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Abstract

On November 5, 2024, Donald J. Trump won a nonconsecutive term as the 47" President of the
United States. With his reelection, the America First policies returned to the White House, as well
as President Trump’s skeptical vision on Europe and NATO. In December of 2025, the second
Trump administration issued its National Security Strategy, which criticizes Europe and NATO.
In doing so, the National Security Strategy formalized the hostile stance, indicating a major foreign
policy redirection from the long-standing U.S. transatlantic policy. Through process tracing, this
master’s thesis aims to explain this apparent major redirection, which it does by bridging a notion
of neoclassical realism and foreign policy analysis to analyze the influence of four major actors in
the drafting process of the Strategy: the presidency, think tanks, the federal bureaucracy, and the
U.S. Congress. For each of the actors, a separate analysis is conducted, which examines semi-
structured expert interviews, policy recommendations, and quality newspaper and magazine arti-
cles. The study concludes that the drafting process of the National Security Strategy of 2025 devi-
ates from its predecessors and that the major foreign policy redirection can be explained through

the dominant personality of President Trump, which causes the strategy to reflect his own visions.

Keywords: United States; National Security Strategy; Major Foreign Policy Redirection; Trump;
Europe; NATO; Process Tracing; Neoclassical Realism; Foreign Policy Analysis; Semi-struc-

tured Expert Interviews.



Preface

Those who know me personally, know that I am a fanatic transatlanticist, driven by the strong
sociohistorical ties between North America and Europe, transatlantic cooperation, and family con-
nections in Oregon and Washington. With my bachelor’s thesis focusing on European emotions
due to changes in this relationship and learning more about importance of the Liberal International
Order during my master’s program, I wanted to dig deeper in the American perspective to under-
stand these changes. So, I embarked on a journey to explain and trace the origins of the National
Security Strategy of the second Trump administration, which exemplifies a formalization of the
attitude the United States recently took on again. My master’s thesis project allowed me to travel
to Oregon in the United States myself to conduct interviews with experts of U.S. foreign policy,
which has taught me a lot. And what a great adventure it was. The whole project has refined my
research skills, critical thinking and an insightful understanding of what is happening in the United
States right now. This all could not have been possible without the supportive supervision of Prof.
dr. Bertjan Verbeek, with whom I have discussed my project throughout the semester and from
whom I have borrowed many books. I, furthermore, want to thank my girlfriend, parents, and
friends for supporting me throughout this semester. In particular I want to thank my American
mom without whom my interviews and America experience would not have been possible. With
this master’s thesis, I conclude my student chapter and leave Radboud University behind for a new

adventure.
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1: Introduction: U.S. National Security Interests

Even before the beginning of his second term, it has been clear that the United States (U.S.) Pres-
ident Donald J. Trump’s vision on Europe and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
differs from that of his predecessors. President Trump has openly shared his views and, in multiple
instances, uttered threats against American allies (Brouwers, 2025; Erlanger, 2025). This hostile
outlook toward NATO and European allies was also voiced by Vice President J.D. Vance at the
security conference in Munich in February 2025 (Gatinois & Ricard, 2026), where he shocked the
American allies. In December of that same year, the second Trump administration released the
new National Security Strategy (NSS) of the United States (The White House, 2025), which offi-
cially confirmed the current vision on the transatlantic alliance. The NSS is demanding that Europe
“stand on its own feet” and take care of its own defense (F. Gardner, 2026). Despite that prior
policy choices and behavior of the Trump administration, such as imposing tariffs (Swanson &
Romm, 2025), convey a similar message, the recent NSS remarks the official “ideological” and
“substantive” shift in U.S. foreign policy that is more in line with America first (Harding, 2026)
which was, despite the milder tone, reenforced by Secretary of State Marco A. Rubio’s speech at
the Munich Security conference of 2026 (French, 2026).

Scholars of international relations have widely discussed U.S. foreign policy and the Eu-
rope-centered aspect of it in relation to NATO. Contributors to this field of study argue that for its
national security, the United States needs NATO and its European members for its global power
projection and strategic interests in Europe, as a weaker and safe Europe cannot challenge Amer-
ican hegemony (Menon & Rutger, 2020). Next to that, the United States needs NATO and Europe
for credible deterrence toward the outside world (Overhaus, 2019). Without a functioning and
united NATO, the deterrence of Article 5 of the NATO charter, stating that an attack against one
member is an attack against all (Sawyer, 2026), would not be credible to the outside world, which
makes the United States more vulnerable and isolated in times of conflict. In addition, the intelli-
gence and institutional capacity that the collaboration with Europe brings through NATO is of
value to the United States’ national security (Wallander, 2000). Lastly, despite the contentiousness
of the issue, the United States shares (a sizeable part of) the financial burden that comes with
security with its allies (Desmaele, 2024). A U.S.-dependent Europe, aligned with the United States,
thus seems to be in the national security interest of the United States. Yet, the second Trump ad-

ministration (2025-2029) has chosen to take a harder stance on Europe that does not reflect the
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same security interests as are identified by the above-mentioned scholarly work. The administra-
tion’s hostile stance toward Europe, forces the continent to diversify its alliances (Vinocur &
Sheftalovich, 2026). Instead of working together and strengthening ties with its European allies,
the United States is alienating Europe, which could potentially lead to the loss of strong and stra-
tegic allies. The seemingly deviating policy of the second Trump administration from the former
approach to Europe and NATO raises the question: What explains the apparent major redirection
from the long-standing U.S. transatlantic policy in the second Trump administration’s National
Security Strategy?

Major policy redirections are not uncommon in the history of the United States’ foreign
policymaking. In 1950, President Harry S. Truman gave the directive to re-evaluate U.S. foreign
policy after increasingly hostile relations between East and West in the wake of WWII (May,
1993). To counter the Soviet Union, major foreign policy redirections were deemed necessary
(May, 1993). Despite the major foreign policy redirection, Europe and transatlantic security re-
mained central with the Marshall Plan and collaboration (May, 1993). Over a decade ago, President
Barack H. Obama, with his Pivot to Asia, had already chosen a path that was redirected toward
Asia, slightly weakening the bond between the U.S. and Europe (Riddervold & Newsome, 2018).
In doing so, the Obama administration withdrew a substantial number of troops from Europe
(Jaffe, 2012; Rytz, 2012). However, the Obama administration saw the redirection as complemen-
tary to existing foreign policy to contain China’s rise (Poletti & Zambernardi, 2022).

Neoclassical realists deem alliances important for, among other things, managing interna-
tional conflict as they deter common adversaries and provide security in an anarchical world
(Grieco et al., 2018, p. 81). For the U.S., alliances such as NATO are important to be effective in
balancing against China and Russia and to project power beyond its own hemisphere. The U.S.,
therefore, has security interests in Europe but is still redirecting its transatlantic policy. From a
neoclassical realist perspective, this can be explained as a shift from global to regional power bal-
ances due to the increasing influence of a rising China in the Asia-Pacific region. This provides an
explanation for Obama’s Pivot to Asia; however, it does not account for the alienation of the Eu-
ropean allies in times of global tensions. This means that neoclassical realism, alone, is lacking
explanatory power as to what explains this policy redirection. Liberals stress the importance of
international cooperation, through international organizations, for mutual benefits and joint gains

(Hurd, 2021; Ikenberry, 2010; Walt, 1998) and reason that democracies do not tend to fight each



other (Grieco et al., 2018, pp. 88-92). Yet, President Trump has openly questioned the U.S. com-
mitment to NATO (Lunday et al., 2025) and depicted European allies as competitors, imposed
tariffs on them to coerce European allies into the Make America Great Again (MAGA) ideology
(Walt, 2025) and repeatedly voiced severe criticism on the European Union (E.U.) (Ward, 2025).
The behavior of the Trump administration is therefore at odds with the liberal perspective, as the
administration seems to alienate Europe instead of seeking to strengthen cooperation to counter
adversaries such as China and Russia. Liberals seem to expect other policy outcomes than what is
currently implemented by President Donald J. Trump’s second administration.

A notion of neoclassical realism alone is ill-equipped to explain the transatlantic policy
redirection of the second Trump administration on its own, as it remains too broad and therefore
misses the domestic dynamics (Dogan, 2025). It may, therefore, be worth focusing on domestic
factors that weigh in foreign policy choices. To open the so-called black box (Rose, 1998, p. 148),
a combination of systemic and domestic theoretical perspectives is needed to explain why the ide-
ology and ideas behind the major policy redirection have gained so much support within the U.S.
This combination can be found in the notion of neoclassical realism and theories of foreign policy
Analysis (FPA), the theoretical combination increases explanatory power, as neoclassical realism
explains what has enabled the apparent major U.S. foreign policy redirection and FPA captures
the domestic dynamics, mechanisms and diverse interests of the actors involved. The emphasis of
the analysis lies primarily on the domestic, societal, and individual affairs to explain how the pro-
cess of drafting has likely taken place (Pease, 2019, pp. 52-53; Ripsman et al., 2016, pp. 16-18;
Rose, 1998, pp. 144-152). This study will do so by analyzing the role of four identified major

actors of influence, which are: the Presidency, U.S. Congress, federal bureaucrats, and think tanks.

Scientific Relevance

This thesis will explore why the second Trump administration is redirecting the United States na-
tional security away from Europe, given the benefits the U.S. enjoys regarding security, as argued
above. Researching why the second Trump administration is redirecting the transatlantic policy
will contribute to theory explaining foreign policy change (FPC) and provides insights into why
states make policy choices that do not appear to be in their direct national security interests. Addi-
tionally, it provides insight into the possible damage to the transatlantic security alliance and there-
fore contributes to the body of literature analyzing the broader impact of the Trump era for U.S.

foreign policy. This thesis will contribute to research that explores the domestic drivers of foreign
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policy and the role of four identified major actors of influence therein. Furthermore, by bringing
together the systemic and domestic level, the explanatory power of neoclassical realism is being
tested. The combination with FPA makes a case for increased explanatory power on a domestic
level to identify drivers of foreign policy change that do not necessarily align with what is, ration-
ally, expected on a systemic level. The combination enriches the neoclassical framework with an
in-depth understanding of the dynamics and mechanisms of drafting the NSS of the second Trump

administration and how it differs from earlier processes.

Societal Relevance

This thesis, in part, will contribute to a better understanding of the causes of European independ-
ence from the United States. In a time of international tension and change, it is of paramount im-
portance to understand the behavior of other states to be able to predict their movements. This
thesis will bring insights into the origins and impact of the Trumpian NSS on the United States
national security interests, which will help explain how national leaders are influenced by domestic
factors on the international level. This might be particularly helpful for other leaders so that they
can anticipate this factor in their own foreign policies. But also, for domestic actors to understand
how these mechanisms work in order to change policy and influence it. Lastly, the research in this
thesis will partly contribute to the explanation of the rift in the transatlantic bloc due to foreign
policy redirections and hostile behavior. It adds to the literature explaining how alliances fall apart

or how they manage in times of crisis.

Research Design and Data Collection

Explaining the apparent major redirection from the long-standing U.S. transatlantic policy in the
second Trump administration forms a single case study examining the transatlantic policy redirec-
tion of President Donald J. Trump. This major foreign policy redirection is part of a set of similar
cases in the history of American foreign policy, executed by previous administrations over the past
decades. Examples include the Truman Doctrine and the Pivot to Asia. This case, however, is
special as it is seemingly redirecting U.S. foreign policy toward the European allies, which does
not seem to align with the security interests the United States has in Europe. The thesis follows a
deviant case study design and conducts a process tracing (PT) analysis to explain the transatlantic
policy redirection of the second Trump administration. The process tracing method suits the ob-

jectives of this thesis as it allows for a reconstruction, bringing insights into why President Donald
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J. Trump’s second administration chose this policy redirection. It creates a storyline that aims to
reconstruct the influence the four actors of influence likely had in the drafting process and how
they behaved. Four separate analyses will be conducted to explore the role of each of the four
major actors of influence that have been identified in this foreign policy drafting process. Together,
these analyses will form a storyline that reconstructs what likely was the influence of each indi-
vidual actor. The qualitative PT analyzes news and reconstruction articles, proposed policies of
think tanks, output of federal departments, and semi-structured expert interviews with experts/pol-
icy advisors (of some sort) that engage in U.S. foreign policy to gain deeper insight into the back-
ground of the case that would not be discovered through analyzing documents alone. The scope of
the data collection is demarcated from January 6, 2021, when it could be expected that Trump
would seek reelection, until March 2026. This provides a clear demarcation for the coming and

ongoing developments in the implementation of foreign policy.

Structure of the Thesis

Throughout this thesis, an explanation for the apparent major redirection from the long-standing
U.S. transatlantic policy in the second Trump administration’s National Security Strategy is ex-
plored. The next Chapter consists of a literature review of neoclassical realism and FPA and schol-
arly work concerning FPC through the lenses of the four actors of influence to develop the theo-
retical framework. The review of the literature, together with the theoretical framework, forms the
basis for the single case study that studies the transatlantic policy redirection of the second Trump
administration. Chapter Three elucidates the thesis’ single case study research design and comple-
ments it with the data collection strategies and the interview methods of the four separate analyses
that explore the role and influence of each of the identified actors of influence. The four conducted
semi-structured expert interviews are triangulated with articles and statements. Chapter Four con-
sists of the analysis of the interview data, the qualitative analysis of statements, and keyword-in-
context analysis. This is followed by Chapter Five, which discusses the findings in depth and com-
pares them to the theoretical framework established in Chapter Two. It also draws conclusions on
the single case study design and what explains the apparent major redirection from the long-stand-
ing U.S. transatlantic policy in the second Trump administration’s National Security Strategy. This
will be followed by a thorough reflection on the thesis, its implications, and suggestions for future

research.
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2: Theoretical Perspectives on Foreign Policy Change

Chapter Two draws on the perspectives of neoclassical realism and theories of foreign policy anal-
ysis, forming a framework to understand major or fundamental changes in foreign policy. After an
introduction in both theoretical disciplines, the Chapter will offer deeper insights into the four
major actors of influence in the formulation of American foreign policy, across three domestic
layers: the presidency, think tanks, the federal bureaucracy, and the U.S. Congress. These domestic

actors will be extensively discussed, leading to one theoretical expectation per actor of influence.

2.1 Introduction to Neoclassical Realism and Foreign Policy Theory

2.1.1 Neoclassical Realism
Within the realm of International Relations, a wide range of theoretical explanations of foreign
policy change exists. Many of these theoretical perspectives account for the interaction of states in
an anarchic system by providing mainly systemic explanations. According to Kenneth Waltz
(1979, p. 71), “a system’s theory of international politics deals with the forces that are in play at
the international, and not at the national, level”. Building on that perspective leaves plenty of in-
ternational relations unaccounted for and much to be explained by theories of foreign policy (Rose,
1998, p. 145). Waltz argues that “theories must deal with the coherent logic of autonomous realms”
(Rose, 1998, p. 145). The international political system is, for Waltz, such an autonomous realm.
As foreign policy consists of both internal and external drivers, it does not comply with Waltz’s
criterion. Yet, without these drivers, many aspects of international relations remain unaccounted
for. To complement systemic realist thought, neoclassical realists incorporate the internal and ex-
ternal drivers (Rose 1998). “Its adherents argue that the scope and ambition of a country's foreign
policy is driven first and foremost by its place in the international system and specifically by its
relative material power capabilities. This is why they are realist. They argue further, however, that
the impact of such power capabilities on foreign policy is indirect and complex, because systemic
pressures must be translated through intervening variables at the unit level. This is why they are
neoclassical.” (Rose, 1998, p. 146).

Neoclassical Realism surfaced in the 1990s amidst an interest in domestic drivers at the
end of the Cold War (Martill & Sus, 2024). For neoclassical realism, as for classical realism, the
state is the most important actor in international relations (Grieco et al., 2018, p. 78; Hurd, 2021,

p- 19). Neoclassical realist contributors also assume that states are unitary and reasonably rational
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actors (Grieco et al., 2018, p. 78; Pease, 2019, p. 52). International relations are perceived as a
struggle for power and security among competing nation-states in a world of anarchy, in which
conflict is sometimes inevitable, depending on the international distribution of power (Grieco et
al., 2018, p. 78; Hurd, 2021, p. 19; Ikenberry, 2010). By an anarchical world, neoclassical realist
scholars mean the absence of higher authority, aiming at the possibility of a world government
(Grieco et al., 2018, p. 78). The realist concept of power is characterized by hard power, material
and military resources, and their involvement in the power or security of the state, and excludes
forms of soft power (Hurd, 2021). States are always involved in a struggle for power and perceive
the concept of power as a zero-sum game in which striving for power maximization is a key factor
to surviving in an anarchical world (Grieco et al., 2018, p. 80). In order to increase explanatory
power, neoclassical realists add additional information to the studied cases, which implies that,
besides the systemic sides, they also shed light on domestic affairs to help explain foreign policy,
in particular individual leadership (Pease, 2019, 52; Ripsman et al., 2016, pp. 16-18; Rose, 1998,
pp. 144-152).

Despite the increase in explanatory power that opens the black box of the state (Rose, 1998,
p. 148), neoclassical realism alone remains ill-equipped to explain the domestic factors this thesis’s
research question requires. This is because the framework remains too broad to notice the nuanced
domestic dynamics (Dogan, 2025) and fails to account for a greater variety of actors involved
beyond individual leadership. To answer the research question, neoclassical realism is reinforced
by theories of foreign policy, specifically theories explaining foreign policy change (Grieco et al.,

2018).

2.1.2 Theories of Foreign Policy Change

In order to gain a better understanding of what drives foreign policy change, a deeper insight into
theory analyzing foreign policy change is important to open what is understood as the black box
(Rose, 1998, p. 148). Theories of foreign policy analyze why governments decide to take certain
actions and why they choose certain strategies over others to realize, defend, or promote their
policy objectives (Grieco et al., 2018, p. 117). The concept of foreign policy change is a broad
concept (Heasebrouck & Joly, 2020) that, for a clear definition, requires a definition of what is
understood as foreign policy as opposed to domestic policy (Gustavsson, 1999; Haesebrouck &
Joly, 2020). A definition that is often referred to by scholars of foreign policy analysis perceives

foreign policy as “a set of goals, directives or intentions, formulated by persons in official or
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authoritative positions, directed at some actor or condition in the environment beyond the sover-
eign nation state, for the purpose of affecting the target in the manner desired by the policymakers”
(Cohen & Harris, 1975, p. 393). In a similar manner, other contributors of foreign policy analysis
adhere to this boarder definition. C. Hermann, (1990, p. 5) stresses the “goal-oriented or problem-
oriented program by authoritative policymakers (or their representatives) directed towards entities
outside the policymakers' political jurisdiction”. Likewise, Rosati (1994, p. 225), perceives foreign
policy as “the scope and collection of goals, strategies and instruments that are selected by gov-
ernmental policymakers to respond abroad to the present and future environment”. Gustavsson
(1999) argues that this definition remains broad, yet it elucidates two important matters of debate
by assuming that national governments are the main actors in foreign policy and that acting in
international affairs is purposeful, meaning unintended behavior of states is not included in the
definition. Other authors do, however, include the distinction between intended and unintended
(Carlsneas, 1992; Goldmann, 1982). In this thesis, foreign policy is understood as defined by Co-
hen & Harris (1975).

