there exists any enduring core to American grand strategy or whether each administration essentially starts from scratch.

1.2 The Unique Position of the 2025 NSS

Explicit Repudiation of Post-Cold War Consensus

What immediately distinguishes the 2025 National Security Strategy from all its predecessors is its tone of repudiation. From its opening pages, the document positions itself not as a refinement or evolution of previous strategies, but as a fundamental correction of three decades of strategic error. "After the end of the Cold War, American foreign policy elites convinced themselves that permanent American domination of the entire world was in the best interests of our country," the strategy asserts, before diagnosing this as a form of strategic hubris that divorced American commitments from American interests and capabilities.¹⁷

This explicit critique of the post-Cold War consensus breaks with the genre's conventions. Previous strategies, even when they represented significant departures from their predecessors, typically couched their innovations in language of continuity and evolution. The Bush administration's 2002 strategy, for example, despite introducing the controversial doctrine of preemption, claimed that "The U.S. national security strategy will be based on a distinctly American internationalism that reflects the union of our values and our national interests."¹⁸ Obama's 2010 strategy, while rejecting many Bush-era policies, emphasized American values and leadership.¹⁹ Even Trump's own 2017 strategy, though emphasizing "principled realism" and departing from some liberal internationalist premises, refrained from systematically attacking previous strategies by name.²⁰

The 2025 document shows no such restraint. It explicitly characterizes post-Cold War strategies as having "fallen short" and dismisses them as "laundry lists of wishes" that failed to establish clear priorities or match ends with means.²¹ This rhetorical strategy serves multiple purposes: it establishes the 2025 approach as fundamentally different from what came before; it appeals to a domestic audience increasingly skeptical of post-Cold War foreign policy; and it provides intellectual justification for significant departures from established American commitments and practices.

First NSS to Directly Critique Predecessors

The 2025 strategy is unprecedented in directly naming and critiquing the strategic choices of previous administrations. While it does not mention Clinton, Bush, Obama, or Biden by name, it systematically targets signature policies of each era: the "enlargement" of the community of democracies promoted in the 1990s; the "fruitless 'nation-building' wars" of the 2000s; climate change priorities; and international institutions.²²

This represents a marked departure from the normal practice of strategic documents, which typically avoid explicit criticism of predecessors even when changing course dramatically. The reasons for this convention are both diplomatic and bureaucratic: explicitly repudiating previous policies can undermine allied confidence, embolden adversaries who note American inconsistency, and demoralize the career professionals who implemented those policies. The 2025 strategy's abandonment of this convention signals a deliberate choice to emphasize discontinuity over continuity, transformation over evolution.

Expert analysis from major think tanks has noted the strategy's unusual tone. The Council on Foreign Relations observed that "the north star of great power competition with China and Russia—around which the first Trump administration built bipartisan consensus—is gone" and that "strategic clarity is entirely missing from the new NSS, which is more polemic than policy."²³ The Brookings Institution noted that "the Trump administration deserves credit for issuing a national security strategy that honestly reflects its priorities" unlike the first Trump NSS, which "masqueraded as a traditional approach."²⁴

Strategic Self-Positioning

The 2025 document's self-positioning as a corrective responds to a specific reading of post-Cold War history. It argues that American policymakers, intoxicated by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the apparent triumph of Western liberalism, pursued an agenda of global transformation that exceeded both American interests and capabilities. In this narrative, the expansive definition of national interest characteristic of the 1990s and 2000s—encompassing democracy promotion, humanitarian intervention, alliance expansion, and free trade—represented not prudent leadership of a liberal international order but strategic overextension that weakened American power and neglected the domestic foundations of national strength.²⁵

This critique echoes arguments that have been made by scholars across the ideological spectrum in recent years. Proponents of "restraint" have long argued that post-Cold War American foreign policy suffered from excessive ambition and insufficient discipline.²⁶ "Offshore balancing" theorists have contended that the United States took on unnecessary burdens in regions of secondary importance. Even some defenders of liberal internationalism have acknowledged that American grand strategy lost its way in the 2000s, though they typically locate the problem in the Iraq War specifically rather than in the broader framework.

What makes the 2025 strategy distinctive is its location of this critique within an official government document with the imprimatur of presidential authority. Previous administrations have made course corrections—Clinton's gradual retreat from humanitarian intervention after Somalia, Bush's shift from democracy promotion after Iraq's instability, Obama's "rebalance" to Asia—but they have generally presented these as tactical adjustments within a stable strategic framework rather than as fundamental rejections of that framework itself.

