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An Unfinished Symphony?

JOHN KARAAGAC

Last year's National Security Strategy helps
understand the current shift in US foreign policy, but
it leaves some questions unanswered.

N FOREIGN POLICY, IT IS COMMONPLACE TO SAY THAT

Democratic administrations lean Progressive-left while Republicans

lean Realist-right. Both also tend to be fusionist. Democrats lean
Progressive-left (or, in US foreign policy terms, Wilsonian) but with an
appreciation for unilateral military power in the service of global ends.
They endorse international norms and institutions, advocate for
expanding democracy, and incline to social agendas abroad. They also rely
on US military power to enforce a rules-based order.

Republican administrations have their own foreign policy fusion. They
take republican democracy as a given and endorse universal values, even
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if they prefer a case-by-case defense. They like their power hard, not
leavened with a host of extra-military agendas. Their realism comes
through in a commercial vein, what some call Hamiltonian, backed up by a
strong military and predicated on open markets and even playing fields
with reciprocity between systems.

There is, however, a second dimension to fusionism. Each party has its
junior coalition partners. Republicans, for example, have long reckoned
with nationalist populism, sometimes called Jacksonian. This is a large
and politically diffuse voting bloc that can sometimes lean economically
left and sometimes right; it is always culturally conservative and reliably
nationalist. Herein is the problem. Jacksonians tend to be against things,
though what they oppose tends to fluctuate over time.

This is critical. President Trump’s instincts break heavily in favor of a
populist rejection of expansive Progressive-globalism, dominant since the
end of the Cold War. The 2025 National Security Strategy (NSS) aims to
correct, but does it over-correct? Though a better document than its many
critics care to admit, does the Trump 2025 NSS meet two critical tests of
strategy? Does it meet the test of a clear, developed, and sustainable
strategy for each of the regions critical to American security? And, does it
meet the test of squaring the factional patterns within the Trump
coalition in a way that outlasts the administration? The short answer is not
exactly no.

Setting the Stage

Compared to its 2017 fraternal predecessor, the 2025 NSS is directly
didactic. The document feels less of a bureaucratic chore and more of a
statement of counter-elites ready to throw down a policy gauntlet. In fact,
it reads like drama or opera in three acts. Accordingly, the document’s first
third reads as a warm-up for the critical middle sections: it is the overture
for the score that will follow.

After the obligatory two-page opening letter from the president, the text
begins with a discussion of how US foreign policy went badly astray after
1991. The post-Cold War conundrum for the US is deemed a mismatch
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between ends and means—hardly a radical sentiment. Then comes the
Trump twist. US elites have been seriously mistaken in their belief that “a
permanent domination of the entire world was in the best interest of the
country.” Here, on the first page, the standard of a corrective national
sovereignty and self-regarding restraint is planted against the ramparts of
expansive globalism. Elites, the argument runs, indulged in the pursuit of
both an expansive military and a welfare state. They allowed the US to
assume the burdens that opportunistic free-riders passed on. The fiscal
burden falls, not on beneficiary elites, but on the American people, and
presumably the tax-paying middle classes.

Of course, strategy depends on what America should want, and the list of
wants is both clear and concrete. Pages three to five read like a list of
campaign pledges that anyone would come to associate with the 47th
president: full control of borders, resilient infrastructure, a lethal
military, and a liberated entrepreneurial economy. This runs further to
attitude and orientation. The US, the document reasons, should exercise
its influence at home and abroad. It should do so without apology, even as
it respects differences with other systems. The US will not lecture or
harangue (except in regions culturally similar to our own).

Therein is the core problem with the score: its
third act does not come together and remains
disjointed.

As with Containment, which had an international and domestic
dimension, the Trump document looks state-side. The 2025 NSS calls for a
“restoration and reinvigoration of spiritual and cultural health’—
sentiments that could be culled from the non-populist George Kennan, or
closer to home, from Eisenhower, Nixon, or Reagan. “This,” the document
continues, “cannot be accomplished without growing numbers of strong
traditional families.” One does not often find questions of “family values”
in security documents, but here it is.

Key Strategic Clues in the Middle
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The middle section, from page eight on, repeats earlier themes but with
greater tempo. The pace is rapid: by the time the reader gets to page eight,
he is already on Part IV (of four parts).

Nonetheless, the fast break creates problems. Here is one. On page eight—
one third through the entire document—the Trump team announces with
a touch of bravado that it is “pragmatic without being pragmatist,” and

29

“realistic without being ‘realist.”” The administration is motivated by
utility. Is this adequate or becoming for a superpower with extensive and
historical commercial and maritime interests? The audience, even a
MAGA audience, surely wants a defining passage to weave the libretto

together; instead, the silence on the stage is a missed opportunity.