Now that I have argued a clear conceptualization of foreign policy, the ‘change’ or ‘redirec-
tion’ part ought to be defined. A redirection or change in foreign policy can occur in different
forms. When governments decide to redirect its existing policy into a different direction, this can
be identified as self-correction foreign policy change (C. Hermann, 1990). In this thesis, the focus
is not on constant minor changes or adaptations of foreign policy, but rather on the fundamental
changes of foreign policy, as foreign policy is prone to constant minor changes and adjustments
(Haesebrouck & Joly, 2020; C. Hermann, 1990). The literature on foreign policy redirection offers
several levels of redirection that are useful for assessing the severity of the policy change
(Haesebrouck & Joly, 2020). Among these are Rosati’s (1994) categorization of change, ranging
from minor to major policy redirections. The categorization of C. Hermann (1990), however, is
the most influential (Haesebrouck & Joly, 2020) and distinguishes four levels of gradual foreign
policy change: (1) Adjustment changes: quantitative changes on the level of effort, yet the purpose
remains unchanged, (2) Program changes: qualitative change in methods or means that address
the policy objective, yet the purpose remains unchanged, (3) Problem/goal changes: a change or
replacement of in the initial purpose of the policy, and (4) International orientation changes: the
most fundamental form of foreign policy change concerns redirection in the actor’s entire orienta-

tion to international affairs. Instead of a redirection toward a specific policy, problem, or actor, as
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is the case with the previous forms of foreign policy redirection, this form of change presumes an
actor’s international behavior and role, changing a set of policies simultaneously (C. Hermann,
1990, pp. 5-6). This is coherent with the changes the second Trump administration implements
with the NSS 2025.

Of course, other scholars have contributed to the conceptualization of foreign policy change,
most of them with a focus on the last, fundamental level of foreign policy redirection. Volgy and
Schwarz (1991), for instance, define foreign policy change as “a case of foreign policy restructur-
ing” which requires: “a major, comprehensive change in the foreign policy orientation of a nation,
over a brief period of time, as manifested through major behavioral changes encompassing a broad
range of activities in the nation’s interactions with other actors in international politics.” (Volgy &
Schwarz, 1991, pp. 616-617). Nonetheless, Rosati et al. (1994) note that, in general, the large-scale
redirection of a state’s foreign policy and relations is exceptional. This offers a variety of foreign
policy redirections from minor adaptations to major, fundamental redirections. In this thesis, how-
ever, the focus remains on the fundamental change in foreign policy that deviates from current
state behavior in the foreign policy toward Europe.

Over the last couple of decades, most research concerning foreign policy change has aimed
to explain specific foreign policy changes in single-state case studies. The most fundamental form
of foreign policy redirection has thus not been heavily researched (Haesebrouck & Joly, 2020).
Nevertheless, the established research has identified three different levels of analysis that offer
possible explanations: (1) the international level, (2) the domestic level, and (3) the individual
level. (Haesebrouck & Joly, 2020). As aforementioned, the systemic explanations on the interna-
tional level seem ill-equipped to explain the apparent major redirection from the long-standing
U.S. transatlantic policy in the second Trump administration’s National Security Strategy. This,
therefore, requires a thorough examination of the domestic factors that are at play in this case.
Drawing on the established body of literature on FPC, three types of domestic layers are expected
to possibly drive redirection on a domestic level as they have an interest in influencing it. American
foreign policy is, for a large part, shaped by the behavior and interests of a series of domestic actors
such as Members of Congress, think tanks, the federal bureaucracy, and the presidency (Halperin
et al., 2006). These actors are grouped in three-layer categories.

First of all, there is the presidency in which a significant role is played by the president,

whose personality traits greatly influence how a presidency is carried out and who is advising
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while foreign policy decisions are being made. Secondly, advisory bodies, such as think tanks and
the federal bureaucracy, surround the inner circle of the president (Blavoukos & Bourantonis,
2014). These external advisory bodies and institutions are in a critical position as they interact with
the president’s inner circle and provide additional information, plans, and advice to the president.
In the third place, Congress influences foreign policy through the checks-and-balances system in
which approving policy is the norm. In Congress, policy is also extensively discussed in both the
Senate and House Committees on the specific policy field. The focus of this thesis is thus based
on these three domestic factors that contribute to explaining the transatlantic policy redirection of

the second Trump administration.

2.2 Foreign Policy and the Presidency

The presidency is at the core of the decision-making process on foreign policy and thus has an
important role in drafting and executing foreign policy. This also implies that when new presidents
are elected after elections, this change can result in a foreign policy redirection (C. Hermann, 1990;
Volgy & Schwarz, 1994). Presidents are also the commander in chief, negotiate treaties, and have
the constitutional right to veto legislation (Oppermann & Brummer, 2019). Nevertheless, the pres-
idential power, defined by Neustadt (1990) as “personal influence of an effective sort on govern-
mental action”, is limited in its institutional power (Preston, 2001). For that reason, the personal
presidency, meaning the characteristics and qualities of a president, is important for a presidency
to be successful (Preston, 2001). The personal characteristics of a president are of pivotal im-
portance in the process of selecting advisors, an effective advisory system, drafting policies, and
the collection of information (Preston, 2001; Preston & 't Hart, 1998). In addition, the different
types of personalities, policy experience, and leadership style matter for the way a president will
structure their advisory and decision-making, and who is part of the presidential inner circle. Pres-
idents also bring their personal beliefs and world views to the presidency (Barber, 2009); their
personality is thus influential on their performance in office. Building on the personal qualities
identified by Neustadt (1990), Preston (2001) identifies three personal characteristics that make a
successful or unsuccessful presidency and define a leadership style: (1) Power; (2) Complexity;
(3) Prior Policy Expertise. These three personality traits, as defined by Preston, will serve as a

directive for how leadership impacts the presidency.
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2.2.1 Need for Power

The personality trait that is concerned with the degree of power a president demands (Preston,
2001) has been subjected to research for decades and is associated with behavior and social inter-
action with others (Browning & Jacob, 1964; M. Hermann, 1980a, 1980b; House & Howell, 1992;
Preston, 2001). “One would expect leaders with progressively higher, psychological needs for
power to be increasingly dominant and assertive in their leadership styles in office and to assert
greater control over subordinate and policy decisions” (Preston, 2001, p. 8). M. Hermann (1980a)
connects the higher need for power to a more aggressive leadership style as opposed to leaders
with lower needs for power who are more conciliatory and affiliation seeking.

Leaders with a greater need for power tend to be more suppressive of open decision-making
and more controlling in their behavior toward subordinates (Preston, 2001). Preston (2001) also
argues in his book that “leaders high in the need for power, preferred formal hierarchical advisory
system structures designed to enhance their own personal control over the policy process” (p. 8).
Leaders falling in the higher need for power category are more likely to keep decision-making
within their inner circle, consisting of their trusted advisors. They furthermore maintain a dominant
position in the policy process and tend to disregard advice (Preston, 2001). Leaders with a lower
demand for power tend to be less dominating in the policy process and structure their advisory
body less hierarchically, leaving a greater role for advisors. The degree of a president’s need for
power seems to be influenced by how a president interacts with their inner circle and how dominant

a president can be in decision-making.

2.2.2 Complexity
The concept of complexity concerns “individuals’ general, cognitive need for information and the
degree to which they differentiate their surrounding policy environment” (Preston, 2001, p. 11).
The term thus does not refer to general intelligence and comes with advantages and disadvantages
in both low and high levels of complexity. Scholars have argued that the personality trait of com-
plexity, in the cognitive sense, influences an individual’s leadership style, the way information is
processed, and decision-making itself (Preston, 2001). It also addresses the sensitivity to the polit-
ical environment and social interactions.

Many have argued that cognitive complexity has an impact on an individual’s decision-
making capabilities (Rosati & Miller, 2018; Stewart et al., 1989; Tetlock, 1985; Wallace & Sued-

field, 1988). A higher cognitive complexity, for instance, enables decision-makers to work on more
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complex decision-making and allows for more nuance in information gathering, as well as receiv-
ing feedback and attentiveness or sensitiveness to information in general (Preston, 2001). Sensi-
tivity to information in general also influences a leader’s receptiveness to information from out-
side. Leaders with a lower cognitive complexity, and thus a lower sensitivity to information and
the political environment, tend to be less receptive to different views and information from outside
the advisory circle and are more close-minded (M. Hermann, 1984, as cited by Preston, 2001).
Lower cognitive leaders, more generally, tend to think in black and white scenarios and have trou-
ble adapting their stances, whereas high complexity leaders favor more openness in decision-mak-
ing and processing information (Preston, 2001). Cognitive complexity, therefore, seems to have
an impact on how a president interacts with information, different views, and the political envi-

ronment in which they engage.

2.2.3 Prior Policy Experience
Prior policy experience is the last personal characteristic determining the success of a presidency,
as it is influential in an individual’s leadership style, how leaders see their own positions, how they
interact with and set up their advisory bodies (Preston, 2001). The policy experience of leaders is
also formative because of the political socialization they endured in the political environment in
which they resided or because of the mentoring of senior politicians. For instance, if the political
climate they were in supported change, the leaders might be more open to change (M. Hermann,
1995). In interactions with experts, it determines how confident a president is (Preston, 2001).
More importantly, leaders with prior policy experience or expertise have a sense of what
policies are likely to succeed and what policies are likely to be unsuccessful (M. Hermann, 1995;
Preston, 2001). Experience shapes the behavior of leaders by making them more sensitive to nu-
ances and what is effective or ineffective (M. Hermann, 1995; Preston, 2001). Inexperience in
office also influences how presidents make decisions and how much an administration has to learn,
especially at the beginning of a new presidency (Potter, 2007; Preston, 2001). Leaders with prior
experience tend to be more personally involved in policymaking than those with less prior
knowledge and are less reliant on their advisory body. Instead, they will seek more detailed infor-
mation to enrich their decision-making (Preston, 2001). The prior experience with policy or ex-
pertise on policymaking is, in many ways, influential on the success of an administration and

shapes the presidency.
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In sum, the presidency, for a large part, is shaped by the personality and the preferences of
the president. Therefore, it is important to note that the personal preferences of the president will
likely shape the dynamics with the other actors that want to influence foreign policy, as well as the
formation of the presidential inner circle. How these preferences shape the presidency is impacted
by the personal characteristics that were identified by Preston (2001). It is, for instance, likely that
presidents with a higher need for power are more dominant, prefer a more hierarchical structure,
and take greater control over the policy process than leaders with a lower need for power. Although
the other two characteristics, cognitive complexity and prior policy experience, play an important
role in shaping the presidency, the need for power is more visible and presumably has a deeper
impact on the presidential inner circle, as it strongly touches upon its structure. I, therefore, expect
that the more hierarchical the presidential inner circle, the more its members will reason from the
perspective of protecting presidential power and consider the consequences of foreign policy, like

the NSS, on the presidential power position.

2.3 Outside the Inner Circle: Advocacy Groups and Bureaucracy

Ideas are not sufficient when it comes to redirecting and drafting foreign policy. For these ideas to
reach fertile political grounds, they require a form of formal institutionalization and the willingness
of political institutions, such as an administration or department, to implement the policy (Borg,
2024). Advocacy groups, such as think tanks, actively seek to influence governments and decision-
making bodies to implement their political ideals and policies (Blavoukos & Bourantonis, 2014).
Similarly, departments within the governing body try to influence the decision-making of the pres-
ident by providing information to the individuals who directly surround the president, such as
White House staff (Halperin et al., 2006). Both advocating groups and federal bureaucracies are
relevant actors that play an important role outside the inner circle of a president. Some contend
that most decisions in U.S. foreign policy made by the executive branch of government “are the
result of problem solving by high-level advisory groups and officials working in bureaucratic agen-
cies” (Ripley, 1995, p. 86). For that reason, it is important to have some understanding of what the
role of institutions, such as think tanks, as well as bureaucratic departments, is in foreign policy

decision-making.
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2.3.1 The Role of Think Tanks in Foreign Policy

Think tanks, over the past decades, have become an integral part of the political landscape in the
United States, and have been especially noticeable in the field of foreign policy and relations
(Abelson, 2002; Zaytsev et al., 2021). Think tanks exist in many forms, sizes, qualities and shapes,
because of which there is no academic consensus on what is defined as a think tank (Abelson &
Carberry, 1998). That being said, most think tanks “may consist of a handful of people involved
actively in studying a particular policy area who seek to inform and educate policy makers and the
public through a variety of channels” (Abelson & Carberry, 1998, p. 529). While most American
think tanks are captured with this definition, it might as well “house several dozen economists,
political scientists and statisticians who provide expertise on a broad range of issues” (Abelson &
Carberry, 1998, p. 529). One can roughly divide think tanks into the following typology: the more
elitist think tanks that are mostly the more research-focused, academic think tanks, and the more
pluralist think tanks, more involved in advocating for policy (Zaytsev et al., 2021). Here, our main
focus is on the advocating think tanks as they are more involved with recommending and lobbying
for policy in the government and facilitating alternative policies by targeting decision-makers, for
instance, when important votes are coming up (Abelson, 2013).

Although difficult to assess (Abelson & Carberry, 1998), the more advocating pluralist
think tanks seem to have an overall greater impact on government. Whilst the elitist think tanks
are more serving as legitimizers of government policy (Zaytsev et al., 2021). The increasingly
visible advocacy role of think tanks over the past decades is due to the combination of a decentral-
ized political system, strong financial capabilities, and the loose structure within both political
parties (Abelson, 2002). Because of their involvement in the various stages of the policy process,
their visibility and capabilities to shape public opinion and impact the government, think tanks in
the United States are distinct from think tanks in other parts of the world, where exchanges between
the government and think tanks are less common (Abelson, 2002, 2013; Abelson & Carberry,
1998; ASPI, 2024). Think tanks are often asked for advice by many institutions within the federal
government and actively lobby for their own policies and ideas to the public, politics, and policy-
makers. Scholars working in think tanks, albeit the more academic ones, are also invited by media

outlets as experts on certain topics (Abelson, 2002; Freeman & Cleveland-Stout, 2025).
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Many think tanks, such as the Heritage Foundation and Brookings, are located in Wash-
ington, D.C., within walking distance of Pennsylvania Avenue, which connects Congress and the
White House, as the proximity to the political and bureaucratic institutions is important for their
lobbying and retaining influence (Abelson, 2013). The role of these advocating think tanks is to
influence the government and shape policy in what they see as the national interest, as they them-
selves cannot claim what would be in the national interest, at least not on a legitimate basis (Abel-
son, 2013). Despite that, all think tanks aim to influence policy and set the agenda; their ideas,
objectives, and approaches do differ among them (Abelson, 2002) as some take on a more centrist
approach, while others are more partisan (ASPI, 2024). These differences in what constitutes good
policy cause think tanks to compete with each other for the attention of elected and bureaucratic
officials. Think tanks in general not only rely on several types of strategies to persuade policymak-
ers and elected officials and pursue their objectives, but also, in private, think tank experts tend to
impact foreign policy decision-making by, for instance, ascending to government positions in the
Cabinet or another bureaucratic position (Abelson, 2002). It becomes apparent that advocacy bod-
ies, especially in the American political landscape, can be of great influence on what decisions are
made.

In summary, having become an integral part of the foreign policy landscape (Abelson,
2002; Zaytsev et al., 2021), think tanks aim to influence foreign policy and its outputs and to set
the foreign policy agenda with their ideas. This they do by using strategies to persuade and influ-
ence (future) policy makers and elected officials to pursue their objectives. Next to that, they also
try to build on personal relationships or sometimes even ascend to a role as a government official
in the Cabinet or another bureaucratic position. Given the conservative character of the Trump
administration and the content of the NSS, I expect a greater degree of alignment between the
foreign policy outputs of conservative think tanks and the NSS than with those of liberal think

tanks.

2.3.2 The Role of Federal Bureaucracy in Foreign Policy

Not only are think tanks interested in influencing the decision-making in the domain of foreign
policy, but the federal bureaucratic institutions and departments also have their reasons to engage
with decision-making units. The term federal bureaucracy refers to “civilian career officials and
political appointees, as well as military officers” (Halperin et al., 2006, p. 5) who work in the

several federal departments and agencies. Bureaucratic politics is involved with the political
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competition between senior individual bureaucratic officials, such as secretaries and other officials
in leadership positions, within the structure of the government, especially the interaction between
individuals and different bureaucratic agencies and how they shape decision-making in interna-
tional politics (Allison & Halperin, 1972). Senior bureaucrats from different departments and
agencies have different conceptions of the national interest and interests, they see things differently
(Ruiz, 2026), action in foreign policy is then “the result of intensive competition among decision-
maker and bargaining along regularized channels among players positioned hierarchically within
the government bureaucracy each with his or her own perspective and issues at hand” (Gerner,
1995, p. 23). It is considered a game of “pulling and hauling” by (groups of) bureaucratic individ-
uals with, sometimes, conflicting and diverging interests that will lead to the policy outcome (Al-
lison & Halperin, 1972; Preston & ‘t Hart, 1998; Ripley, 1995). Serving their own bureaucratic
interests, whether that is to resist or lobby for change (C. Hermann, 1990), bureaucrats tend to
propose policy solutions that also serve their own department or agency, but this is done carefully,
nuanced, and skillfully brought forward (Ripley, 1995).

Bureaucratic politics also relates to the action channels that can divide major changes in
foreign policy into smaller intermediate steps and decisions taken by senior bureaucratic officials
before it arrives at the president’s desk (Allison & Halperin, 1972). Within bureaucratic politics,
power relations are in place, which makes some officials more powerful in the policymaking arena
than others (Preston & ‘t Hart, 1998). Department officials sometimes withhold critical infor-
mation from the president and the White House staff, leading to distrust from the president toward
departments and the need to seek new channels of information (Halperin et al., 2006). Senior of-
ficials may also target officials working for the White House in order to influence certain decision-
making (Halperin et al., 2006). The role of Cabinet Members in bureaucratic politics is ambiguous.
Historically, secretaries served as the formal advisors to the president. But as the U.S. government
grew and the Executive Office of the President was founded in 1939 (Warshaw, 2013), this role
began to shift, and inner circle advisory positions over time were partly repositioned to advisors
from the White House (Pfiffner, 2015). In addition, secretaries are also bound by their department
bureaucracies and pressure from Congress. The presidency thus must balance between centraliza-
tion and cooperation with secretaries (Pfiffner, 2015). As discussed in Chapter 2.2, the president
decides who belongs to his circle of most trusted advisors. Because of this, the role Cabinet Mem-

bers have is either mostly as a secretary or also as a trusted advisor in the presidential inner circle.
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In sum, bureaucratic elites and departments compete with each other to serve their own
bureaucratic interests that might differ between the different departments. This competition is
likely to play out through various strategies that bureaucrats use to get their message and thoughts
through, for example, by targeting White House officials. Eventually, however, departments tend
to form a consensus on the preferred foreign policy that involves a compromise between depart-
mental interests. Especially between the State Department and the Pentagon, where the State De-
partment tends to be more in favor of traditional diplomacy, and the Pentagon is more likely to
escalate (Stern & Verbeek, 1998). Departments tend to support policies that increase their budget
and tasks within the government. Thus, I expect that the NSS reflects a bureaucratic compromise

between the Departments of State and War that are involved with the drafting of foreign policy.

2.4 Congress as Presidential Check

From the 1960s onward, Congress tried to embrace a more active and considerable role in foreign
policymaking (Mann, 1990). Yet, many have wondered whether this would be a possibility, con-
sidering that much of the foreign policymaking is done by the White House (Mann, 1990). The
United States constitution, under Article I, Section 8, grants the U.S. Congress the several powers
that relate to foreign policy. Congress has the power to collect taxes and borrow money to pay for
the common defense and general welfare of the United States; it has the power to raise and support
an army and navy, has the power to declare war and regulate trade, and the implied power of
Congressional oversight (U.S. Const. art I, § 8). Under Article II, Section 2, the Constitution grants
the Senate the right to advise and consent to treaties and political appointees (U.S. Const. art. II, §
2). Kenneth Waltz (1979) phrased it “thus Congress supplies the military forces; the president
commands them” ( p. 83). Especially during the Reagan Presidency, Congress has not only limited
itself to its Constitutional duties but has extended its involvement in what Mann (1990, p. 1) de-
scribes as “Congressional micromanagement of the conduct of foreign policy”. This has sparked
criticism, arguing that Congress was overstepping and causing the relationship between the Exec-
utive and Legislative branches to be in disbalance (Mann, 1990).