The 2025 strategy instead posits that the entire post-Cold War strategic approach was fundamentally misconceived. It argues for a "focused definition of the national interest" that would limit American commitments to genuine security interests rather than expansive conceptions of global leadership.²⁷ The document calls for "burden-shifting" that would require allies to take greater responsibility for their own defense.²⁸ It rejects what it characterizes as "destructive bets on globalism and so-called 'free trade'" and asserts that post-Cold War elites "placed hugely misguided and destructive bets on globalism."²⁹ And it explicitly embraces "flexible realism" that seeks "good relations and peaceful commercial relations with the nations of the world without imposing on them democratic or other social change."³⁰

Whether this self-positioning accurately characterizes the post-Cold War era's strategies—and whether the alternative vision it proposes constitutes coherent grand strategy—are questions this book will explore in depth. What is undeniable is that the 2025 strategy's framing represents a deliberate attempt to position itself as a watershed, marking the end of one strategic era and the beginning of another.

1.3 Research Questions and Methodology

This book investigates three central questions that flow from the 2025 strategy's claims about itself and its predecessors:

First, how does the 2025 NSS actually differ from and compare to its sixteen predecessors produced between 1991 and 2022? While the 2025 document characterizes itself as a fundamental departure, the extent and nature of that departure require systematic examination. On some dimensions—such as alliance policy and trade policy—the differences are stark and well-documented. On others—such as the basic commitment to American military primacy—there is more continuity than the 2025 strategy's rhetoric might suggest. Only through careful comparative analysis can we assess whether we are witnessing a genuine transformation of American grand strategy or a more limited course correction within enduring frameworks.

Second, what continuities and discontinuities define American strategic thought across the post-Cold War period? Behind the variation in specific policies and emphases, are there enduring principles that have guided American strategy across administrations of both parties? Has the United States maintained a relatively stable conception of its core interests, or has that conception shifted fundamentally with changing threat environments and political coalitions? What can the evolution of strategy documents tell us about how American policymakers have adapted (or failed to adapt) to the end of the Cold War, the rise of China, the persistence of terrorism, and the return of great power competition?

Third, what explains both change and continuity in American grand strategy? National Security Strategies are not produced in a vacuum. They reflect the interaction of multiple factors: the objective security environment (the distribution of power, the nature of threats); the ideological orientation of the administration (liberal internationalist, conservative nationalist, progressive); domestic political constraints (public opinion, congressional majorities, interest groups); bureaucratic dynamics (inter-agency competition, the influence of career professionals); and the intellectual climate (the dominant frameworks in academic and policy circles). Understanding how these factors combine to produce particular strategic choices is essential for evaluating the 2025 strategy's claims and assessing its likely durability and consequences.

Methodological Approach

To answer these questions, this book employs a mixed-methods approach that combines qualitative and quantitative analysis.

The qualitative component involves close textual analysis of all seventeen National Security Strategy documents, supplemented by related primary sources including presidential speeches, congressional testimony, and other official strategy documents. This analysis examines how each strategy defines core national interests, characterizes the threat environment, conceives of America's role in the world, prescribes the use of various instruments of national power, and articulates regional strategies. Special attention is paid to how key concepts—such as democracy promotion, alliance management, economic statecraft, and the use of force—evolve across documents.

The analysis is grounded in the primary text of the strategies themselves, which are publicly available through the National Security Strategy Archive and the Historical Office of the Office of the Secretary of Defense.³¹ These primary sources are supplemented by secondary scholarship on American grand strategy, memoirs and accounts by policymakers involved in drafting the strategies, and contemporary analysis by experts at major think tanks and in academic journals.

The quantitative component involves content analysis of key terms and concepts across the documents. This includes tracking the frequency with which strategies mention China, Russia, democracy, terrorism, trade, climate change, and other significant topics. It involves analyzing the relative space devoted to different regions of the world. And it includes examining the evolution of strategic vocabulary—which terms rise and fall in prominence, which formulations persist across administrations, and which represent sharp breaks with previous usage.³²

This quantitative analysis cannot substitute for careful reading and interpretation—word counts alone do not determine meaning, and the significance of a concept cannot be reduced to its frequency of mention. But combined with qualitative analysis, quantitative measures can reveal patterns that might otherwise be obscured by the sheer volume of text across seventeen documents spanning more than three decades.