After this unforced error, the document recovers somewhat and moves to
a focused definition of national interest. It boasts of the old Roman axiom
of Peace through Strength, but with guardrails. On page nine, the
document pivots slightly to explaining its “predisposition to non-
Interventionism.” The administration does not forsake it; it simply looks
for a high bar. Support for that high bar comes in an almost Jaffa-like
reference to The Declaration of Independence, appropriate for 2026: “Just as
all human beings possess God-given equal natural rights, all nations are
entitled by ‘the laws of nature and nature’s God’ to ‘a separate and equal
station’ with respect to one another.”

Two paragraphs later, the document’s defense of national sovereignty is
both expected and not surprising. It is clear what they oppose, and the
clarity makes for strategic bite. What stands in the way is the “sovereignty-
sapping incursions of the most intrusive transnational organizations.”
Others seek to steer the US into conflicts or cynically manipulate the
immigration system. Sovereignty is thus a recurring master issue.

A list of nearly a dozen policy priorities follows. Again, this list reflects a
Trump platform: ending mass migration; protecting core rights,
particularly from “elite-driven, anti-democratic restrictions on core
liberties in Europe and the Anglosphere”; burden-sharing and shifting;
realignment through peace deals; emphasis on economic security through
trade, supply chain security, re-industrialization, and energy dominance.
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The 2025 NSS is said to be Jacksonian populist. It is. It is also heavily
Hamiltonian geo-economic: economic competition is an adjunct to, and a
substitute for, hard military conflict. The game of economic maneuver
will re-emerge in the East Asia section.

Pragmatic But Not Quite Nixon-Kissinger

In 2017, Asia was the first region considered in the NSS. This year, it has
been displaced by the Western Hemisphere. Right from the start, the
Trump Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine is announced against a host of
policy pathologies, namely, uncontrolled migration and drug flows. As a
leadoff region, this offers sensible analysis. It highlights hard policy
solutions to problems that galvanize the MAGA base, the entrepot for
unrestricted migration, drug flow, and globalized criminal activity. It is
also a backyard domain of adventurism for revisionist powers, Russia,
China, and Iran, and thus worthy of a first look.

For certain Americans, and for certain Latin American conservatives, this
is a corrective dose of hard reality. For those who lament the return of a
Monroe Doctrine or a “Yanqui” hard realism, it is a throwback to
American insensitivity in its putative “backyard.” Nonetheless, future
diplomatic historians will be able to look at a US policy in the region and
compare the document, which seems to give a cogent roadmap of the
administration’s goals and objectives. It is too early to tell how the recent
intervention against Venezuela’s Maduro fits into this pattern. On the
other hand, the earlier maximum pressure on Venezuela’s ties to
transnational criminal forces and the ghost fleet shipping Venezuela’s oil
is entirely congruent with the spirit of the document.

The second section on East Asia shows continuity with concerns on the
security of the Indo-Pacific that certainly predate the first Trump
administration, but that the Trump and the successor Biden
administration accelerated. Again, American elites are faulted for either
enabling China’s rise—at America’s economic expense—or for their
idealistic, albeit profitable, denial. As suggested, the section captures an
easily forgotten truism that liberal economic policy will only work with
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reasonably liberal partners but not with neo-mercantilist powers playing
an economic double game.

This section tended to lose policy punch even as it listed a host of hard
power initiatives. Perhaps they do not have the same punch in that they
are relatively bipartisan and now taken as conventional—a tribute to how
things have changed from, and perhaps thanks to, the 2017
NSS. Importantly, it does not advocate for a change in Taiwan policy.
Indeed, the 2025 NSS positions Taiwan as a crucial link in America’s East
Asian security structure.

Critics have suggested that Xi Jinping would be relieved, not on the
Taiwan front, but that the document had little emphasis on Beijing’s
authoritarianism. Perhaps. On the other hand, forsaking an American
missionary impulse regarding democracy promotion—a case that may
have little sway in the region—might actually bolster US diplomacy. Again,
policy orientation drives interpretation. Even with this charitable
interpretation, one would expect a re-oriented security strategy to raise
ideational pressure on an authoritarian China. Here one thinks of
Reagan’s early 1980s policy of selective democracy promotion in the
Warsaw Pact. Were he alive, might Reagan probe the strange neo-Maoist
tendencies in China today as a sign, not of strength, but of regime
weakness? As such, the 2025 document lacks strategic imagination. The
omission is an odd one.

The fourth section (skipping the third for the moment) is on the Middle
East—shifting burdens and building peace. This short section analyzed the
merits of America’s liquidating regional commitments because of its own
energy dominance, but also the opportunities of working with Gulf
monarchies. It is itself reflective of Trump diplomacy, and perhaps with
the affinity he has for Gulf monarchies, a trait shared with Eisenhower
and Nixon.