Congress is often portrayed as subordinate to the Executive branch of government in the
domain of foreign policy, as the Executive, due to precedent, retains the initiative for new foreign
policy, and the Congress does not introduce many foreign policy initiatives (Lindsay, 1992). In
many instances, the president does not need the approval of Congress to conduct foreign policy

(Mann, 1990). The influence Congress has over foreign policy, however, is not to be found only
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in the foreign policy proposal output but is situated in more nuanced approaches to influencing
foreign policy (Lindsay, 1992). In some instances, Congress can influence the conduct of foreign
policy by using the power of the purse or by collectively rejecting presidential foreign policy
(Mann, 1990). Presidents can also adapt or withdraw their foreign policy when the specific foreign
policy is poorly conceived by the Congress. This judgment by Congress can also guide a president
into considering alternative policies and even function as a bargaining position in international
diplomacy (Mann, 1990). Congressional committees, but even individual Members of Congress
“have the ability to impede or redirect American foreign policy” (Mann, 1990, p. 3), frustrating
the Executive branch. Yet, these Congressional interventions are not common, and Congress often
is reluctant to intervene in foreign policy, as overruling the president’s veto requires a two-thirds
majority vote in both houses, affecting the willingness of the Members of Congress to go through
(Lowi et al., 2023, p. 157). Both branches, thus, aim to keep each other in check. Congress prefers
a “workable practice”; Representatives and Senators are also cautious in what they push for, as
they might fear for electoral consequences their intervention or legislative action may have (Lind-
say, 1992). Congress, for that reason, seeks to influence through more nuanced and indirect ap-
proaches, such as “anticipated reactions, changes in the decision-making process in the executive
branch, and political grandstanding” (Lindsay, 1992, p. 609). As argued by Lindsay (1992), Con-
gress can, using these indirect approaches, make a substantial impact on U.S. foreign policy.

In sum, Congress in general tends to play a less visible role in influencing foreign policy.
Their impact on foreign policy is more nuanced and indirect through, for instance, anticipated
reactions, changes in the decision-making process in the Executive branch, and political grand-
standing to maintain a workable practice with the Executive branch. This, however, mainly hap-
pens after the drafting of the policy. Thus, in the case of the NSS, I expect, at most, that the Mem-
bers of Congress, who are members of the foreign relations committees or who are in contact with
White House officials, have had limited influence on the drafting of the second Trump administra-

tion’s National Security Strategy.
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2.5 Theoretical Expectations

Based on the theoretically identified domestic actors that are of influence on the foreign policy of
the United States in the past sections, theoretical expectations have been derived from the discus-
sion of the literature in this chapter, as presented in Table 1. For each of the actors of influence,
expectations are presented that predict what the role of this particular actor would have been based

on the theory.

Table 1: Theoretical Expectations

Expectation  Actor of Influence = Formulation

1 The Presidency I expect that the more hierarchical the presidential inner
circle, the more its members will reason from the perspec-
tive of protecting presidential power and consider the con-
sequences of foreign policy, like the NSS, on the presiden-
tial power position

2 Think tanks I expect a greater degree of alignment between the foreign
policy outputs of conservative think tanks and the NSS than
with those of liberal think tanks

3 Bureaucracy I expect that the NSS reflects a bureaucratic compromise
between the Departments of State and War that are in-
volved with the drafting of foreign policy

4 Congress I expect, at most, that the Members of Congress, who are
members of the foreign relations committees or who are in
contact with White House officials, have had limited influ-
ence on the drafting of the second Trump administration’s
National Security Strategy
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3: Data & Methods

Chapter Three lays the methodological groundwork for the thesis. In this thesis, a distinction is
made between the four identified actors of influence. For each of those, a different research method
is required. The Chapter, therefore, provides an elaborate discussion of the different research meth-
ods used in this thesis; it discusses the case selection and the several data collection methods. It
also offers a justification for the methodological choices made. In addition, it addresses the limi-

tations of the methods and reflects upon the data.

3.1 Research Methods and Justifications

In order to find an explanation for the apparent major redirection from the long-standing U.S.
transatlantic policy in the second Trump administration’s National Security Strategy, a process
tracing analysis will be conducted to trace the causal process leading up to the formalization of the
new U.S. National Security Strategy. PT is a developed qualitative research method in the field of
political science and suits the research of foreign policy analysis well (Meegdenburg, 2026). PT
traces causal mechanisms, which can be defined as “a complex system, which produces an out-
come by the interaction of a number of parts” (Glennan 1996, p. 52). Generally, multiple mecha-
nisms are involved in the process, rather than just one (Meegdenburg, 2023). The focus and con-
clusions in PT concern the mechanisms (M) that connect the trigger (X) to the outcome (Y) (Mee-
gdenburg, 2023). This, however, does not presume a deterministic conception of causation, but
rather a probabilistic conception as causal mechanisms are not directly observable (Pickering,
2022). In addition, PT in general does not comply with any particular philosophical ontology and
does not recognize a presubscribed set of assumptions (Meegdenburg, 2023).

Process tracing tries to uncover the chain of causal factors that are important to the out-
come, not only focusing on explaining the outcome, but also why it happened at this “particular
time and place” (Hall, 2008, p. 305). “The essence of process-tracing research is that scholars want
to go beyond merely identifying correlations between independent variables (Xs) and outcomes
(Ys)” (Beach & Pedersen, 2013, p. 1). PT is also particularly valuable in revealing “the influence
that actors exert on the outcomes or quality of deliberative processes” (Pickering, 2022, p. 299).
This allows for a detailed within-case analysis that is focused on different pathways and causes. In
this thesis, as in many studies (Beach & Pedersen, 2013), PT has a more case-centric or ideographic

focus as it is used to explain the outcome of the foreign policy process because it aims to find an
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explanation for the apparent major redirection from the long-standing U.S. transatlantic policy in
the second Trump administration’s National Security Strategy. This type of PT belongs to single-
outcome studies, which “seek the causes of a specific outcome” (Gerring, 2006, p. 716). Despite
the focus on explaining a single outcome, the ambition to make some abstract theoretical general-
izations still persists, as is the case in many single-outcome studies (Beach & Pedersen, 2013;
Meegdenburg, 2023).

In Chapter Two, four actors of influence have been identified that may have impacted the
NSS, which are all distinct in their powers and roles regarding the drafting process of the NSS. To
capture the impact of each of these actors of influence sufficiently, a separate analysis will be
conducted for each of the actors, based on the expectations of their roles in the process. These four
separate analyses together amount to a comprehensive storyline that identifies the main mechanism
in the process of drafting the NSS, and which actors had an impact on this process (Rauch, 2023).
The four analyses will have different qualitative approaches in exploring the role of the particular
actor of influence. The data, therefore, is triangulated as much as possible with in-depth recon-
structions from prominent news media, such as the Atlantic, Foreign Policy, New York Times,
and the Hill; outputs from departments; policy proposals and documents from think tanks; and
semi-structured interviews. This ensures a variety of data sources on which the analysis is based.
For each of the expectations, both a Hoop-test and a Smoking-Gun-test are conducted in the anal-
ysis (Collier, 2011). The Hoop-test establishes the basic requirements for the evidence and thereby
serves as an affirmation of the relevance of the expectation (Collier, 2011). If an expectation fails
the Hoop-test, it can be eliminated. To confirm an expectation after its relevance is affirmed, a
Smoking-Gun-test is performed. This test “provides a sufficient but not necessary criterion for
accepting the causal inference. It can strongly support a given hypothesis, but failure to pass does

not reject it” (Collier, 2011, p.827).

3.2 Case Selection and Case Study Design

The research question of this thesis tries to explain the major redirection in transatlantic foreign
policy of the second Trump administration that is embedded in the NSS. The question is focused
on one instance of a social phenomenon, namely the NSS as a case of major foreign policy change.
It is therefore well-suited for the single case study design (Bleijenbergh, 2010). A single case study
allows for a thorough investigation of the apparent social phenomenon that is part of a set of similar

cases (Gerring, 2004). Some scholars also argue that a case study can offer causal evidence that is
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not available through quantitative methods (Crasnow, 2012). It simultaneously aligns with the
identification of the causal process of the drafting of the NSS as envisioned by the process tracing
method. Each of the four actors of influence is part of the context of this case of major U.S. foreign
policy redirection. This redirection follows a line of major U.S. foreign redirections by previous
administrations over the past decades, such as the Truman Doctrine and the NSC-68 (May, 1993).
Yet, the major redirection of the U.S. foreign policy, as formalized in the NSS, deviates from past
redirections as it formally reshapes the American approach to its European allies. As the change
toward Europe is not theoretically expected through neoclassical realism and seems atypical for
the United States, this major redirection can be considered a so-called deviant case (Seawright &
Gerring, 2008). A deviant case can be considered anomalous and has a surprising value compared
to theoretical understanding that is often ill-explained (Seawright & Gerring, 2008).

The time frame of the case study analyzed here relates only to the drafting process of the
NSS. Therefore, it would be logical to decide that the demarcation of the time frame begins on the
day of the second inauguration of President Donald J. Trump and ends at the release date of the
National Security Strategy on December 4, 2025 (Anderson, 2025), as no adaptation could have
been made after the latter. This marks a clear demarcation for the period in which the drafting of
the NSS is expected to have taken place. However, in the year prior to the Presidential elections
of 2024, many policy proposals and plans have already been prepared for the eventual Trump
administration, and communicated (Quinn, 2025), which we would exclude by adhering to this
particular time frame. For that reason, the demarcation should begin prior to the Presidential elec-
tion of 2024. It makes sense to include output that was written already before March 12, 2024,
when Donald J. Trump won the Republican nomination to run in the Presidential elections later
that year (Dorn, 2024). From January 6, 2021, when the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. was
stormed, there was a high likelihood that Donald Trump would run again for the presidency. The
start of the time frame’s demarcation should therefore also include the years prior to the nomina-
tion, as policy preparations have likely begun since then. In Addition, many news articles and in-
depth reconstructions of the events leading up to the release of the NSS are not yet published on
the release date itself. Therefore, several weeks after the release need to be considered as well.

This establishes the time frame from January 6, 2021, until March 2026.
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3.3 The Presidency

Based on the theoretical discussion in Chapter Two, for the role of the presidency as a major actor
of influence, it is expected that the more hierarchically the presidential inner circle is organized,
the more its members will reason from the perspective of protecting presidential power and con-
sider the consequences of foreign policy, like the NSS, from the vantage point of its eventual
consequences for the presidential power position. The expectation will be investigated in a separate

analysis on the role and influence of the presidency in the process of drafting the NSS.

3.3.1 Data Sources and Data Collection Methods

The data used for the analysis of the presidency as an actor of influence predominantly consists of
secondary sources. These data sources include reconstruction articles from quality newspapers and
magazines involved in foreign policy and U.S. politics, which are The New York Times, The
Economist, The Atlantic, Foreign Policy, Foreign Affairs, The Hill, The Christian Science Moni-
tor, and The Washington Post. To complement the articles and reconstructions, expert articles from
the Council on Foreign Relations will also be considered. The variety of newspapers and maga-
zines provides a diverse coverage of quality articles from which the context and the mechanisms
can be derived. The articles will be selected within the chosen time frame, although it is expected
that most article reconstructions have been published after the release date of the NSS in December
of 2025. The selection of the articles will be done based on terms referring to the NSS: National
Security Strategy, United States, reconstruction, analysis and Trump administration. As the arti-
cles in this time frame relate to one particular NSS, no other selection terms are deemed necessary.
To measure the likely hierarchical nature of the inner circle, existing personality trait analyses that
examine President Trump will be consulted, together with the number of dismissals and resigna-
tions of political appointees and Cabinet Members while Trump was in office between 2017 and

2021. This is triangulated with data coming from the expert interviews, discussed in Chapter 3.6.

3.3.2 Data Analysis Methods and Justification

In order to test whether this expectation holds true, causal process observations (CPO) will be
conducted on the role and influence of this particular actor. Causal process observations are a
qualitative method within PT and are defined as “pieces of data that provide information about
context, process, or mechanism and contribute distinctive leverage in causal inference” (Collier et

al., 2010a, p. 202). CPO is focused on “the ideas or priorities that must be held by actors in order
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for the hypothesis associated with the dataset observations to be correct” (Collier et al., 2010b, p.
191). CPO is capable of identifying the steps that lie within the causal process and provides insights
into the causal mechanisms (Collier et al., 2010b). This approach allows for a contextual recon-
struction of the mechanisms at play within this actor of influence, which will be done by recreating
the storyline based on the context offered by the newspaper and expert reconstructions and inter-
views. The nature of the inner circle and the leadership style of President Trump will be assessed
by analyzing the staff turnover while Trump was president, as well as existing personality trait
analyses to assess this need for power. Based on that, a degree of hierarchy can be determined.

This induces the following operationalization of the expectation on the presidency:

Protecting presidential power
and considering the conse-
quences of foreign policy

Degree of hierarchy
presidential inner circle

»|  National Security
Strategy

Figure 1: Causal Mechanism of the Presidency

3.4 Think tanks

For think tanks as an actor of influence in the drafting of the NSS of the Second Trump admin-
istration, it is expected that there is a greater degree of alignment between the foreign policy out-
puts of conservative think tanks and the NSS than with those of liberal think tanks, given the nature
of the document and the ideology of the second Trump administration. This expectation will be

researched in a separate analysis of the role and influence of think tanks in the process of drafting

the NSS.

3.4.1 Data Sources and Data Collection Methods
To analyze the influence of think tanks in the process of the drafting of the NSS, primary data is

predominantly used, which consists of foreign policy proposals by think tanks drafted for the sec-
ond Trump administration. To test the degree of alignment, one conservative-leaning think tank
and one liberal-leaning think tank will be analyzed. For the conservative case, the Heritage Foun-
dation, one of the most prominent conservative think tanks, is chosen, which has written the ex-
tensive book Mandate for Leadership: The Conservative Promise, more widely known as Project
2025, for the Trump administration (Bensinger & Fahrenthold, 2024; Wendling, 2025). Though

other conservative think tanks with policy proposals exist, no other think tank has published an
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extensive document of a similar kind. For the centrist/liberal case, the Centre for American Pro-
gress (CAP) is selected, which has not written a similar and all-encompassing report as the Herit-
age Foundation. Most recent foreign policy proposals are written in reaction to the second Trump
administration’s policies. Nonetheless, it has written a report named 7rade, Trust Transition:
Shaping the Next Transatlantic Chapter, which is accessible on a webpage as a proposal for U.S.
transatlantic policy. This report will be used as the main focus is on the NSS in relation to the E.U.
The foreign policy proposals and output from both think tanks will be collected through their web-
sites within the set time frame until the release of the NSS on December 4, 2025, and selected
based on their relation to foreign policy and the Transatlantic component. The data will be com-
plemented by and triangulated with the interview data of the semi-structured expert interviews
from Chapter 3.6 to provide deeper insights. In addition, the Heritage Foundation has been re-

quested to participate in an interview.

3.4.2 Data Analysis Methods and Justification

The selected documents will be analyzed for similarities between them to measure the degree of
alignment between the think tanks and the NSS. The higher the alignment between the NSS and
an ideological grouping of think tanks, the stronger the implied influence of the ideological group-
ing of think tanks on the NSS. This will be done using a keyword-in-context analysis to compare
concepts used in the NSS across the various documents from the two think tanks. The keyword-
in-context analysis extracts keywords from the text with a text window of ten words before and
after the selected keyword. These keywords will be derived from the Strategy part, the Priorities,
and the specific priorities for Europe and the Western Hemisphere. Most keywords contain more
than one word to ensure that the similarities focus on foreign policy and the intended context of
the NSS. The keywords are to be found in Appendix A. There are many ways to measure influence.
This analysis aims to measure the influence by comparing the input, proposals of think tanks, to
the output, the NSS (Verschuren & Arts, 2005). Complemented with data from the expert inter-
views. The analysis will also be corrected for missing parts in the CAP report. This induces the

following operationalization of the expectation on think tanks:

Possibility to lobby for Greater alignment in Na-

Ideology of think tank proposed foreign policies tional Security Strategy

Figure 2: Causal Mechanism of Think Tanks
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3.5 Federal Bureaucracy

For the departments within the federal bureaucracy as an actor of influence, it is expected that the
NSS reflects a bureaucratic compromise between the departments of State and War that are in-
volved with the drafting of foreign policy. It is expected that the departments will support foreign
policy that will increase their budget and tasks. This expectation will be analyzed in a separate

analysis on the role and influence of the federal departments in the process of drafting the NSS.

3.5.1 Data Sources and Data Collection Methods

The influence of the U.S. federal bureaucracy in the process of drafting the NSS is measured pri-
marily with primary data, which consists, for a large part, of semi-structured expert interviews
(Bogner et al., 2018; Lilleker, 2003), with university scholars who are experts on foreign policy as
further described in Chapter 3.6. The experts are questioned on the influence of the U.S. Depart-
ment of State and the Department of War (labeled Defense until 2025). The data will be comple-
mented by and triangulated with statements and articles published on the websites of both depart-
ments, as well as the public responses of both departments to the NSS. These statements and re-

sponses fall within the demarcated time frame discussed above.

3.5.2 Data Analysis Methods and Justification

As discussed in Chapter 3.6, semi-structured elite interviews form a strong qualitative research
method in PT, allowing for a deeper analysis (Gonzalez-Ocantos & Masullo, 2026, p. 220). Inter-
views also offer the possibility to interact directly with the actors in the field (Gonzalez-Ocantos
& Masullo, 2026). The audio-recordings of the interviews are transcribed. Following a deductive
approach to test the expectation on the role of federal bureaucracy, I analyzed the interviews and
interpreted the generated data. Subsequently, I extracted the mechanisms from the content to form
a storyline of the causal mechanism and test the expectation. The approach allows for a contextual
reconstruction of the mechanisms at play within the influence of the federal departments. This

induces the following operationalization of the expectation on the federal bureaucracy:

s . . . . Reflected in Na-
Departments’ foreign Foreign policy compromise . .
. »| tional Security Strat-
policy interests between departments egy

Figure 3: Causal Mechanism of Federal Bureaucracy
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3.6 The United States Congress

When it comes to Congress as an actor of influence in the drafting of the NSS, it is expected that
the Members of Congress, who are members of the foreign relations committees or who are in
contact with White House officials, have had limited influence at best on the drafting of the second
Trump administration’s National Security Strategy. This expectation will be analyzed in a separate

analysis on the role and influence of Congress in the process of drafting the NSS.

3.6.1 Data Sources and Data Collection Methods

To analyze the influence of the Congress in the process of drafting the NSS, primary data is used,
which consists of semi-structured expert interviews with university scholars who are experts in the
field of U.S. foreign policy, and Members of Congress (Bogner et al., 2018; Lilleker, 2003). Both
Representatives from the U.S. House of Representatives and U.S. Senators have been contacted
through their websites and invited for a semi-structured interview of 30 minutes. Next to that,
many experts on foreign policy from American universities have been contacted. They have been
sent a form of consent as well as additional information on the thesis research project (see Appen-
dix B). The interviews are conducted through either Microsoft Teams, because of physical dis-
tance, or in person in the United States, when possible, within reasonable driving distance from
Salem, OR. The interviews have taken place between May 20, 2026, and June 2, 2026, with four
experts from American universities. Each of the interviews is audio-recorded with the consent of
the participant and subsequently transcribed with either Microsoft Teams or MAXQDA, when the
interview was conducted on location, and then reviewed. The data is anonymized and stored in
different files and can be found in Appendix D. For the semi-structured interviews, an interview

guide was prepared (see Appendix C) that is used for the conduct of the interviews.