The historical contextualization component situates each strategy within its broader political and security environment. Understanding Clinton's emphasis on engagement and enlargement requires understanding the euphoria of the immediate post-Cold War period and the absence of peer competitors. Understanding Bush's preemption doctrine requires understanding the shock of 9/11 and the perceived need to prevent future catastrophic attacks. Understanding Obama's Asia rebalance requires understanding the rise of China and the quagmire in the Middle East. And understanding the 2025 strategy requires understanding both the accumulated frustrations with post-Cold War foreign policy and the political movement that brought Trump back to power.

This contextualization draws on the extensive scholarly literature on American grand strategy, foreign policy decision-making, and international relations theory. It engages with theoretical frameworks for understanding grand strategy—including the schools of thought such as primacy, offshore balancing, restraint, and selective engagement—to assess where different strategies fit within the landscape of strategic options available to American policymakers.³³

Organization of the Analysis

The book proceeds in six parts. Part I (Chapters 1-2) establishes the foundations and framework, introducing the National Security Strategy as a genre and the theoretical frameworks for analyzing grand strategy. Part II (Chapters 3-6) provides a chronological examination of the post-Cold War strategic evolution from 1991 through 2022, analyzing the strategies of Bush, Clinton, Bush, Obama, Trump, and Biden in turn.

Part III (Chapters 7-10) offers a detailed examination of the 2025 NSS specifically, analyzing its intellectual architecture, regional strategies, alliance theory, and economic vision. Part IV (Chapters 11-13) shifts to thematic comparative analysis, examining threat perception, values and identity, and the use of force across all documents. Part V (Chapters 14-16) provides assessment and analysis of the 2025 framework's strengths and weaknesses, its position in historical perspective, and its implications for the international order.

Part VI (Chapter 17) concludes by considering the future of American grand strategy, exploring scenarios for how strategic thinking might evolve beyond 2025, and drawing lessons for strategy-making from the comparative analysis of these seventeen documents.

Through this comprehensive analysis, the book aims to provide both a detailed assessment of the 2025 strategy in its own right and a broader understanding of how American grand strategy has evolved—and might continue to evolve—in the post-Cold War world. Whether the 2025 strategy represents an aberration, a new normal, or something in between remains to be seen. But understanding its relationship to what came before is essential for assessing its likely trajectory and consequences for American power and the international order it has shaped.
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Chapter 2

Theoretical Frameworks for Analyzing Grand Strategy
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The comparative analysis of seventeen National Security Strategy documents spanning more than three decades requires a robust theoretical foundation. Without clear conceptual tools to categorize, evaluate, and compare these diverse strategic statements, the analyst risks descending into either impressionistic description or getting lost in the minutiae of policy detail. This chapter establishes the intellectual scaffolding for the comparative work that follows, defining grand strategy as a concept, surveying the major schools of American strategic thought, and identifying the analytical dimensions that will structure our examination of the 2025 NSS and its predecessors.

2.1 Defining Grand Strategy

The Classical Tradition

The term "grand strategy" entered the lexicon of strategic studies through the work of British military theorist Basil H. Liddell Hart in the interwar period. Writing in the shadow of World War I's catastrophic casualties, Liddell Hart sought to broaden strategic thinking beyond purely military considerations to encompass the totality of national power. His classic formulation, refined through multiple editions of his seminal work Strategy, defined grand strategy as follows: "While practically synonymous with the policy which guides the conduct of war, as distinct from the more fundamental policy which should govern its object, the term 'grand strategy' serves to bring out the sense of 'policy in execution.' For the role of grand strategy—higher strategy—is to co-ordinate and direct all the resources of a nation, or band of nations, toward the attainment of the political object of the war—the goal defined by fundamental policy."¹

Liddell Hart's definition contains several crucial elements that have shaped subsequent thinking about grand strategy. First, he conceived of grand strategy as inherently comprehensive, involving "all the resources of a nation" rather than military force alone. This holistic conception encompassed economic, diplomatic, psychological, and moral dimensions of statecraft alongside the strictly military. Second, Liddell Hart insisted that grand strategy must look beyond immediate military success to consider the nature of the peace that would follow conflict. As he memorably wrote: "While the horizon of strategy is bounded by the war, grand strategy looks beyond the war to the subsequent peace."² This forward-looking orientation distinguished grand strategy from operational military planning and emphasized the ultimate political purposes that warfare was meant to serve.

Third, implicit in Liddell Hart's formulation was the notion of coordination and integration. Grand strategy, in his view, required bringing diverse instruments of power to bear in a coherent, mutually reinforcing manner. The challenge was not simply to possess military, economic, and diplomatic capabilities, but to orchestrate their employment toward common ends. This coordination function would later become central to how American practitioners conceived of the National Security Strategy's purpose.