This section ultimately disappoints. Given the centrality of trans-national
terror groups in the region, it would be wise to identify the revolutionary
and counter-revolutionary impulses in the region—and its implications
for places as close as Europe and as far away as Southeast Asia. The
document’s failure to do so suggests, at best, a missed opportunity, at
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worst, a failure of strategic thinking. Why, for example, is there no
emphasis on transnational jihadism? If European progressives can be the
subject of a geostrategic lecture, why not US-aligned states in the region?
There is little on the nature of what is to be contained in ideational terms.

Backtracking to the third section, “promoting European greatness,” is the
most provocative part of this strategic tour d’horizon. After noting the
economic eclipse of the continent, the document focused on a crisis of
“civilizational confidence” that emerges as a dominant theme.

The NSS is not the realist (or realist-liberal)
re-fashioning that it promises at the outset.

In the first phase, the document singles out the lack of confidence in
Europe’s relations with a revanchist Russia. This is unusual but not
without precedent: American policy makers in the early Cold War had
significant doubts about European resolve.

Inevitably, the Russia-Ukraine War is a focus of current concern. The text
singled out “minority governments” that take a hawkish stance on Russia
disproportionate to their military capacity, even as they grow dependent
on Russian energy, as part of Europe’s strategic problem. The implication
is opaque. It infers that the (western) EU states rely on the US security
umbrella but also engage in a dangerous “buck-passing” with Washington
holding the knife. In international relations terms, the weaker EU is
“‘chain-ganging” and constraining a powerful US, even as they,
unwittingly, enable Russian energy prowess with their green energy
policy. In other words, the document infers the EU is pursuing the worst of
both worlds, simultaneously.

As a corrective, the framers of the 2025 NSS would like the EU to come to
realistic terms with Russia as a counterweight to an opportunistic China.
It is a point worthy of a Kissinger; it would be helpful to articulate. Still,
such a policy will need some guidelines: What is a red line that needs to be
counter-balanced, and what is an area to pursue in a limited type of
détente?
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As a final coda to “Europe,” the document should shed some light on what
kind of Russia the US would feasibly like to see. It does not. Even if studied
ambiguity is an under-appreciated art, the US public still needs some
benchmarks.

To round out the regions, the section on Africa consists of three short
paragraphs at the end. It is not objectionable other than being short
(rather than brief) and finishing with an inconclusive trailing off. It is,
indeed, the end as there is no conclusion. Is this a deliberately unfinished
symphony with a bit of a strategic tease at the end? Is a sequel in the
works?

Still, the end disappoints. It is not wise to have a weak third act. In its tour
of the various regions, the 2025 NSS tends to raise strategic stakes without
consistent follow-through. Alternatively, it tends to underwhelm in other
areas. The effect: a missed opportunity.

Concluding Thoughts

The NSS is not the realist (or realist-liberal) re-fashioning that it promises
at the outset. True to their word, they were realistic without being realist.
That is the missed opportunity. It also makes the last third or so seem a
notch rushed. It is solid without raising the level of intellectual
sophistication, which it promises at the front.

All told, its omissions fall into two types. First, the text does an
insufficient job of linking up with Republican Party practice pre-1991,
particularly to Nixon-Kissinger but also to Eisenhower’s New Look as well
as Ronald Reagan’s revitalized “fusionism.” If Republican foreign policy
fusionism is to work, it must offer a synthesis of several traditions. It
cannot simply rely on a populist rejectionism as a guiding star. In other
words, the document does not really meet the test of forming a blueprint
for carrying the Trump coalition beyond 2024.

Second, its realism, while respectable, is not historically rich. Here, the
authors could have easily reached to the bookshelf for the last two
Kissinger books on “Geo-History.” This would have really helped in the
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regional sections, particularly a “liberal” Europe increasingly deracinated
from its past, or a “realist” East Asia with a need for US watchful
geostrategic waiting. A little more theoretically grounded history, even at
the margins, would help the reader and citizen alike; we all want a
memorable score to return to.

Therein is the core problem with the score: its third act does not come
together and remains disjointed. If an administration wishes to refocus
and offer a new fusionist formula to its party’s traditional repertoire, so
be it. It must, however, offer a better—and a considerably better—fit for
the nation’s threats than its predecessors. It must also fit into a coalition
that can sustain it. On these two fronts, it is far from clear that the 2025
NSS goes far enough. Absent that, the older compromising versions might
not seem so compromised after all. Time will tell.

Dr. John Karaagac teaches American national security policy and
comparative policy at Indiana University's O'Neill School.

Law & Liberty is an online magazine published by Liberty Fund and committed to a
society of free and responsible persons living under the rule of law. We publish
essays, book reviews, podcasts, and forum debates that elevate discourse on law,
policy, political theory, economics, education, and culture, all with an eye to
understanding and cultivating a free society.
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