3.6.2 Data Analysis Methods and Justification

Semi-structured elite interviews form a strong qualitative research method in PT that “allows re-
searchers to delve deep into agency, relations between agents, and individual and collective pro-
cesses of meaning and decision-making” (Gonzalez-Ocantos & Masullo, 2026, p. 220). Interviews
also offer the possibility to interact directly with the actors in the field (Gonzalez-Ocantos & Ma-
sullo, 2026). In order to analyze the interviews, the audio-recordings of the interviews are tran-
scribed. Following a deductive approach to test the expectation on Congress, I analyzed the inter-

views and interpreted the conversations. Subsequently, I distilled the mechanisms out of the
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content to form a storyline of the causal mechanism and test the expectation. This induces the

following operationalization of the expectation on Congress:

Member of Committee on
»| Foreign Affairs/contact with
White House staff

Figure 4: Causal Mechanism of the U.S. Congress

National Security

Members of Congress
Strategy

3.7 Reflection on Data and Method Limitations
Despite best efforts, in this thesis, there are some limitations that relate to the data and methods
used that I want to reflect on. First of all, due to time constraints and limited resources within the
framework of a master’s thesis, not all research methods and data collection can be conducted as
would be in an ideal situation. Limitations in time and financial means have led to certain prag-
matic decisions regarding conducting the analysis in order to preserve the feasibility of this re-
search project within the framework of a master’s thesis. It also has to do with the limitations on
what data are available within reasonable reach and what are not. Newspaper and magazine recon-
structions, despite triangulations, might not offer all insights and might not cover the entirety of
the context on the presidency in relation to the drafting of the NSS. This limitation on accessible
data also relates to the data on federal departments and bureaucracy. The storylines on this mech-
anism are based on what is publicly available in reconstructions on the side of departments and
published statements and policy output by the departments themselves. Conducting interviews is
particularly important for Congress and the federal bureaucracy as it forms the primary data source,
but also of pivotal importance for the triangulation of the data in the other analyses. The collection
of data through semi-structured interviews depends on the response from the people invited to
participate, their schedules, and their staff’s willingness to help schedule an appointment. Further-
more, especially in the case of the presidency, it could be more difficult to filter out the political
ideas in the major foreign policy redirection concerning Europe and NATO, as the most prevalent
data sources are the reconstructions. For the other actors of influence, this is expected to be less
relevant as the analysis is more concerned with impacting the NSS by bringing forward their policy
ideals and ideas, and can, to some extent, be triangulated with the interview data.

In addition, PT is a research method that is being interpreted in many ways, and scholars

seem to disagree on how to conduct this method, and all have different insights (see Beach &
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Pederson, 2013; Collier et al., 2010b; Meegdenburg, 2023). Especially, the interpretation of the
data and evidence relies, at least partly, on the personal interpretation of the researcher. It is there-
fore not unthinkable that other researchers might end up with slightly different interpretations of
the raw data, especially concerning the interview data. As this research is a single outcome case
study, the generalizability of the findings is limited to the extent that only abstract theoretical con-
tributions can be derived from the findings. Much of the research will be exclusively applicable to
the case of the NSS of the second Trump administration, with the exaptation of past major U.S.
foreign policy changes, and the explanation of the mechanisms leading toward this apparent major
redirection in U.S. foreign policy. Lastly, the scope of the data collection is wide due to the differ-
ent actors involved in the analysis and differences in when the primary data has been produced,
but also in the availability of secondary data, which could have only been published after the re-

lease of the National Security Strategy.
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4: Analysis of the Findings

Chapter Four is primarily focused on analyzing the data that inform us about the expectations as
described in Chapter Two. This is done using a set of different research methods to assess the
likely influence of each individual actor in the storyline of the drafting of the NSS. For each of the
analyses, a HOOP-test and a Smoking-gun-test are performed to determine whether there is suffi-

cient evidence to support the theoretical expectations.

4.1 The Drafting of a National Security Strategy

Since the National Security Act of 1947, the Executive branch of government has periodically
issued a National Security Strategy (Stolberg, 2012). The Act of 1947 was amended in 1986 and
under Section 603 requires the Executive branch to annually issue a National Security Strategy
report that includes a “comprehensive description and discussion of the worldwide interests, goals,
and objectives of the United States that are vital to the national security of the United States”
(Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act, 1986, p. 84). The NSS must in-
clude foreign policy, worldwide commitments made, the U.S. national defense capabilities for
deterrence, as well as “proposed short-term and long-term uses of the political, economic, military
and other elements of the national power of the United States to protect and promote its interests”
(Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act, 1986, p. 84). Additionally, the
Act requires the strategy to be transmitted to Congress in both a classified and unclassified form.
Despite the requirement to annually issue a National Security Strategy report, administrations have
failed to issue annual documents over the past decades (Office of the Secretary of War, 2026;
Stolberg, 2012). Also, the requirement to issue an NSS within the first 150 days of a new admin-
istration’s term has proven to be challenging, as many administrations over the last few decades
have not been able to accomplish this (Stolberg, 2012). Furthermore, an NSS, being a directive for
the U.S. national strategy in general, serves as an umbrella strategy to other national security doc-
uments issued by the U.S. government, such as the National Defense Strategy. An NSS also does
not contain a detailed plan to achieve the objectives formulated in the strategy, as it is a public
document that mainly serves as a communications tool (Stolberg, 2012). It is drafted as well to

explain the president’s outlook and goals to the American people (Ruiz, 2026).
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4.1.1 The Drafting of the NSS 2025

The NSS of the second Trump administration was released on December 4, 2025, yet dated No-
vember 2025. It was, therefore, likely written between the inauguration of President Trump on
January 20, 2025 and November 2025. In contrast to the traditional drafting process, which relies
on consensus among multiple federal actors, as described above, this strategy’s drafting process
likely deviated. As noted by one of the interviewed experts on U.S. foreign policy, “normal does
not seem to apply to the second Trump administration” (author’s interview with participant III).
Despite the likelihood of a deviation in the drafting process, it remains unclear which actors exactly
were involved in the drafting process of the NSS, as scholars and journalists do not agree on which
institutions and individuals were consulted or had a key position in drafting the final document.
Acton et al. (2026), for example, argue that the NSS was likely drafted by a single individual and
was not based on compromise, presumably Michael Anton (Roth, 2025), who, until September
2025, was an influential advisor to the Secretary of State who is serving as the National Security
Advisor as well (Schwartz et al., 2025). Others argue that “The document was written and rewritten
by a small group of aides, leaving a messy potpourri. There was little of the usual bureaucratic
consultation to integrate and reconcile the views of various government departments.” (The Econ-
omist, 2025, para. 11). Thakker (2025, para. 3) states that “the draft NSS was essentially ghost-
written in part by (Stephen) Miller, Trump’s top policy architect.” Based on the experts above, it
seems likely that those involved were trustees of President Trump or individuals advising members
of the Presidential inner circle, which increases the likelihood of the strong influence the presi-
dency had on the document. The NSS of the second Trump administration is a product of the Make
America Great Again movement and the first of its kind, being different than former strategies,
including the NSS 2017 of President Trump’s first term (The Economist, 2026). It has replaced
traditional ideologies with a vaguely defined new MAGA ideology that they name ‘flexible real-
ism’, which is described as “pragmatic but not ‘pragmatist’; realistic but not ‘realist’; muscular but
not ‘hawkish’; restrained but not ‘doveish’. It is not grounded in traditional, political ideology. It
is motivated above all by what works for America—or, in two words, ‘America First.”” (The White

House, 2025, p 8).
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4.2 The Influence of the Presidency

To assess the theorized influence of the presidency, I turn to the evaluation of the nature of the
inner circle of President Trump and the expectation for the president’s influence. This will be done
by determining the degree of hierarchy of the Presidential inner circle and testing it with the
HOOP-test and Smoking-gun-test, after which the storyline is explained through the CPO analysis

of the various reconstruction articles that include motivations for the nature of the strategy.

4.2.1 A High Need for Power

The personality of President Trump has been assessed by various scholars after his first term in
office (e.g., Fiala et al., 2020; Hyatt et al., 2018; Immelman & Griebie, 2020; Inglehart & Norris,
2016; McAdams, 2021; Nai et al., 2019). In their analysis, Immelman and Griebie (2020) find that
President Trump’s personality reflects that of a “blend of the self-serving, controlling, and gregar-
ious type” (p. 8). The scholars describe how personalities that are considered dominant are char-
acterized as “tough, unsentimental, intimidating individuals talented in the powers of persuasion”
(p. 8). Following Immelman and Griebe (2020), individuals with a dominant personality derive
pleasure from having the power to control others and tend to compel obedience and respect from
others; also, they are tough and lack sentimentality. Nai et al. (2019) find that President Trump
scores extremely high on psychopathy (“desire to be admired by and wanting attention from oth-
ers”, p. 15); narcissism (“tendency to show a lack of remorse and to display callousness and in-
sensitivity”, p. 15), and Machiavellianism (“tendency to manipulate and use flattery to succeed”,
p-15). Other authors contributing to the explanation of Donald Trump’s personality had similar
findings (Fiala et al., 2020; Hyatt et al., 2018; McAdams, 2021). The description of President
Trump’s personality does align with the personality trait need for power that was discussed in
Chapter Two. The dominant personality of the president is expected to result in a highly hierar-
chical structure of the presidency, where members of the inner circle anticipate the President’s
views and interests out of fear of losing their place in the inner circle. That the organizational
structure is likely to be hierarchical can also be derived from the turnover during the first Trump
administration, as many members of the Executive Office and Cabinet have resigned either under
pressure or resigned themselves. Between 2017 and 2021, the turnover of staff of the Executive
Office was 92%, of which 45% has been a serial turnover, meaning that the position has been
staffed more than twice (Dunn Tenpas, 2021). In total, there have been 14 replacements within the

first Trump Cabinet, of which many resigned under pressure (Dunn Tenpas, 2021). The turnover
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during President Trump’s first administration is extraordinarily high compared to all Cabinets
starting from President Reagan. It is very likely that the high number of resignations and their
nature are related to the high need for power that President Trump possesses and projects in his
advisory body. In his second term, this also became more apparent through a drastic restructuring
of the National Security Council (NSC). The downsizing of the NSC followed after President
Trump had staffed his national security and foreign policy teams with officials who share his line
of thinking and who are not likely to oppose his perspective. Before that, President Trump feared
being undermined in his policies by the NSC. The changes allow President Trump to conduct
foreign policy without internal opposition, as “advisers taking the president’s desired outcomes
and finding a way to comply with them” (Haberman & Green, 2025, para. 3). This authoritarian
nature within the Trump administration was also confirmed by all participants of the four inter-

views, as they provide examples of the dominant nature of President Trump:

“Trump has taken this to an extreme where what is valued above all is loyalty to him. Not
loyalty to an institution or even loyalty to the Constitution, for that matter. But he wants to
be surrounded by yes-people who are known above all by loyalty to him, those who some

say bow the knee, kiss the ring, whatever.” (author’s interview with participant IV)

“And all the leaders of this second Trump administration don't stand up to him, don't have
a spine. I think Rubio knows better on some of this stuff, says nothing. He used to think
“Trump was crazy Nazi”, right? I think that's his line. And he now just works for him like

a sycophant.” (author’s interview with participant I)

“So when this, when a president, especially this president, he has such a hold over his
party because he's willing to really punish those who cross him in any ways, as you've
probably seen in some of these primary elections, where Republicans who vote with Trump
99% of the time, but said one thing against him, he's opposing them, trying to get him out
of a job. And a lot of the people he opposed have lost their primaries over the years. Or if
you're in government service, right, you may be losing your job.” (author’s interview with
participant II)
With this, it thus seems very likely that President Trump maintains a firm grip on those working
for him, even more so than during his previous administration. It confirms his dominant personality

and the limited room for disagreement with him and his political vision. In fact, Stephen Walt
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(2026) refers to the NSS as “a direct reflection of Trump’s transactional approach to all relation-
ships and his belief that the United States has enormous and enduring leverage over nearly every
country in the world.” (p. 11). Given this presumed hierarchy and presidential dominance within
the inner circle, it is likely that, because of the control President Trump has over the individuals
working with him, his worldview and personal preferences are more reflected in the document

than those of his advisors, as they either agree with him or fear disagreeing with him.

4.2.2 A Personal Grudge Against Europe

To connect President Trump’s likely dominant personality, control, and influence over the nature
and content of the NSS, specifically toward Europe and NATO, quality magazine and newspaper
articles are analyzed to provide an in-depth understanding of the grudge. Over time it has become
clear that President Trump holds grievances against Europe and the European members of NATO,
is frustrated with them and he “regards the E.U. as determined to undermine the U.S.” (A. Gardner,
2026, para. 2). It is likely that these feelings, and perception of, President Trump on many issues
have accumulated into a part of his foreign policy agenda that has been set out and formalized in

the NSS due to his dominant character.

“This document is very emotional. National Security Strategies are not supposed to be
emotional, but kind of sober, well-considered, thoughtful, more or less rational analysis
of issues, identification of interest, and how to pursue them.” (author’s interview with

participant I'V)

The behavior of the Trump administration is labeled by Walt (2026) as “predatory” and has be-
come worse than the first Trump administration, as the first administration still consisted of more
experienced advisors, such as Secretary of Defense James Mattis, White House Chief of Staff John
Kelly and National Security Advisor Herbert R. McMaster, who sought to soften the impetuous
actions of President Trump (Walt, 2026). In President Trump’s second term, this protective layer
of advisors is replaced by “courtiers and sycophants” (MacMillan, 2025, p. 11), who are not stand-
ing up to the impetuous actions and vision of the president. This lack of restraint results in threats
to seize or “take” Greenland and the enforced expression of doubt toward the viability of the
NATO alliance (Walt, 2026), more unilateral relations with other states and international organi-
zations (MacMillan, 2025; Walt, 2026). Participant II supports the argument that those who sur-

round President Trump in his second term support his view on the transatlantic relationship:
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“(...) because the people who he has surrounded himself with that are really espousing
and sympathetic to this idea of tariffs and greater disconnection between the United States
and Europe. Right. These are the people that are informing that National Security Strategy

document.” (author’s interview with participant II)

The critical stance toward the E.U. is reflected in the NSS of 2025 (Simon & Stevenson, 2025)
and deviates from the NSS of his first administration (Wright, 2025). It argues, for instance, that
Europe is increasingly “non-European” and is prone to “civilizational erasure” because of the mass
migration (The Economist, 2026; Toosi, 2025). The E.U., in the document, is presented as an
economic threat greater than Russia (The Economist, 2026). The Strategy emphasizes threats
within the Western Hemisphere, focuses on European civilizational decline, the overregulation of
the E.U., and trade deficits between the E.U. and the U.S. (Cohen, 2025; Wright, 2025). Yet, it
remains silent on any Russian threat to the U.S. and does not perceive China as a security threat,
with the exception of economic security (Cohen, 2025; Wright, 2025). This approach suits
Trump’s style of praising autocratic leaders, such as Russian President Putin, Hungarian Prime
Minister Orban, and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, and labeling leaders of democratic allied
states as “weak” and “dishonest” (Macmillan, 2025, p. 11). That these adversary, autocratic re-
gimes are not labeled as threats to the U.S. is at odds with previous strategies (Sanger, 2025; Simon
& Stevenson, 2025; Wright, 2025). In addition, the enforced punitive tariffs against allied states
are justified as part of the economic strategy toward allied states (MacMillan, 2025), which are
used to force the allies in the direction preferred by this administration. It, however, remains to be
seen if there is any hidden rational strategy behind these policy choices toward Europe. As partic-
ipant III argues:
“It doesn't feel like it's, you know, strategic in the sense of saying, okay, we want to create
distance with Europe in order to get something else out of it. Like that, there's nothing
there that I see. So, it feels like either they think it's going to be popular politically at home
for some reason, or it's just like a feeling they have they want to kind of act out on.” (au-
thor’s interview with participant I1I)
The focus on the Western Hemisphere also illustrates the prevalence of the “America First” ideol-
ogy in the document that was absent in any prior NSS (Smith, 2026). It shows that the strategy is
more inward-looking and security is closer to the U.S. territory. Participant II explains that the

America First sentiment has always been an undercurrent in American politics that is now
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represented by President Trump and the MAGA movement, which moves away from the Hamil-
tonian tradition, “a strategy that actively promotes U.S. commerce, American patriotism, and en-

lightened realism in foreign affairs” (Mead, 2024, p. 54) in American politics:

“(...) this Hamiltonian tradition, which has always been part of the, uh, a feature of U.S.
foreign policy, but where the Trump administration is today, there's always been that kind
of strain in, in American politics. Uh, sometimes it's in, uh, expressed as distrust of Euro-
peans or just overseas entanglements and conflicts. And sometimes it's just rooted in a kind
of an American kind of chauvinism. Right. Which you see as this America First kind of
attitude that's coming out here. But Trump is the first who's really put it into practice like

this.” (author’s interview with participant II)

4.2.3 An Incoherent and Hypocritical Vision

The region strategy for Europe is an example of the incoherent and hypocritical nature of the NSS.
“On the one hand, the administration seeks a world of sovereign states and promises to accept
other countries for what they are; on the other, with regard to Europe, it advocates regime change
and the destruction of the EU, a body that European citizens largely support” (Wright, 2025, para.
13). This vision of what in the NSS is described as “flexible realism”, which strives for commercial
relations with other states and accepting their regimes (Cohen, 2025), is also hypocritical as it does
not interfere with Saudi Arabia’s democratic progress and the protection of freedom of speech but
does criticize European allies on these issues (Thakker, 2025). Simultaneously, the NSS claims to
protect the freedom of speech and censorship in the U.S., but President Trump has launched several
attacks on free speech (Baker, 2025). The Trump administration, concurrently, with this approach,
undermines its European ally on China by aiming for an ideological change and supporting right-
wing parties that are more amicable to China (Wright, 2025). To give an example of the further
hypocrisy within the NSS, participant IV noted the hypocritical stance of the administration on
research, proving how the rhetoric across the several sections of the document barely aligns with

the policies that are executed:

“Notice the hypocrisy in the document. So, it talks about, at the beginning, what America
needs. And one thing he talks about, America needs to invest in science and research and
technology. Well, as you know, with DOGE and after DOGE, he defunded, you know, fund-

ing to universities, to other scientific research centers. (...) But compare the rhetoric of the
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National Security Strategy to what he's actually done. He has not promoted U.S. research.

He has undermined it.” (author’s interview with participant I'V)

What is, furthermore, surprising to note about this NSS, is that even the writing of the document
seems to be in the wording of President Trump, as participant IV explained: “That's what this was
written for his base. It also sounds; I hear his voice when I read it. It's basically a list of com-
plaints... It's not a vision.” (author’s interview with participant IV). This sheds another light on

how the NSS breathes President Trump’s dominance and personality.

4.2.4 HOOP & Smoking-Gun-Test

As discussed in Chapter Two, the expectation on the influence of the presidency is formulated as
follows: I expect that the more hierarchical the presidential inner circle, the more its members
will reason from the perspective of protecting presidential power and consider the consequences
of foreign policy, like the NSS, on the presidential power position. In order to assess this expecta-
tion, a HOOP-test is conducted to determine whether the degree of hierarchy of the inner circle
structure influences how its members reason to protect the presidential power and consider the
consequences of drafting the NSS. The test relies on the evidence gathered through personality
trait assessments, the turnover of President Trump’s first term, and the expert semi-structured in-
terviews, in which the participants were indirectly asked about the influence of the presidency as
well as the origins of the ideas behind the Europe strategy. For the expectation to pass the HOOP-
test, the evidence must establish a clear image of hierarchy and dominance in the inner circle.
Based on the data, I conclude that the presidential inner circle is likely hierarchical and dominated
by the president himself. All data show that the personality of President Trump is very dominant,
and his opinion seems to be reflected, in many respects, in the NSS as well. This means that the
evidence passes the HOOP-test, as the hierarchical nature of the inner circle reflects the theoretical
expectation. Subsequently, the Smoking-Gun-test is performed. Based on the analysis, it is likely
that President Trump was very influential in the drafting process of the NSS. It cannot be proved
that he was directly involved in writing the document. It is, however, likely that trustees of his
inner circle have been involved. The dominance of President Trump’s opinion can be read through-
out the document, as the experts and the article analysis argue by highlighting the incoherence of
the document and major differences with prior National Security Strategies on Europe, NATO,

and adversaries of the U.S. that resemble and formalize the opinion President Trump expresses in
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public. It is, therefore, very likely that the presidential inner circle is hierarchical under the domi-
nance of President Trump and that its members reason from the perspective of protecting what
they perceive as the presidential power by drafting a document that is consistent with what Presi-
dent Trump expresses and the MAGA agenda, and consider the consequence of foreign policy on
the presidential power position as they see fit with their ideology. The data, therefore, provide

strong support for the expectation.