Modern Definitions and Elaborations

Contemporary scholars of grand strategy have built upon and refined Liddell Hart's foundation while adapting it to peacetime as well as wartime contexts. Barry R. Posen, one of the most influential modern theorists of grand strategy, offers a notably spare definition: grand strategy is "a state's theory about how to produce security for itself."³ This formulation, while more concise than Liddell Hart's, captures several important features. It emphasizes that grand strategy is fundamentally about national security—the preservation of sovereignty, territorial integrity, safety, and power position. It characterizes grand strategy as a "theory," suggesting that it involves causal reasoning about how particular means produce particular ends. And by focusing on what a state does "for itself," Posen's definition implicitly acknowledges that different states, facing different circumstances and possessing different capabilities, will necessarily require different grand strategies.

Posen elaborates that grand strategy must address three core questions: What are a state's vital security interests? What threats to those interests exist? And what political and military actions should the state take to address those threats given the resources available?⁴ This framework emphasizes the analytical and prescriptive dimensions of grand strategy—it is not merely a description of what a state is doing, but an argument about what it should do and why.

Hal Brands provides a definition that bridges the classical and contemporary approaches while highlighting the political context in which grand strategy is made: "Reduced to its essence, grand strategy is the intellectual architecture that lends structure to foreign policy; it is the logic that helps states navigate a complex and dangerous world."⁵ Brands emphasizes several features that distinguish grand strategy from mere policy accumulation. Grand strategy requires conceptual clarity about national interests and objectives; it demands prioritization among competing goals given finite resources; it necessitates coordination across instruments of statecraft; and it must adapt to changing circumstances while maintaining strategic coherence over time.⁶

Critically, Brands argues that the making of grand strategy is an inherently difficult, messy, and politically contested process. Even when leaders possess strategic vision, bureaucratic politics, domestic constraints, and the friction of international relations often frustrate implementation. This realistic appreciation for the challenges of grand strategy-making serves as an important corrective to overly rationalistic models that treat strategy as a pure intellectual exercise divorced from the messy realities of governance and statecraft.⁷

Colin Dueck's work on American grand strategy emphasizes the interaction between systemic pressures and domestic political culture. For Dueck, grand strategy involves "the identification and promotion of national goals overseas in the face of limited resources and potential resistance."⁸ This definition highlights both the ambitious nature of grand strategy—projecting power and influence beyond one's borders—and the constraints that bound it, including material limits and the resistance of other actors. Dueck's analysis demonstrates how American strategic choices have been shaped not only by external threats and opportunities but also by deeply embedded domestic beliefs about America's role in the world, the proper balance between idealism and realism, and the acceptable costs of international engagement.⁹

The 2025 NSS's Self-Definition

Against this backdrop of theoretical elaboration, the 2025 National Security Strategy offers its own explicit definition of strategy—a relatively unusual feature that distinguishes it from most of its predecessors. The document states: "A 'strategy' is a concrete, realistic plan that explains the essential connection between ends and means: it begins from an accurate assessment of what is desired and what tools are available, or can realistically be created, to achieve the desired outcomes. A strategy must evaluate, sort, and prioritize. Not every country, region, issue, or cause—however worthy—can be the focus of American strategy."¹⁰

This definition warrants careful analysis. It emphasizes concreteness over abstraction, realism over aspiration, and selectivity over comprehensiveness. The insistence on explaining "the essential connection between ends and means" echoes classical strategic thought's concern with the relationship between objectives and capabilities. The demand for evaluation, sorting, and prioritization reflects a critique of previous strategies as insufficiently discriminating—as "laundry lists of wishes" rather than genuine strategic frameworks.¹¹

Notably, the 2025 NSS's definition focuses on what strategy excludes as much as what it includes. The assertion that "not every country, region, issue, or cause—however worthy—can be the focus of American strategy" represents an explicit rejection of what the document characterizes as the post-Cold War consensus's excessive ambition and over-extension. This narrow, interest-based conception of strategy stands in sharp contrast to the more expansive, values-based definitions that characterized several previous administrations' approaches.

The document further declares that "the purpose of foreign policy is the protection of core national interests; that is the sole focus of this strategy."¹² This instrumental view of foreign policy—as a tool for protecting pre-defined interests rather than as a vehicle for shaping the world according to American values or building international institutions—represents a significant philosophical departure that will be explored in subsequent chapters.

2.2 Schools of American Strategic Thought

American debates about grand strategy have






























2.3 Analytical Dimensions for Comparison
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