4.3 The Influence of Think Tanks

The influence think tanks have on the content of the NSS is illustrated by the keyword-in-context
analysis that measures the degree of alignment between two think tanks and the eventual NSS
2025. Furthermore, to provide more context to their influence, the semi-structured interviews with
experts on U.S. foreign policy offer context to the analysis. Based on the data, the degree of influ-
ence of think tanks on the drafting of the NSS will be determined. The expectation concerning the
influence of thinktanks is tested by performing the HOOP-test followed by the Smoking-gun-test.

4.3.1 The Think Tank Policy Shop

Before comparing the policy outputs of the Heritage Foundation and CAP to the NSS, it is im-
portant to delve into the context in which these think tanks have sought influence on the content
of the NSS and how they lobby. From the expert interviews, it has become apparent that among
American academics, think tanks have gained a reputation as being corrupt groups of advocates

for certain policies over the years:

“The think tanks are corrupt. (...) We used to have real think tanks that were set up to help
the government, right? They would be set up with academics, with balanced boards where
they would pick peer-reviewed people who did real research that was peer-reviewed. And
now almost all of them are advocacy think tanks, completely bought out by billionaires or
the Military Industrial Complex (...) there’s books on the advocacy think tanks, the age of
the advocacy, meaning they are paid to put out nonsense. And they do. And yet the press

treats them as if they are experts.” (author’s interview with participant I)

When specifically referring to the Heritage Foundation and its Project 2025, the experts have dif-
ferent perceptions on the degree of nonpartisanship of think tanks. They are often referred to as
policy shops and corrupt because of the amount of money they receive for their research and policy

recommendations:
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“They have been corrupt from the beginning... So, they do not make clear were their money

comes from... It is very dark. It’s dark money. (author’s interview with participant I)

“A lot of the think tanks are paid by interested parties to churn out stuff to be ready for
politicians to use. (...) They get paid millions to do research. Now who’s paying you mil-
lions to do research? That is not public interest, right? So, they are lobbyists who in this

case have a very inside track.” (author’s interview with participant I)

“What I think is also interesting about this is some of them are trying to be really thoughtful
policy shops, right? And say like, okay, if you want something like a different kind of trad-
ing relationship how do you understand this? How do you justify this? Right. And there's
some very interesting papers that come out of these places, whether you agree with them
or not, that are trying to provide some kind of more rigorous intellectual justification than
the administration has, where, like they say in the morning, there's tariffs on Mexico, and

in the afternoon they've rescinded them.” (author’s interview with participant II)

Think tanks seem to provide policy recommendations and proposals for the Trump administration,
from which they can choose, as if they are a shop. Next to that, they also tend to justify policy
choices that previously were not based on research or trustworthy information. When asked about
the role of think tanks in the drafting of the NSS, experts expect a role for the conservative Heritage
Foundation in providing policy recommendations:
“I mean, one element of like the Trump world is that the number of think tanks that are like
really fully aligned with it are less than usual. I think Heritage is the big one. And that's
where [ think is the home of Project 2025. So, I think that's, that would be the one. Then
there are the ones kind of sprung up directly out of Trump.” (author’s interview with par-
ticipant III)
This confirms that contemporary think tanks tend to be advocacy groups with unusual partisan
alignments that actively seek to either influence policy by providing “off-the-shelf” policies
for administrations from which the incumbents can “shop” as well as by providing justifica-
tions for earlier policy choices. Either way, think tanks are gaining financially from providing

these kinds of services, compared to scholars at universities in the U.S.
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4.3.2 Comparison of the Documents

To illustrate the influence conservative and liberal think tanks have had on the NSS of the second

Trump administration, a keyword-in-context analysis is performed through MAXQDA software.

A selection of 106 keywords from the NSS 2025 (see Appendix A) has been made to compare to

the Heritage Foundation’s Mandate for Leadership and CAP’s Trade, Trust, and Transition: Shap-

ing the Next Transatlantic Chapter. When running the first keyword-in-context analysis, 269

matches were found between the NSS 2025 and the policy documents of both think tanks. Out of

the 106 selected keywords only, 17, in total, matched with at least one of the documents. Table 2

offers an overview of which keywords matched which document and how frequently the keyword

appears.

Table 2: Keyword Matches per Document

Keyword Mandate for Trade, Trust & Total
Leadership Transition

America First 16 0 16
Border security 1 0 1
Burden-sharing 3 0 3
Cartels 15 1 16
Defense Industrial Base 23 1 24
Drugs 28 0 28
European Union 15 50 65
Heroes 1 0 1
Human trafficking 4 0 4
Invasion 7 3 10
Military dominance 1 0 1
National interest 2 14 16
NATO 15 24 39
Nuclear weapons 10 0 10
Terrorism 27 0 27
Transnational Crime Organizations 1 0 1
Western Hemisphere 7 0 7
Total 188 81 269
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The difference in alignment between the two documents is visualized in Table 3. It illustrates that
the Heritage Foundation’s Mandate for Leadership shows approximately 39.9% more alignment
with the NSS 2025 than CAP’s Trade, Trust & Transition: Shaping the Next Transatlantic Chap-
ter. Remarkably, Mandate for Leadership seems to be reasonably involved with terrorism, drugs,
and cartels, as well as, but less surprisingly, with America First and the Defense Industrial Base.
What is perhaps even more remarkable than the captured matches is that 84% of the keywords did
not match with either document. This demonstrates on what subjects think tanks have succeeded

in influencing the content of the NSS.

Table 3: Matching Percentage with NSS

NSS Match Total Percentage
Matches Percentage  Keywords Keywords
Mandate for Leadership 188 69.9% 17 16%*
Trade, Trust & Transition 81 30.1% 6 5.7%**
Total 269 100% 17 16%
* Contains all keywords

*k 5.7% of total

When running the same analysis but with control for the keywords European Union and NATO,
as illustrated in Table 4, the share of Trade, Trust & Transition decreases massively with 25.9%,
which is not unexpected given that the document mainly focused on the transatlantic relationship,
as shown in Table 2, most matches with the NSS were with the keywords European Union and

NATO.

Table 4: Matching Percentage with NSS Corrected

NSS Match Total Percentage
Matches Percentage ~ Keywords Keywords
Mandate for Leadership 158 95,8% 15 14.2%*
Trade, Trust & Transition 7 4.2% 4 3.7%**
Total 165 100% 15 14.2%
* Contains all keywords

*k 3.7% of total
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4.3.3 HOOP & Smoking-Gun-Test

As discussed in Chapter Two, the expectation regarding think tanks is that there is a greater degree
of alignment between the foreign policy outputs of conservative think tanks and the NSS than with
those of liberal think tanks. To assess this expectation, a HOOP-test is conducted following the
expectation that the conservative think tanks align more with the NSS than the liberal ones. The
test relies on evidence gathered through the keyword-in-context analysis and complemented by
the context of the expert interviews. For the expectation to pass the test, the evidence must show
more alignment between the NSS and conservative think tanks. Based on the keyword-in-context
analysis, it is certain that there is a higher degree of alignment between the Mandate for Leadership
document and the NSS than between Trade, Trust & Transition and the NSS. This means that the
evidence passes the HOOP-test. However, to prove the expectation, a Smoking-Gun-test is per-
formed. That the Trade, Trust & Transition document is less all-encompassing than the conserva-
tive Mandate for Leadership possibly affects the number of found matches as the document is
smaller in size and narrower in content. Nonetheless, it illustrates that, as expected, liberal and
progressive think tanks tend to focus on other subjects than presented in the NSS. The Mandate
for Leadership showed a greater alignment with the content of the NSS, implying that conservative
think tanks have had more influence in the drafting of the NSS. This provides strong support for

the expectation.

4.4 The Influence of the Federal Bureaucracy

The federal departments are expected to have likely had influence on the drafting of the NSS; to
prove this, I turn to the semi-structured interviews with experts on foreign policy and the state-
ments and publications of both the Department of War and the Department of State. In total, four
interviews with American experts on U.S. foreign policy were conducted between May 20, 2026,
and May 27, 2026. The analysis is based on both data sources. The expectation concerning the role
of the federal bureaucracy is tested by performing the HOOP-test followed by the Smoking-gun-

test.

4.4.1 A Bureaucratic Compromise
The standard procedure for drafting the NSS is that it is led by the National Security Advisor, as
described by Participant III. Normally, the different stances of several federal departments are

considered, which makes it a very bureaucratic document. The experts explain further that other
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individuals than usual are heading the Departments, as they are trustees of President Trump, which

in part would result in a different type of document:

“The people appointed to head cabinet agencies are not the normal people that you would
think would head those agencies in a different time. They are different, often different kinds
of candidates. And so, it could be that, yes, everybody did have their say and their input in
this document, but they are just sort of outside the mean of what generally cabinet secre-
taries are. So that I why it is such an unusual kind of document. Or it could be that they
did not really have a say, and it was just sort of written, like I said, by Rubio and Miller or

their aides, and then just put out” (author’s interview with participant III)

“(...) it’s still quite possible to fill the federal bureaucracy. I mean, we have about 4000
jobs that the president can appoint that are political appointments. And then when the
president changes, those jobs change (...) It’s also the case that the current administration
is kind of going out of its way to make sure that those career jobs are filled with more
loyalists to the administration’s views (...) So, there is a lot more shuffling within the bu-
reaucracy to make it more politicized toward the government.” (author’s interview with

participant II)

This illustrates that the consultation of the several federal departments has been different than with
previous administrations and perhaps has not even taken place because of the loyalists, following
the line of President Trump, who are currently staffed in the departments. This is further explained

by participant III, when he questioned the process during the interview:

“So, it is kind of a question there about how did this, let's say, unusual kind of document
matke it through the process? Was it because there was no process or because the process
has been shifted to the, like MAGA process where it's just everything is just subservient to
the president? And I think either one is plausible. Though I do, I have definitely heard and
read about how the process has really broken down. So, I would say probably it was a
combination of both in that it was not a normal process.” (author’s interview with partici-

pant I1I)

The process seems to be broken down compared to how previous administrations organized it, as
illustrated by participant III. Even if there was some sort of consultation process, it is up to question

how effective this has been considering the individuals heading the departments and their aides.
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4.4.2 Need for More

For the Department of War, however, investment in modernizing the U.S. Nuclear Triad, which is
the nuclear force of land-based missiles, submarines, bombers, and the nuclear command, control,
and communication systems supporting the operations (U.S. Department of War, 2026), seems to
play an important role. This interest became apparent during a testimonial with Secretary Hegseth
on the budget proposal of fiscal year 2027. During the testimonial, Secretary Hegseth also ex-
plained to be interested in strengthening the entire industrial base (Lopez, 2026). The need for
more investment in the U.S. nuclear capacity also becomes apparent in the NSS, where the “Golden
Dome” is discussed. The Department of War’s interests in strengthening the Military Industrial

Base and modernizing the nuclear capacity of the U.S. are also recognized by participant I:

“(...) but it's mostly written to please the Pentagon and the Pentagon's organizational in-
terests, in my opinion. And what they want to do right now is to build an all-new nuclear
triad, like rebuild the Cold War triad, including war fighting weapons. And to outsiders,
this is why I was interested in letting you know it all, is to outsiders, this makes no sense.
To China, it makes no sense. To Europe, it makes no sense, except Europeans who happen
to understand what the heck is going on. But Americans have no idea it's happening.”

(author’s interview with participant I)

This sheds a different light on the way federal departments are interested in the U.S. strategy.
Following participant I, the Department of War is pleased by the Administration, instead of lob-
bying for its own interests. According to participant I, the Security Strategy is for a large part
decided based on what the internal forces within the Pentagon deem to be the interest of the U.S.,
partly driven by the industrial power of the Military Industrial Complex (MIC). It, however, re-
mains unclear which individuals drive for these internal forces from within the Pentagon. Given
that the interests of the Pentagon seem to be administration-transcending, it is probable that the

individuals driving these internal interests are not political appointees:

“The one thing you come to understand about the U.S. is that we have this giant Military
Industrial Complex, right, that's very famous, but is way more powerful than people un-
derstand. And so, at MIT, in security studies, we argue the best way to understand our
doctrine, which is our security strategy, is to understand the organizational interests of the

Pentagon (...) We have an industry that wants to build new, more nuclear weapons because
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they always built nuclear weapons, lots and lots of platforms and weapons” (author’s in-

terview with participant I)

“They constantly, constantly fought for more missile defense. Now today it's being called
the Golden Dome under Trump. We don't even have a plan for that system because it
doesn't work and nobody, everybody knows it won't work, et cetera, et cetera. We just had
a giant CBO assessment saying it's going to be 1.2 trillion and it still won't work.” (...)
They're making a ton of money on just thinking about a Golden Dome. And that Golden
Dome is useful for provoking a new arms race, which tons of money are made on a new

arms race.” (author’s interview with participant I)

The understanding of the role of the federal bureaucracy as described by participant I is not shared
by all interviewed U.S. foreign policy experts, as other experts claim that career military personnel
are not worried about the budget and do not actively seek to increase the budget as there has always

been enough budget, and they are not the ones who would profit from increased budgets:

“There's never really been a shortage of money around the defense industry and establish-
ment in this country. And to the extent that there are people profiting financially off of
defense. It's not the career military folks in the Pentagon and their reasons for wanting,
you know, a different defense posture tend to not revolve around money.” (author’s inter-

view with participant II)

The Department of State, according to participant I, has less influence in the drafting and content
of the NSS, which shows that the likelihood of the State Department being involved in the drafting

1s small:

“Yes, no, the State Department. Yeah, but the State Department currently is completely
cowed and... you know, unavailable.” (...) So, there's no State Department. There's noth-
ing, right? It's just, Hegseth is a drunken, you know, idiot from, and he just does whatever
Trump says, plus his own nonsense. They're all incredibly correct. It's just, the most pa-

thetic government I've ever seen.” (author’s interview with participant I)

The absence of the State Department possibly has to do with the influence President Trump has
over the political appointees at the top of the department and the alignment of Secretary Rubio,
who also serves as the National Security Advisor, with President Trump and the MAGA
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movement. It is, however, remarkable that the Pentagon managed to influence the NSS for the
investment in the nuclear triad, baptized the “Golden Dome”, but was not able to change the
stances on NATO and Europe. According to participant I, the interest of the Pentagon does not

align with that of the Trump administration:

“(...) from what I see, most people in the Pentagon value NATO and think it's silly to throw
it out. Like that's against our interests, right? But Trump personally has felt slighted by
Europe and for some reason, and many people think corrupt reasons, loves Putin, which
is not, you know, there's some Europeans who do that too, but he does it worse than any-
body I know. And so, he thinks he's on team Putin instead of on team Europe. And that's
him. That is not the Pentagon. The Pentagon doesn't see it that way. And I actually think
they helped put the brakes on his worst inclinations because they don't want all of it to go
away. They like NATO. The Pentagon really likes NATO because it's a force multiplier,
you know? And I would argue the Pentagon doesn't even want to do burden sharing with

your, you know, doesn't care about that.” (author’s interview with participant I)

This illustrates the interesting dynamics between the federal agencies and the Trump administra-
tion. It seems as if only the perspectives and interests that align with what the administration sees

fit are considered for the NSS.

4.4.3. HOOP & Smoking-Gun-Test

In Chapter Two, the expectation on the influence of the federal bureaucracy was discussed is for-
mulated as follows: the NSS reflects a bureaucratic compromise between the Departments of State
and War that are involved with the drafting of foreign policy. To assess the relevance of this ex-
pectation a HOOP-test is performed. The test relies on the gathered evidence through expert inter-
views, and is, where possible triangulated with statements of the departments. For the expectation
to pass the test, the evidence must show any influence of the federal bureaucracy. The data imply
that the Department of War has likely had some influence, particularly on the nuclear ambitions.
This means that the evidence passes the HOOP-test. To prove the expectation, however, a Smok-
ing-Gun-test is performed. Based on the analysis of the influence of the federal bureaucracy, it is
unlikely that the NSS reflects any bureaucratic compromise between the Departments of State and
War, as neither of them seems to have been consulted. The Department of War, however, possibly

had influence on the NSS given the nuclear admission covered in the strategy. Nonetheless, the
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stances on Europe and NATO in the NSS are, according to the experts, not in the interests of the
Pentagon because of the force multiplier role of the transatlantic alliance. There is also no indica-
tion that the departments had further influence. Therefore, it can be concluded that the expectation

does not hold true given the evidence.

4.5 The influence of Congress

To illustrate the role and degree of influence of the U.S. Congress, I turn to the semi-structured
interviews with experts on foreign policy. In total, four interviews with American experts were
conducted between May 20, 2026, and May 27, 2026. Based on the interview, data the degree of
influence of Congress on the drafting of the NSS will be determined. The expectation concerning

the role of Congress is tested by performing the HOOP-test followed by the Smoking-gun-test.

4.5.1 A Sideline Story

Through the expert interviews, the role of Congress in the drafting of the NSS was analyzed. For
U.S. foreign policy in general, there is an important role for the Congress to play. This mainly
encompasses the power of the purse and drafting laws, such as requiring the approval of Congress
to withdraw from NATO, as was explained by participant II. In relation to the NSS, however, the
influence seems to be very limited and does not seem to reach beyond Congress’s requirement to
draft a National Security Strategy report. The experts were unanimous on the Congressional influ-

ence on the drafting of the NSS:

“Zero influence! They do not get to write that. Yeah, that is the administration’s work. (...)
That is always their game. And if the Democrats act like they want something in it, they

will be sure to not put in in there at this point.” (author’s interview with participant I)

Similarly, Participant III explained how they do not see the influence of Members of Congress in

the drafting of the NSS:

“I have never heard of Congress having any influence on it from any administration (...) [
think Congress has basically no influence on the creation of it. In terms of influencing the
writing of it, I do not think there is much going on with Congress.” (author’s interview

with participant III)
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When following up on possible lobbyist actions by Members of Congress with a think tank or
federal bureaucracy to set the agenda for certain policies or ideas, the estimated likelihood of Con-

gressional influence in an informal way, as discussed in Chapter Two, remained unchanged:

“My understanding is that it is just an Executive branch thing... The Congress does not
pass it in any way. It is just given over by the Executive branch. So, Congress has nothing

to do with that.” (author’s interview with participant I)

It is evident that the drafting of the NSS belongs to the Executive branch and is demanded by the
legislative branch of government. As both branches of government have separate constitutional
powers, it is understandable that Congress’ influence and role in the drafting process is minimal
or nonexistent. Congress is therefore on the sidelines in this process. According to the interviewed
expert on U.S. foreign policy, the presumed influence of Congress, through the foreign relations
committee as well as those Members who are in closer contact with the Executive Office, is likely
to be nonexistent. In addition, participant II explained how Congress is kept in line by President

Trump, just as his staff in the Executive Office:

“So, he's got a real hold over the party. And so even more so than a typical president, when
he wants the members of his party to espouse a certain view and behave a certain way in
Congress, and certainly without the certainly in the Executive branch, they do it, they fall
in line. And so that two-way street of this community already being there, and a president
who demands absolute loyalty when this is the line that he has, these things become very
much reinforcing. And it's really established a strong hold over U.S. foreign policy right

now.” (author’s interview with participant II)

This explains that even if the Republican side of Congress had influence on the drafting, they

would presumably be very careful to express it to avoid disloyalty to their president.

4.5.2. HOOP & Smoking-Gun-Test

As discussed in Chapter Two, the expectation on the influence of Congress states that Members of
Congress, who are members of the foreign relations committees or who are in contact with White
House officials, have had limited influence on the drafting of the second Trump administration’s
National Security Strategy. To assess this expectation, a HOOP-test is conducted using the expec-
tation that Members of Congress have had limited influence on the drafting of the NSS. The test

relies on evidence gathered through expert interviews, in which participants were directly, among
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other actors, asked about the influence of Congress. For the expectation to pass the test, the evi-
dence must show an absence of major influence of Congress on the drafting of the NSS. Based on
the expert data, I conclude that Members of Congress likely have no influence on the drafting of
the NSS. All participants clearly state that the Members of Congress have zero influence on the
drafting of the NSS and that the drafting is an Executive task. This means that the evidence passes
the HOOP-test, because the finding that Congress has no influence is similar to the theoretical
expectation that Congress has limited influence. However, it is important to note that the expert
data suggests that the effect may even be weaker than what could theoretically be expected. Sub-
sequently, the Smoking-Gun-test is performed. The fact that all experts agree that the influence of
Congress, and thus Members who are working in the committees on foreign policy, is nonexistent
confirms the likelihood of very limited influence. The data, therefore, provides strong support for

the expectation.
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5: Conclusions & Discussion

Chapter Five provides a summary of the major findings of this thesis and illustrates a likely story-
line of the drafting process of the NSS of the second Trump administration and the origins of its
stances on Europe and NATO. It discusses the theoretical and policy implications, the contribution
of this thesis, reflects on the research implications of this study, and provides directions for future

research based on the analysis and findings of this master’s thesis.

5.1 A Storyline of the National Security Strategy 2025

In this study, I aimed to answer the research question: What explains the apparent major redirec-
tion from the long-standing U.S. transatlantic policy in the second Trump administration’s Na-
tional Security Strategy? The objective of this master’s thesis was to trace the origins of the dom-
inant ideas behind the NSS toward Europe and NATO and to identify which actors of influence
played a role in drafting the National Security Strategy released in 2025. It has done so by analyz-
ing the influence of four major actors in the formulation of American foreign policy: the presi-
dency, think tanks, the federal bureaucracy, and the U.S. Congress. Expectations regarding their
impact were based on an analytical framework that was guided by combining notions from neo-
classical realism and FPA. For all the analyses, a HOOP- and Smoking-Gun-test was conducted
to assess the expectations. In general, it can be concluded that the long and careful process of
drafting the NSS that has existed since the amendment of the National Security Act of 1986 (Stol-
berg, 2012), has been broken down in 2025 with the second Trump administration, as the document
seems to have been drafted by a limited number of individuals with few consultations of federal
agencies compared to previous national security documents. It is also remarkable how the docu-
ment has a different tone of voice compared to previous Security Strategies. It may have been
written for the MAGA base, as participant IV has argued, as an NSS is also a communication tool
for administrations (Stolberg, 2012). It is evident that this NSS is a clear break with its predeces-

SOrS.

5.1.1 The Power of Influential Actors

The supposed influence the major actors have had on the content and drafting of the NSS depends
heavily on their position. As stated above, the drafting process of the second Trump administra-
tion’s NSS deviates from previous Strategies. The responsibility to issue the NSS rests with the

Executive branch of government, meaning the Trump administration is responsible for the drafting
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and content of the document. The administration has thus chosen to write the NSS with a small
group of individuals instead of following the more compromise and consensus-based approach
that previous administrations, including Trump I, have pursued.

The analysis of the presidency shows that the personality of President Trump is in high
need for power, illustrated by his dominant behavior and control over others, creating a hierar-
chical nature of the presidential inner circle. This might explain the choice to write the document
in a smaller group, as it is more controllable. That control by President Trump is visible in the
unusually high turnover of his first administration, the restructuring of his current NSC, how his
trustees and Republicans follow his line, being afraid to lose their positions, and how many posi-
tions have been filled with individuals who follow the same line of thinking. There seems to be
little space for objection to the ideology, ideas, feelings, and thoughts of President Trump, because
of which, President Trump and his followers have free rein. It is, therefore, not surprising how
personal grudges and visions, that do not per se align with what scholars and experts see as the
U.S. national interest, are included in the NSS. It is likely that those who surround President Trump
will protect the presidency and the presidential power as they agree with the MAGA ideology of
President Trump.

The dominance of President Trump also extends to Congress. The analysis of the influence
of the U.S. Congress confirms that, as in previous drafting processes, the Congress had limited to
no influence on the drafting of the NSS. Most of it can be explained through the separation of
powers, as Congress demands the NSS of the Executive branch. Therefore, the Congress is a re-
ceiver of the document and not the drafter. The power President Trump has over the Republican
Congress, however, is strong, with many Members of Congress being afraid of losing the next
election. The grip President Trump has on both the Executive and Legislative branches is, there-
fore, unusual.

As to the impact of the federal bureaucracy, it was expected that the NSS would reflect a
bureaucratic compromise between the Department of State and the Department of War. The data
collected through the interviews, however, reveals another image. It appears that the Department
of State did not, or only in a limited way, contribute to the drafting of the NSS. The evidence also
suggests that there was a slightly bigger role for the Pentagon or the Department of War. According
to one of the experts, the Pentagon lobbied for extra budget to invest in the MIC and nuclear triad,

driven by the industrial lobby. However, it has not become entirely clear who exactly pushed for
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nuclear investments within the Pentagon, as the data seems to suggest that the Pentagon’s interest
in nuclear triad investments is administration-transcending, meaning the origins of this interest,
and subsequent lobby, stem from before the second Trump administration. Another interviewed
expert thought that career military personnel would not seek higher budgets, as there is enough
budget already. Nonetheless, statement data from the Department of War announced new invest-
ments in the nuclear triad and Golden Dome, proving the likelihood of involvement of the Penta-
gon. Interestingly, the interview data suggest that it is not in the interests of the Pentagon to take a
hostile stance toward Europe and NATO, as they serve as force multipliers to U.S. power and
because the alliance strengthens security. This stance of the Pentagon is not reflected in the NSS,
possibly because of Secretary Hegseth, who is closely aligned with President Trump, and because
of the limited consultations that have taken place in the broken-down process of drafting the NSS.

Lastly, conservative think tanks were expected to have a greater degree of alignment with
the content of the NSS than liberal think tanks. The keyword-in-context analysis that was per-
formed using the progressive CAP’s Trade, Trust & Transition and the conservative Heritage
Foundation’s Mandate for leadership indeed shows a greater degree of alignment between the
NSS and the conservative Heritage Foundation’s Mandate for leadership. This reveals a likely
influence conservative think tanks have had on the drafting of the NSS, as 16% of the analyzed
keywords matched at least once in the analysis. The interview data provides a deeper insight into
the role contemporary think tanks tend to fulfill. It seems that, in this case, conservative think
tanks, such as the Heritage Foundation, provide policy recommendations from which the admin-
istration can choose what suits them. In addition, think tanks provide justifications for past deci-
sions made without proper backing. This way, think tanks and the incumbent administration work
together. Remarkably, think tanks have a reputation as corrupt institutions among academics, as
they receive large grants and financial aid for their research, which is unusual for university schol-
ars.

In sum, there seems to be interaction between the inner and second layer of influence, as
discussed in Chapter Two. The third and outer layer, which consists of the U.S. Congress, is of
less influence because of the constitutional distribution of power. The most influential factor driv-
ing the major foreign policy redirection from the long-standing U.S. transatlantic policy in the
second Trump administration’s NSS seems to be the presidency. The dominant personality of Pres-

ident Trump, his control over the inner circle that is staffed with individuals who either agree with
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him or fall in line out of fear, and limited objections likely allowed President Trump to push for
his own visions and ideas, empowered by those who support him. Because of that, President Trump
was also able to comply with a longer existing political undercurrent that seeks to be more inde-

pendent from Europe. This led to the formalization of this line of thinking in the NSS.

5.2 Theoretical and Policy Implications

This study contributes to a broader field of research exploring the domestic factors and actors
driving foreign policy redirection. This has been done by bringing the systemic and domestic level
together and opening the black box. The combination of neoclassical realism and FPA increased
the explanatory power of neoclassical realism as more domestic layers and incentives of the for-
eign policy process are explored. Neoclassical realism is thereby assessed on its explanatory power
as the domestic influences on foreign policy redirection are not necessarily aligned with what is,
rationally, expected on a systemic level and, perhaps, leadership style on a domestic level (Rose,
1998; Ripsman et al., 2016). Especially the role of think tanks, as non-governmental actors and
one of the major actors in the formulation of American foreign policy, challenges the neoclassical
realist understanding of the political landscape. The American case is deviant from other cases of
state governments in the world that formulate foreign policy, as extensive exchanges between gov-
ernments and think tanks elsewhere are less common (Zaytsev et al., 2021). As argued, this is due
to the unusual involvement of think tanks in the drafting process of policies, their visibility to the
public, and, therefore, also their capabilities to shape public opinion. All of which allows them to
impact government policy more substantively (Abelson, 2013; Abelson, 2002; Abelson & Car-
berry, 1998; Zaytsev et al., 2021).

This research upholds the notion of neoclassical realism that argues that the foreign policy
of states is primarily driven by their place in the international system and their material power
capabilities (Rose, 1998, p. 146). Simultaneously, it challenges neoclassical realism on the role of
domestic actors in formulating foreign policy. The findings of this study illustrate that the interac-
tion between different domestic actors and their influential power may be of greater importance
for the outcomes of foreign policy than reasoned by neoclassical realism. This also seems to have
shifted over time, as the evidence suggests that before the second Trump administration, the pro-
cess was organized differently, with more involvement of the federal bureaucracy and a less prev-
alent involvement of think tanks such as the Heritage Foundation. Notably, from the notion of

FPA, one would expect a higher influence and bigger role for the federal departments in the
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drafting process of the NSS. Instead, their role has been unusually minimal because of how the
second Trump administration has structured the process. This is an anomaly in an already deviant
drafting process because of the international power position of the U.S. and the greater involve-
ment of think tanks in the process compared to other states. A better understanding of the U.S.
case, and in particular the drafting process of the NSS containing major foreign policy redirections,
therefore enriches the theoretical field of neoclassical realism.

The findings of this study also prudently challenge the notion of neoclassical realism that
argues that states are unitary and reasonably rational actors (Grieco et al., 2018, p. 78). The experts
interviewed, and many authors of the analyzed articles, question the rationality and coherence of
the second Trump administration’s NSS as well as President Trump’s foreign policy in general.
Even though it seems that President Trump has a strong grip over his trustees and the Republican
Party, the Pentagon’s divergent interests regarding NATO and Europe illustrate that actors within
the government strive for different objectives and prioritize other aspects within the same systemic
context.

This master’s thesis’ findings also contribute to research in foreign policy change by ap-
plying and testing multiple explanatory factors from previous research to this case of foreign policy
change (see for instance, Abelson, 2002, 2012; Abelson & Carberry, 1998; Preston, 2001; M. Her-
mann, 1995; Neustadt, 1990; C. Hermann, 1990; Rosati et al., 1994; Rose, 1998). Furthermore,
this master’s thesis contributes to a broader understanding of the second Trump administration and
how power structures are at play within this historic administration. It sheds light on the personality
traits of leaders and applies them to President Trump to explain his power and attitude in foreign
policy. The analysis similarly reveals one of the paths think tanks take in contemporary politics to
influence policy and shows how the Trump administration collaborates with them for their policy
outputs. This study also helps with understanding what the dynamics are within the second Trump
administration, why certain political ideas come forward, and why others do not. It is helpful for
other societal institutions, political entities, and allies to have a certain understanding of the course
the Trump administration is taking and how it acts from the inside, and collaborates or ignores

other institutions, to anticipate this behavior.
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5.3 Research Limitations and Reflection

The research in this master’s thesis was conducted with careful consideration of all research and
data decisions, with the aim of providing meaningful insights into the drafting process of the NSS
of the second Trump administration and the ideas that have dominated the content of the document.
Despite careful considerations, there are some limitations to this study that need to be addressed.

First of all, for this research, I have traveled to Oregon in the U.S. with the aim to conduct
semi-structured elite interviews with Members of Congress, think tank scholars, federal bureau-
crats, and experts in the field of foreign policy, all of whom I have contacted through either phone
or email. Despite the intensive effort, and dozens of emails, no interviews have been conducted
with Members of Congress, think tanks, or federal bureaucrats. Fortunately, four interviews with
experts in the field of U.S. foreign policy have been conducted between May 20, 2026, and May
27, 2026, one of which was in person and three through Microsoft Teams. This has taught me a
lot, as it was my first time conducting interviews. The interviews with the four experts, all univer-
sity professors, have provided me with insightful information and expert opinions on the NSS
2025. Noteworthy is the polarization and frustration that the Trump administration, but also the
current set-up of the political system, has evoked among academics that came up during the inter-
views with some of the experts. In addition, the informality of language during the interviews was
remarkable, which can be explained by the frustration felt by some of the scholars. The four experts
differed mostly on detail information related to their particular expertise in U.S. foreign policy,
which ensures trustworthiness of the information, despite the small number of interviews, next to
the fact that they are university professors with some having prior bureaucratic experience in
Washington D.C. Lastly, it should be noted that three of the interviewees are based in Oregon,
which possibly results in different perspectives on the drafting process of the NSS compared to
individuals based on the East Coast or in the Midwest, because of, for instance, physical distance
to Washington D.C. and social-cultural differences.

Secondly, for the analysis of the presidential influence, a selection of newspapers and re-
construction articles has been made according to the criteria in Chapter Three. However, the ma-
jority of the articles do not provide a reconstruction of the presidency and the inner circle’s influ-
ence on the drafting. The analysis thus focuses on a subset of articles, written by experts in quality
magazines. The analysis is thus mainly based on indirect evidence of the NSS’s genesis, triangu-

lated with the expert interviews.
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Thirdly, for this thesis, the aim of the research methods is to provide a storyline through
PT, laying more emphasis on the story and the context in which the document was drafted. To
sustain this, I deliberately chose to use CPO for the analysis of newspaper articles and statements
and interpret the context and meaning of the sentences of the interview data instead of coding the
data. This allows for a contextual understanding of the process, which suits PT, but it also involves
a degree of subjectivity as only one researcher interprets the data. It is, therefore, possible that
other researchers disagree with the interpretation of the data, despite the effort to maintain con-
sistency in analyzing the data. The interview transcripts are also included in the appendix of this
thesis for transparency reasons.

Fourthly, despite some remarks on the tone of the National Security Strategy, no analysis
has been conducted that really delves into the document itself. The analysis only offers insights
into the drafting of the document; the influence actors have had in this process, and where these
ideas originated from. The tone and outline of the strategy would offer additional insights into the
document but require another analysis. Furthermore, for the keyword-in-context analysis, 106 key-
words and sentences have been selected (see Appendix A) based on sentences and words with any
content throughout these four sections of the NSS to cover as much of the content as possible. It
is, however, possible that not all possible keywords have been selected that were present in the
NSS. Next to that, the analysis only matches similar sentences or the exact keywords. This means
that some keywords and content may have been excluded from the analysis as they were formu-
lated more latently in the think tank documents.

Lastly, this being a master’s thesis also implies that there was limited time to conduct this
research project, as well as limited availability of resources. Therefore, some choices had to be
made on what could be part of the analyses and what could not. This relates mainly to the number
of semi-structured interviews. Despite the insightful knowledge from the experts on U.S. foreign
policy, insider perspectives from the U.S. Congress, the Heritage Foundation, and a federal de-
partment would have offered an even more in-depth understanding of the influence of the actors
and their interests, adding more explanatory power to the analysis. Similarly, a more in-depth un-
derstanding of the matched keywords between either document of the think tanks and the NSS
would presumably have provided a deeper understanding of the exact policies for which they are

lobbying.
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5.4 Future Research Directions

The reflection and limitations of Chapter 5.3 amount to recommendations for future research on
the NSS and the foreign policy of the second Trump administration. First of all, researching the
document itself on language, tone, and latent meaning instead of analyzing its drafting and origins
might be of interest for future research because it sheds light on different aspects of the document,
which could be more personal to the president and also a remarkable change from all previous
National Security Strategies.

Secondly, the analysis of the keywords-in-context matched the keywords to similar sen-
tences and keywords in the think tank documents. Although the analysis provides the context in
which the matched keywords are written, they are not accounted for in the analysis, as the exact
ideas and policy recommendations provided by the think tanks have not been researched. It would,
however, be of interest to perform a qualitative content analysis on the content and nature of these
documents and compare them to explore the differences and focus more in-depth. Similarly, it
would be interesting to focus on different aspects of the NSS and trace back the influence of think
tanks’ policy proposals and the origins of the ideas behind the strategies for Asia, Africa, and the
Western Hemisphere, in depth.

Another future research direction is in the direction of the nuclear triad and the Military
Industrial Complex. Through the interviews and statement of the Department of War, it became
apparent that the forces within the organization of the Pentagon push for more budgets to invest in
the MIC and nuclear triad. Which individuals are involved in pushing for these objectives from
within the Pentagon, however, remains uncertain and might be of scientific interest, as it is an
example of successful internal lobbying within the federal government. Through the expert inter-
views, I know that there are scholars who specialize in this field, but unfortunately, their inside
perspective could not be retrieved.

Thirdly, the data and literature argue that the case of the U.S. is quite unique in the way the
policy drafting processes are organized, with strong influence of think tanks, and, recently, also
because of how the second Trump administration organized the drafting process of the NSS. A
comparative study between the U.S. and other states into the organization of their foreign policy
processes might be of scientific interest. This would compare the different factors and actors in-
volved in the distinct processes, which allows for a comparison and analysis of which process is

more efficient and where the emphasis of the policy output stems from.
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Lastly, over the past years, much research has been dedicated to earlier major foreign pol-
icy changes within U.S. foreign policy. To gain an in-depth understanding of what explains these
policy redirections, it would be of interest to conduct similar studies to past major foreign policy
changes in the U.S., for instance, the Pivot to Asia, or delve deeper into the dynamics of the NSC-
68. From a political-historical perspective, it would be worth comparing these processes to see the

changes and similarities between the administrations and how this behaves over time.
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Appendix A
Keywords KWIC analysis

1. American domination 2. best interests of our country

3. global burdens 4. Overestimated America’s ability to fund

5. foreign aid complex 6. globalism and so-called “free trade”

7. national interest 8. offload the cost of their defense

9. anti-Americanism 10. transnationalism

11. dissolve individual state sovereignty 12. full control over our borders

13. full control over our immigration system 14. world’s most robust, credible, and modern
nuclear deterrent, plus next-generation missile de-
fenses

15. Golden Dome for the American homeland | 16. world’s most robust industrial base

17. American national power 18. strong industrial sector capable of meet-
ing both peacetime and wartime production de-
mands

19. direct defense industrial production ca- 20. defense-related production capacity

pacity

21. Cultivating American industrial strength | 22. national economic policy

23. world’s most scientifically and technolog- | 24. maintain the United States’ unrivaled soft

ically advanced and innovative country power

25. unapologetic about our country’s past and | 26. America’s true national interest

present

27. new golden age 28. heroes

29. growing numbers of strong, traditional 30. Western Hemisphere

families

31. prevent and discourage mass migration to | 32. narco-terrorists

the United States

33. cartels 34. transnational criminal organizations

35. Trump Corollary 36. restoring Europe’s civilizational self-con-

fidence and Western identity

37. soft power 38. cultural influence

39. patriotism of the American people 40. rooting out DEI

41. Reindustrializing our economy 42. historic tax cuts

43. deregulatory efforts 44. Investing in emerging technologies and

basic science

main the nation-state

45. military dominance 46. America First

47. The President of Peace 48. dealmaking ability

49. unconventional diplomacy 50. Flexible Realism

51. like-minded friends 52. uphold our shared norms

53. fundamental political unit is and will re- 54. United States rejects the ill-fated concept

of global domination for itself,

55. We must prevent the global domination of
others

56. Regional domination
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57. success of radical ideologies that seek to
replace competence and merit with favored group
status

58. the era of mass migration must end

59. Border security 60. invasion

61. terrorism 62. drugs

63. human trafficking 64. survival of the United States

65. God-given natural rights of American citi- | 66. days of the United States propping up the
zens entire world order like Atlas are over

67. pledges NATO countries to spend 5 per- 68. NATO

cent

69. asking allies to assume primary responsi- | 70. burden-sharing

bility for their regions

71. like-minded allies 72. prioritize rebalancing our trade relations,
reducing trade deficits, opposing barriers to our
exports, and ending dumping

73. hurt American industries 74. Reindustrialization

75. re-shore industrial production 76. defense industrial base

77. Restoring American energy dominance 78. Monroe Doctrine

79. American preeminence in the Western 80. Enlist and expand

Hemisphere

81. readjustment of our global military pres- | 82. prioritize commercial diplomacy

ence to address urgent threats in our Hemisphere

83. strengthen own industries 84. deepen our partnerships with countries
with whom America presently has strong relations

85. many strategic resources 86. Continental Europe has been losing share
of global GDP

87. civilizational erasure 88. European Union

89. undermine political liberty and sover- 90. transforming the continent

eignty

91. censorship of free speech 92. suppression of political opposition

93. cratering birthrates 94, loss of national identities and self-confi-
dence

95. far from obvious whether certain Euro- 96. regain its civilizational self-confidence

pean countries will have economies and militaries

strong enough to remain reliable allies.

97. nuclear weapons 98. stabilize European economies

99. political crisis 100.  Europe remains strategically and cultur-
ally vital to the United States

101.  Transatlantic trade 102.  help Europe correct its current trajectory

103. NATO members will become majority 104.  Enabling Europe to stand on its own feet

non-European

105.  Sentimentally attached 106.  Cultivating resistance to Europe’s current
trajectory
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Appendix B

Information on Master’s Thesis

The National Security Strategy of
the second Trump administration

This document provides an overview of the master’s thesis research project, including its topic and the question
it investigates. The master’s thesis is supervised by Prof. dr. Bertjan Verbeek, professor of International Relations
at Radboud University in the Netherlands, and written by Jesse F. Opdam, master's student in International
Relations (Political Science). The thesis is one of the final steps of obtaining a Master of Science degree in the field
of Political Science.

About Jesse

Jesse is a 23-year-old master's student in International Relations at Radboud University, specializing in the
strategic complexities of transatlantic relations and U.S. foreign policy, specifically security. His focus is driven by
the strong sociohistorical ties between North America and Europe, as well as transatlantic cooperation. Jesse’s
specialization and his family connections in Oregon and Washington offer a unique cultural context. Jesse is active
and engaged on campus and likes to join spinning and swimming classes. Jesse is a committed, responsible
student: he serves as chair of the Faculty Student Council of Nijmegen School of Management next to his valuable
contributions to the Political Science Programme Committee.

Set-up of the Master’s Thesis

The objective of the thesis is to find an explanation for the apparent major redirection from the long-standing
U.S. transatlantic policy in the Second Trump administration’s National Security Strategy (NSS). This will be
pursued by adopting the theoretical frameworks of neoclassical realism combined with theory of foreign policy
analysis. This combination of theories will provide a strong framework to account for the domestic factors
involved in drafting the NSS and thus the policy redirection from the U.S. transatlantic policy. The thesis focuses
on a qualitative process tracing analysis that allows deeper insights in the policymaking process and a step-by-
step causal mapping of which actors have had certain influence in drafting the policy. The process tracing analysis
consists mainly of documents, articles, and other types of written data. To complement the analysis, semi-
structured interviews will be conducted with actors who might be influential in decision-making in U.S. foreign
policy or may be involved in the process of foreign policymaking. The semi-structured interviews will provide the
argument of the thesis with deeper insights inaccessible through written data alone.

About the Interviews

The interviews are introduced to the master’s thesis project to provide insightful information that would not be
found through a qualitative process tracing analysis. Invited participants include Members of Congress, members
of think tanks, and other advisory bodies. The interviews are semi-structured, which means that there is a pre-
set of open questions that allows for flexibility during the interview. The interviews will be held either online via
Microsoft Teams or in person and will be recorded for research and processing purposes. The recordings will be
deleted after a transcript is made.
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Informed consent

Please familiarize yourself with the research project as described above. Subsequently, read the consent form
below.

What is expected of you?

In this study, you will be interviewed by master's student Jesse F. Opdam, either in person or via Microsoft Teams,
for 30 to 45 minutes. If you consent, an audio recording/video/notes of the interview will be made to ensure the
accuracy of the study. The recording/video/notes will be used as research data. An interview will take
approximately 30 to 45 minutes. In the interview, | will ask you questions about the National Security Strategy,
U.S. foreign policy toward Europe, and your experiences.

Voluntary participation

You decide whether to participate in the interview. Your participation is voluntary. You may say no at any time.
You do not have to answer questions you would rather not answer, and you can stop your participation and
withdraw your consent at any time during the interview. You do not have to indicate why you are stopping.

What will happen to my data?

Your participation in this study is confidential. All research data will be stored on Radboud University's secure
servers, according to the university's protocol. This protocol is in line with the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR). Recordings are deleted as soon as the interview report is finished. The interview notes are anonymized,
meaning that it is nearly impossible to trace data back to you. | do this by removing all information leading to you
as an individual from the research data (such as your name, contact information, or any other mentioned
individuals) and replacing it with a descriptive name.

The list of participants and pseudonyms is encrypted and stored in a secure environment to which only | and my
supervisor have access. Once this is done, | will only work with the anonymized data, which will also be used for
scientific articles and presentations. The data will not be used for other studies/projects or theses unless you give
your explicit consent. The notes will be stored on the Radboud network for ten years to ensure scientific integrity.
The list of participants and pseudonyms will be deleted at the end of the study. Access to the notes may be given
to an external educational evaluation commission, if the commission so requires. This commission checks the
quality of university education of each degree program in the Netherlands every six years and may recommend
continuation or ending of a program's accreditation.

Ethical review and complaints

Should you have complaints or problems, you can always contact Jesse F. Opdam. You may also file a complaint
with the Scientific Integrity Confidential Advisors (vertrouwenspersonen@ru.nl) or with the Radboud University
Scientific Integrity Committee (m.steenbergen®@bjz.ru.nl, +31 024 3611578), Administrative & Legal Affairs.

If you have questions or complaints about the processing of your personal data, we recommend that you first
discuss them with the research team. You can also contact Radboud University's Data Protection Officer
(mijnprivacy@ru.nl). Or you can file a complaint with the Data Protection Authority.
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Consent Statement
If you want to participate in the interview, | will ask you to sign a consent form. Your written consent indicates that
you have understood the information and agree to participate in the interview.

Do you have any questions about the master's thesis?
If you would like to know more about the thesis or storage of the research data, please contact:

Jesse F. Opdam (BSc)
Jesse.opdam@ru.nl

Consent of participation

| have been informed about the purpose of the study. | was able to ask questions about the thesis. | am
participating in the interview voluntarily. | understand that | may stop at any time during the interview if | wish. |
understand how the data from the interview will be kept and what it will be used for. | agree to participate in the
interview as described in the information document.

In addition, | consent to (please check the appropriate box):

Yes No

O 0O making [video/audio] recordings

O 0O storing [video/audio] recordings internally for a period of 10 years to ensure scientific integrity

Name of participant:
Date:
Signature:

Name of researcher:
Date:
Signature:
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Appendix C

Interview Guide Master’s Thesis

Interterview Guide National Security
Strategy of the second Trump
administration

This document is intended to serve as the interview guide for the semi-structured interviews for the master’s
thesis research project on the National Security Strategy of the second Trump administration toward Europe. The
master's thesis is supervised by Prof. dr. Bertjan Verbeek, professor of International Relations at Radboud
University in the Netherlands, and written by Jesse F. Opdam, master's student in International Relations (Political
Science). The thesis is one of the final steps of obtaining a Master of Science degree in the field of Political Science.

Set up of the interviews

The interviews are semi-structured, meaning that they consist of a pre-set of open questions that allows for
flexibility during the interview. The interviews will be held either online via Microsoft Teams or in person from
May 20" until June 2nd 2026 and will be recorded for research and processing purposes. The recordings will be
deleted after the transcripts are made.

Handling of the data

Participation in this study is confidential. All research data will be stored on Radboud University's secure servers,
according to the university's protocol. This protocol is in line with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
Recordings are deleted as soon as the interview report is finished. The interview notes are anonymized, meaning
that it is nearly impossible to trace data back to the participant. | do this by removing all information leading to
you as an individual from the research data (such as your name, contact information, or any other mentioned
individuals) and replacing it with a descriptive name.

The list of participants and pseudonyms is encrypted and stored in a secure environment to which only | and my
supervisor have access. Once this is done, | will only work with the anonymized data, which will also be used for
scientific articles and presentations. The data will not be used for other studies/projects or theses unless you give
your explicit consent. The notes will be stored on the Radboud network for ten years to ensure scientific integrity.
The list of participants and pseudonyms will be deleted at the end of the study. Access to the notes may be given
to an external educational evaluation commission, if the commission so requires. This commission checks the
quality of university education of each degree program in the Netherlands every six years and may recommend
continuation or ending of a program's accreditation.
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Members of Congress

Small talk

Thank interviewee for their time and willingness to participate.

Ask about their day

Start of the interview

Introduction: ask whether it is ok to record

Start the recording and thank participant for their time and ask them if they have read the consent form and if
they want to sign.

Introduction:
Thank you for taking the time to sit down with me for this interview on the NSS of the second Trump
administration. | would like to ask you some questions regarding your perspective on the NSS, specifically EU-US
relations and the process of its drafting in relation to Congress. Next to that, your experiences from Congress with
overseeing and assessing U.S. foreign policy, the influence that you and you fellow House Members/Senators
have and how they use that influence.

- For starters, can you tell me something about your work as a U.S. Senator/Representative in relation

to foreign affairs?

- What do you know about the National Security Strategy of the second Trump administration?

- Were you in any way involved in the drafting process or consulted for input?

o Do you know institutions or other members of congress that were involved?

- What is your opinion on the NSS, especially in relation to the strategy to Europe and NATO?

- According to you, how did the political ideas behind the NSS, gain their dominance?

Do you fear for any consequences the NSS for the transatlantic relation?

Is there anything you would like to add or elaborate on?

Thank you for your participation
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Think tank scholars

Small talk

Thank interviewee for their time and willingness to participate.
Ask about their day

Start of the interview

Ask whether it is ok to record

Start the recording and thank participant for their time and ask them if they have read the consent form and if
they want to sign.

Introduction:

Thank you for taking the time to sit down with me for this interview on the NSS of the second Trump
administration. | would like to ask you some questions regarding your perspective on the NSS, specifically EU-US
relations and the process of its drafting in relation to the influence of think tanks on this process. Next to that,
your experiences with drafting U.S. foreign policy, the influence that think tanks have and how they use that
influence.

- Can you tell me something about your work as a think tank scholar in Relation to Foreign affairs?

- What do you know about the National Security Strategy of the second Trump administration?

- What is your opinion on the NSS, especially in relation to the strategy to Europe and NATO?

- Were you in any way involved in the drafting process or consulted for input?

o Did you as a think tank lobby for certain policies and how does that work?

- According to you, how did the political ideas behind the NSS, gain their dominance?

Do you fear for any consequences the NSS for the transatlantic relation?

Is there anything you would like to add or elaborate on?

Thank you for your participation
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Federal Bureaucrats/ Experts in the field

Small talk

Thank interviewee for their time and willingness to participate.
Ask about their day

Start of the interview

Introduction: ask whether it is ok to record

Start the recording and thank participant for their time and ask them if they have read the consent form and if
they want to sign.

Introduction:

Thank you for taking the time to sit down with me for this interview on the NSS of the second Trump
administration. | would like to ask you some questions regarding your perspective on the NSS, specifically EU-US
relations and the process of its drafting in relation to the influence of the federal bureaucracy (Congress and think
tanks) on this process. Next to that, your experiences with drafting U.S. foreign policy.

- Can you tell me something about your work in Relation to Foreign affairs and the drafting of an NSS?

- According to you, how did the political ideas behind the NSS, gain their dominance?

- How would you describe the influence of the federal bureaucracy (or also Congress and Think tanks)
on the National Security Strategy of the second Trump administration?

- Were you in any way involved in the drafting process or consulted for input? (in case of federal
bureaucracy)
o Did your department for certain policies that you know of and how does that work?

- What is your opinion on the NSS, especially in relation to the strategy to Europe and NATO?

Do you fear for any consequences due to the nature NSS for the transatlantic relation?

Is there anything you would like to add or elaborate on?

Thank you for your participation
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Appendix D

Interview Transcript

Type of interview: semi-structured expert interview

Conducted on: 20/05/2026

Location: Online through Microsoft Teams

Participant number: I

Description participant: University professor, American, white woman
Duration: 40 min

Consent: Verbal consent

This transcription was created using Microsoft Teams and was later reviewed

Start

PARTICIPANT: Can you hear me?

JESSE: Yes. Good morning!

PARTICIPANT: And can you see me? Yeah. Okay. There you go. How are you doing?
JESSE: I'm doing good, how are you?

PARTICIPANT: Good. Yeah

JESSE: Great. Well, thank you so much for taking the time to talk to me. First of all, I have to ask, did you
have the time to read the consent form?

PARTICIPANT: I think I did. I consent. I think that's fine. And recording is fine also. We're just talking
about the U.S. foreign policy, right?

Interview

JESSE: Yeah, so I'm doing my thesis about the latest National Security Strategy, specifically how the ideas
behind it came to be, what they are, and specifically toward Europe. What I want to talk to you with you
about is the whole process. I'm doing a process tracing analysis. So, I wanted to ask you if you could tell
me something about your work to foreign relations, maybe what you do as a scholar, and whether that's
related to anything that has to do with drafting these kinds of policy documents.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, so I don't obviously draft anything, but I teach about U.S. foreign policy, and I
follow, you know, international security issues, but particularly U.S. security strategy, especially as it relates
to nuclear weapons. So, I generally know what's going on. I can't speak to who exactly drafted the latest
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National Security Strategy at all. I can just tell you the history a little bit about how it got to be what it is.
So that's the limits of my, I teach about it all the time, about where it's been and where it's going. But in
general, I don't know the specifics of who drafted this at all. Like I'm not involved in that way. I'm in Oregon
and I'm a professor and I, you know, research and teach about U.S. foreign policy

JESSE: Well, that's great. So, if you can tell me a bit about the history and maybe where it's going right
now, specifically maybe the political ideas behind what's now the National Security Strategy.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, so what parts do you want to know about? Do you have particular questions?
JESSE: well, specifically...
PARTICIPANT: for the whole thing, oh go ahead.

JESSE: Well, the first part, and maybe for the region parts, only Europe, because my focus is specifically
on the transatlantic relationship.

PARTICIPANT: Got it, yeah. Okay. Um, I don't have it in front of me. I would say...
President Trump is an absolutely bizarre human being, and the security strategy is a bunch of different
things, very hard to decipher, but it's mostly written to please the Pentagon and the Pentagon's organizational
interests, in my opinion. And what they want to do right now is to build an all-new nuclear triad, like rebuild
the Cold War triad, including war fighting weapons. And to outsiders, this is why I was interested in letting
you know it all, is to outsiders, this makes no sense. To China, it makes no sense. To Europe, it makes no
sense, except Europeans who happen to understand what the heck is going on. But Americans have no idea
it's happening. Like I do lots and lots of discussions and talks and stuff trying to explain to people what's
actually happening and they have no idea because no politicians discuss it openly. And why is that? Because
our government over time, since [ was young, I started in the 80s looking at this. I'm 61, and I, you know,
became interested very early. My dad had been in the Navy, and he taught about nuclear policy, and I was
his research assistant. And then I went to grad school at MIT for security studies and have always obsessed
about, you know, international relations and U.S. foreign policy. The one thing you come to understand
about the U.S. is that we have this giant Military Industrial Complex, right, that's very famous, but is way
more powerful than people understand. And so, at MIT, in security studies, we argue the best way to
understand our doctrine, which is our security strategy, is to understand the organizational interests of the
Pentagon, right? And how and why they want to grow as they do, which is what was a theory, organization
theory. Have you heard of that?

JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, yeah, it's borrowed from business and it talks about why organizations,
you know, always want to do what they've always done. So, for example, even though leaders of, you know,
oil and gas industry know climate change is real, they'll pretend it's not and insist on pumping oil and gas
for profit, right? Well, we have an industry that wants to build new, more nuclear weapons because they
always built nuclear weapons, lots and lots of platforms and weapons. And we had quit building them after
1991, right, at the end of the Cold War. And people who were rational leaders, like heads of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, like Colin Powell and other famous hawkish leaders, said: “we don't need any new ones”. Like
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Reagan and Gorbachev together argued they didn't need any more. And so, we had outlawed war fighting
weapons, but the industry reorganized itself and argued a million reasons why we need new weapons, new
nuclear weapons with all new platforms. And very famous Republicans who should, you know, sort of
support this, like Senator John McCain, who ran for the presidency in 2008, argued: “this is crazy. Don't do
this. Why would we do this?”. Nonetheless, they bargained. President Obama in 2010 bargained to get the
New START Treaty, but he had to get it ratified by Congress. And he had to agree to research all these
possible new and improved weapons, even while he was calling for zero nuclear weapons, right? He wanted
to build down, and we had been building down. And... So, by letting that get set in motion with a lot of
research and development money, that becomes a done deal quietly under the radar. President George Bush
Jr. had argued for this to happen, and he argued we needed new nuclear weapons to use against terrorists.
But at that time, so soon after the Cold War, even Republicans opposed it. They said, that's silly. That'll just
bring back the Cold War. And the key to all this is to expand missile defense, even though it doesn't work,
because if you deploy that, the other side has to build up, and you got yourself an arms race that justifies
new weapons. Which is exactly what they did. They constantly, constantly fought for more missile defense.
Now today it's being called the Golden Dome under Trump. We don't even have a plan for that system
because it doesn't work and nobody, everybody knows it won't work, et cetera, et cetera. We just had a giant
CBO assessment saying it's going to be 1.2 trillion and it still won't work. When Trump had said only 175
billion, which we all know is nonsense, because huge amounts of money to even begin that. And. So... But
he wants this Golden Dome because that's what provokes Russia and China into building up, right? They
have to build missiles to go around it like they're famous hypersonics or Mervyn or just more warheads,
which is what China is finally doing, okay? And we claim in the U.S. that we're responding to China,
responding to Russia, but we're not. It's A unilateral buildup because our industry wants to do it. And the
industry in the Security Strategy calls it enhancing deterrence with tailored responses. All that stuff is
nonsense. There's no such thing as a tailored deterrence, right? That doesn't make sense. Deterrence is
deterrence. It's good old-fashioned, you know, responding second and killing cities. And that is done with
the same old weapons that we've had since then, you know, 50s. So, it's just silly to think you'd have to have
new elaborate weapons. And this is captured in a whole bunch of different articles that you can see in the
U.S. press across time that if you ever want to read about it, I could tell you places to look. But like there
were very famous ones that the Pentagon got upset by Lieber and Press in the early 2000s saying the U.S.
is striving to end MAD, mutual assured destruction, trying to bring back war fighting. And the Pentagon
said, oh, no, no, no, we're just enhancing deterrence. But it's obvious that that's what they're doing. They're
building all war fighting weapons. And we claim that Russia violated the INF treaty. So that's why we had
to pull out. And that's baloney. We were violating it. We violated the ABM first. So, it's unilateral
rearmament to a massive scale by hawks, who I can't figure out if they just want the money or really believe
they're going to get some sort of dominance. They have to know better because it's an illusion. But we liken
it to the same thing that happened before World War I in Germany with the Schlieffen plan. They come to
believe it'll work even they know it won't work, right, that they'll win quickly. And at least it's getting the
light of day now that China said in this last summit, things like, you better not think about Taiwan because
it's all today gauged on a limited nuclear war to defend Taiwan. And that's just nonsense. There's no such
thing as a limited nuclear war, because why would it stay limited? And Reagan and Gorbachev said that.
Nothing's changed. The technology hasn't changed. MAD still exists. But that's pretending MAD doesn't
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exist, that you could use nukes in war fighting, which is nonsense. Everybody knows you can't use nukes
in war fighting without risking escalation. If you could, Russia would have used them to win Ukraine. And
it's just too risky. We would have used them to win in Afghanistan or now in Iran, right? Don't do it. Because
we thought about it in Vietham. We thought about it in every war. We thought about it in Iraq. If nukes
could win a war, we would have done it. but they won't. They risk everything for winning nothing. And
Israel would have used nukes to win against somebody if they could, right? But you can't. It's too, you risk
everything for nothing. Nothing is worth that. So, to build warfighting nukes is stupid. And that's the main
thing focus of all the things we're doing in the National Security Strategy. And the Pentagon is actually
enhancing all their platforms under the guise of this new strategy, like more ships, more planes, more blah,
blah, blah. And it's all focused on this alleged defense of Taiwan and any other lesser and included - that's
our hardest scenario, lesser and included problems, so, but none of it will work. It's all just a huge waste of
money and very dangerous waste of money because instead of going lower on nuclear weapons, we're
building up. So, we're wrecking the NPT, the Non-Proliferation Treaty, right? We've wrecked all of arms
control and we've done it all unilaterally. And so that's what's going on and what they're interested in. And
it's all about money. It's sheer corruption. And they silenced the Democrats, who should stand against some
of this nonsense, through our crazy, completely corrupted campaign finance system, where they tell them
vote for this and we'll give you money to get elected. But if you vote against it or make a stink, we will
come after you. We will target you. And they can do it with zillions of dollars of dark money, right? And
it's all missile, [ mean, Military Industrial Complex money. So, we now have the most corrupt campaign
system, you know, of any great power the world has ever seen. So, it's our downfall. We're falling apart
because of the corruption. And it's super sad. So most sane people want good relations with Europe and to
keep the, you know, Liberal International Order alive and don't want this craziness. And most, the vast
majority of Americans want to defend Ukraine. And they want, you know, to promote democracy. But we've
been hijacked through a stupid political system and a lot of dark oligarchy money. And that's where all this
comes from. They make a lot of money on this. They're making a ton of money on just thinking about a
Golden Dome. And that Golden Dome is useful for provoking a new arms race, which tons of money are
made on a new arms race. I mean, it's just, he wants 1.5 trillion instead of just 1 trillion for the Pentagon.
This is just absurd and obscene. And we have no reason or right to do that. And everybody's sane person
would like to use that exact money to fix climate. Climate change. But getting from there to here is from,
here to there is really tricky, really, really tricky. So, it's depressing. All of us are depressed, but that's what's
happening with the security strategy. It's in the hands of contractors. And you can see the evidence of it
everywhere. We used to have rules against using taxpayer money to advertise to taxpayers, you know, you
know, weapon systems. But instead, our airports are filled with Raytheon ads and Lockheed Martin ads.
And that's just sick. That's our taxpayer money using us to sell us stuff, you know? So anyway, that's the
broad outlines of where we're at and where the security strategy comes out of the organizational interests
of the Pentagon, really the military contractors. It's really disgusting. So that's it.

JESSE: So, you would say that it's more their interest instead of, for example, the State Department?

PARTICIPANT: Yes, no, the State Department. Yeah, but the State Department currently is completely
cowed and... you know, unavailable. And all the leaders of this second Trump administration don't stand up
to him, don't have a spine. I think Rubio knows better on some of this stuff, says nothing. He used to think
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“Trump was crazy Nazi”, right? I think that's his line. And he now just works for him like a sycophant. So,
there's no State Department. There's nothing, right? It's just, Hegseth is a drunken, you know, idiot from,
and he just does whatever Trump says, plus his own nonsense. They're all incredibly corrupted. It's just, the
most pathetic government I've ever seen. And I feel like I've seen a lot of pathetic ones. But anyway, that's
what's going on. They're all on the take. There's a lot of money, a lot of money. They're all getting extremely
rich on a ton of, you know, we used to, we used to, politicians used to get fired over taking tiny bribes of
50 to $500. And now they're getting hundreds of millions and billions, and nobody seems to think it's

unusual.

JESSE: And we talked about the bureaucracy, actually. And then how would you say that think tanks fit in
this picture?

PARTICIPANT: The think tanks are corrupt. So, what happened was, no, it's not a joke. There's lots of
books on it. We used to have real think tanks that were set up to help the government, right? They would
be set up with academics, with balanced boards where they would pick peer-reviewed people who did real
research that was peer reviewed. And now almost all of them are advocacy think tanks, completely bought
out by billionaires or the Military Industrial Complex. So, for example, CSIS used to be part of like,
whatever, Georgetown University and things like that. It's just now a military contractor cheerleading squad,
right? And so, there's books on the advocacy think tanks, the age of the advocacy, meaning they're paid to
put out nonsense. And they do. And yet the press treats them as if they're experts. When they're paid experts,
they're completely corrupted. And so, you have to go to universities where people aren't paid at all and don't
get their book tours paid for, et cetera. And you could tell by the sheer, like how much money these people
are being paid, right, the public interest doesn’t pay, you know, people like me live on a public salary, and
so do most professors. But if you go on the take at an advocacy, think tank, you will get hundreds of
thousands of dollars instead of under $100,000 for pay, right? And some in academia take part in this and
get giant grants. So, I'm not saying academia doesn't get corrupted right and left. It does, especially through
really big baloney grants, so there are bought and paid grant, like the Olin Institute and stuff, a bunch of
them are just cheerleading for, they'll give tiny grants to critics of the system and giant grants to cheerleaders
for the system. And so, if you see somebody getting a giant grant, from, you know, a bunch of these things,
you know, that that's essentially being paid to say the right thing. And they're not. So, the system has very
much been corrupted by the money. Really, really. And it wasn't that way in the 60s and 70s. We had really
good, strong rules. All the rules have gone away since the 80s and gotten worse and worse and worse and
just like unbelievably bad now. Like good money in this study of the military is Koch brother money
because they don't want to pay the Pentagon taxes, though they're libertarian, even though their money has
what caused climate change through climate denial funding, right? Because they make their money in oil
and gas that, you know, it used to be the Koch brothers, but now it's just one of them. But like they're the
famous corrupters, but you know, Cato [institute], the libertarian ones who didn't want to pay taxes, used
to fight the military industrial complex. And now they've just, they now are extremely rich and extremely
corrupted. They got a ton of money to churn out garbage for the Military Industrial Complex. So, and you
can see Brookings got corrupted in the 90s. It was a reputable one and it's rarely reputable now. It's almost
all, but it goes individually in that one. Like some of the individuals won't take the money and they're not
rich and others take the money through grants and stuff and are super rich. It's not a unified think tank.
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Their Middle East section is super corrupted. So anyway, there's a lot of books that explain this that follow
the money and tell you about the sadness of the think tanks. And public media should not just ask them as
if they're unbiased observers when they're on the take, you know. So, they don't know better, but they should
study it and know better.

JESSE: And for example, the Heritage Foundation with their project 2025?

PARTICIPANT: It's rare. They've been corrupt from the beginning. They were, they were, they were far
right-wing money from the beginning. And they're a combination of evangelical Christian slash Military
Industrial Complex. Those lobbies work together and they support the Israel lobby because they want a
greater Israel for Christian reasons and not for Jewish, you know. So, they're a very corrupt. They've been
corrupt since the beginning, since the late 80s, or no, even 70s. So there, if a think tank doesn't tell you
where they get their money, you got to be suspicious of where that money's coming from. Very tainted
money there. So, they do not make clear where their money comes from or even, not even part of it. It's
very dark. It's dark money. Anything, anything that's totally dark money has you got to watch out for because
those are people trying to sell you something.

JESSE: And do you think that they have to lobby for their policy output to be in the NSS or are they paid
to put out something that the government was going to draft anyway?

PARTICIPANT: Well, in this case, so it's highly variable. A lot of the think tanks are paid by interested
parties to churn out stuff to be ready for politicians to use. And then they get it backed by a whole bunch of
other groups. And so that's why it has a ton of things for all these different groups that they come together.
And those are, none of those groups are, perfectly clear who they are, right? They just, they try to hide it.
But you can tell by the people operating it by how much they get paid. They get paid millions to do research.
Now, who's paying you millions to do research? That's not public interest, right? So, they're lobbyists who
in this case have a very inside track. I don't think Trump knew who they were. They gave him Project 2025
to ponder. He saw lots of things in it he wanted; they gave him a pre-packaged set of people to sell it. And
he said, sure, let's run with that. Right? He didn't even know what the triad was. He just knows that he wants
to be on team money, you know. And so that just had everything, everything in it he wanted, you know.
Low taxes for the rich, lots of money for contractors, you know. Those are his main goals is enrichment and
low taxes for rich people and screw poor people as much as you can because they are a waste of tax money.
So.

JESSE: And how do you think that Congress, or maybe specifically in this case, the Democratic Party, tries
to influence what's in that NSS? Do they even have the possibility?

PARTICIPANT: Zero influence! They don't get to write that. Yeah, that's the administration's work. Yeah,
there's no... Trump, that's written by the administration. That's always their game. And they, and if the
Democrats act like they want something in it, they'll be sure to not put it in there at this point in time. So.

JESSE: Uh-huh. No. But there's no, no person in Congress that for some reason tries to lobby or contact
with a think tank or federal bureaucracy to get it a bit different? I mean, I know that it's the Executive branch

of government that has to draft it, but I'm wondering if they try to lobby in something.
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PARTICIPANT: No, I don't think so. My understanding is that's just an Executive branch thing. And they
don't, there's no, the Congress doesn't pass it in any way. It's just given over by the Executive branch. So,
Congress has nothing to do with that. That's written by the Pentagon and the Executive branch. And then
it's just the statement of the administration. It sort of has nothing to do with what's going on, except that it
shows you their priorities and what they're going to want to work on. And it's very vague and throws
everything in it. But the slight difference in emphasis can mean a ton of money, you know. So...

JESSE: Okay. And then do you also think that these ideas, specifically from the Pentagon, connect to what
Trump is saying about Europe, or is that something that he's personally feeling?

PARTICIPANT: I think I, from what I see, most people in the Pentagon value NATO and think it's silly to
throw it out. Like that's against our interests, right? But Trump personally has felt slighted by Europe and
for some reason, and many people think corrupt reasons, loves Putin, which is not, you know, there's some
Europeans who do that too, but he does it worse than anybody I know. And so, he thinks he's on team Putin
instead of on team Europe. And that's him. That is not the Pentagon. The Pentagon doesn't see it that way.
And I actually think they helped put the brakes on his worst inclinations because they don't want all of it to
go away. They like NATO. The Pentagon really likes NATO because it's a force multiplier, you know? And
I would argue the Pentagon doesn't even want to do burden sharing with your, you know, doesn't care about
that. They want the U.S. to just do it because they want to be in charge of all of it, you know? And so that's
not the Pentagon's interest, which I think helps put the brakes on Trump and his inclinations of saying that
sort of nonsense. When he's talking about burden sharing, he's speaking from a rich guy who doesn't want
to pay taxes and he thinks Europe should pay more, you know, even though that's a very old and silly thing
to be arguing. Like that's just, that's just ridiculous from most people's perspective. So. Anyway, it's not that
they shouldn't pay for lots of stuff because they're just as rich as we are, but who needs all this stuff, right?
Like, where's the threat? And so most people would say you should be paying less USA, not them paying
more, because they would pay more if they felt like there was, I mean, they should pay more for helping
Ukraine, but for all the other garbage, we think they should pay for most of its garbage and they know it,
so they don't want to pay for it. So, like more nuclear weapons, who needs that? Nothing. Nobody wants
missile defense. Nobody wants new nuclear weapons, like all that, it makes no sense to anybody. So, and a
lot of the systems make no sense to anybody, like tons. You can just go down. A lot of these projects are
ancient garbage, you know, new planes when in an age of drones, this kind of thing. Aircraft carriers, when
that is just a sitting dinosaur duck, you know, so like, most people say: “why would you build all that stuff?

that’s not how warfare goes anymore.” It's just a money sink, so...

JESSE: So, it's also like his grip on maybe the document and his personal views that he puts in it, which
are tempered by the federal departments.

PARTICIPANT: Yes. Yeah, it's his personal views, but the Pentagon helps write it because they want a
peer competitor and they want to justify all the new stuff they want to build. So, they throw a ton of
incoherent lines in there to sound reasonable slash justify everything they want to build. And they emphasize
stuff that they know Trump would like, you know, to make him get all excited and say, oh, yes, you're my
guy. So, let's do that. So that's how it goes. And I don't think anybody cares that much about the specifics
in it other than the fact that it reveals that we're going to target China and build new stuff. And, you know,
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maybe that it says, “well, this Europe” but I think that's pretty vague because I think the Pentagon doesn't
want to really do that, so.

JESSE: Okay. And do you then think that there might be consequences for how we as a Transatlantic
relationship are working together, specifically the things that Trump is saying, but also this is kind of the
formalization of what he's saying, that in Europe, people read in the document, but also in the United States
[leads to criticism], that it might have consequences?

PARTICIPANT: What lines are you thinking of? What does it say that you think is going to hurt the

Transatlantic relationship?

JESSE: Well, in the document, it might be things like that Europe needs to be more on its own or make
sure that it can defend itself, which obviously, it cannot at this point. But also, things that Trump has said
about, [ mean, that Europe is created to screw the U.S. for example

PARTICIPANT: Right. Yes. Did he say that in the document? No.
JESSE: Well, not in the document, but in, yeah, yeah.

PARTICIPANT: No, that's just stuff he says. Yeah. Well, I think there's way more consequences from the
garbage he says than from the document. Like, I think his threats against Greenland were just horrendously
difficult. And I was very glad the Europeans said, “what?”” You know, I mean, that was just stupid. And he
was forced to drop it, which I thought was the holding power of the institutions, which is good. Because
the guy who's going to die. So, you just have to hold out and hope for things to go back. But Europe can
defend itself. It isn't set up to defend itself, but it has plenty of money. And, and you know, people could
argue and do argue about whether it's good or not good if Europe defends itself instead of the U.S. having
to defend it, which just because then the biggest problem with Europe defending itself is that, you know,
maybe, that will partially rip Europe apart, which we don't want to do. Like Europe together is better than
Europe apart. But... There's nothing it has to defend except like Ukraine, which is a much smaller project
than, say, defending Europe at World War II. There's nobody getting ready to invade Europe. Putin can't
even, he's the second most powerful military in Ukraine. He can't attack other stuff. So that's why Europe
isn't jumping up to defend itself because there is no threat to Europe. You know, there's none. The people
aren't feeling like he's coming. I don't even think, I mean, probably people in Poland are paranoid or
whatever, but they shouldn't be. Putin doesn't have the ability to attack them, and he just wants parts of
Ukraine. And that's a very limited threat to Europe, right? Like, I want Ukraine to hold together, but whether
it does or not will not affect Europe generally, you know? And so that's why Europe isn't jumping up and
down to take care of Ukraine, because it isn't a real threat. It's not like they're sleeping before World War I1
or something. That's not the case. Putin is weak. Putin has a smaller defense budget than France or Britain,
or | think, I don't know what Germany's spending right now, but what Germany could spend, for sure, any
one of them could kick Putin's tail at this point in time, let alone together. You know, I know Britain's not
in Europe, but it sort of is. It would take part. So, it works it in, but it would care. It's part of NATO in
Europe. But in any event, they're plenty rich to kick Putin's tail and he's pretty broke to go nowhere. So,
they can defend themselves. And so that, and they know that. So, it's not really a high priority to defend
themselves right at this point, right? So, it's a question of defending Ukraine fully, on principle, which it is
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a good principle to defend Ukraine, and they should try. But I get why they don't, because it's expensive
and difficult and not necessary. So, it's always hard to talk people into doing the right thing when it's not
the necessary thing. So... Anyway, that's the story there. So, I think they can defend themselves if needed.
They just haven't, they don't need to. I mean, they've got a nuclear deterrent and nobody's coming for them,
so they're fine. They have other fish to fry, like immigration and climate change, like we all do, the things
we should focus on fixing. Instead of this nonsense, so...

JESSE: Okay, well that gives me a good picture, I think. Is there anything you would like to elaborate on
or add to what you just said?

PARTICIPANT: Okay. Okay. Yep. Nope. No, no, I think that's fine. If you think of anything you need me
to clarify, you let me know.

JESSE: Okay, well, thank you so much for your time. This helps a great deal. And yeah, thank you.

PARTICIPANT: Okay. Uh-huh. You're welcome. Okay. You have, who are you interviewing for this? I
know other people you could interview if you want.

JESSE: If you have some names, I would like to know. I wrote to people in Congress, but they only want
to speak to me when I live in their district, apparently. And so, I wrote to a lot of experts because my
supervisor told me maybe in academia you will find more people that are willing to help.

PARTICIPANT: Ohh. Got it. Yeah. Willing to talk.
JESSE: which turned out to be true. Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, yeah. So, somebody who has worked in the Pentagon a ton and knows the defense
politics of all this really well, like way better than me. It's a friend of mine from grad school and he just, he
just has spent his life doing research inside the Pentagon. OK, have you heard of *### ¥k #kxk9

JESSE: no, I have not.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, so there are, let me just get you a... I'm just gonna...The reason to talk to him is
that he focuses on the politics inside the Pentagon for this kind of thing, you know, so he'll... I haven't talked
to him in a few years because I'm just not... you know, going to conferences and stuff, but I will see him in
a couple weeks, but anyway. Um... I'll send you his, anyway, it's ****** #3x*3x%%  Apnd he moves around a
tiny bit. He was in Texas, but I think he's in D.C. now, really. Anyway, he has written a bunch of good things
in international security and stuff on the defense politics. And he helped write a textbook with a really
famous guy named Harvey Sapolsky. And the textbook is basically on how does the U.S. make its doctrine,
right? And so, he's the man for telling you about the ins and outs of the security strategy. Okay. And he
could also tell you other people who know, but he could literally tell you tons and tons of interesting details
on how it gets made and maybe politicians to talk to about it. But that's hard. The politician thing is hard.

JESSE: That would be great!

PARTICIPANT: Because they're actually not in on making the national security strategy. It's just the
executive branch. And then you have to talk to them. And that's really, they don't even want to talk about it.
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But there are people who know a lot about Project 2025 who might be willing to talk about how that got
written, which I don't know all the details there. I haven't bothered to look because I sort of sort of already
know it, but I can't tell you the details. Okay. So anyway, they've been around a long time, those people,
and we know who they are, but I can't say in this last iteration exactly who all the players were. But anyway,

talk to **##*
JESSE: I will

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, he'll talk to you, I bet. Just tell him that you are interested in figuring out the U.S.-
Europe thing and that you want to understand how we're making our strategy, because he really knows the
politics. Okay?

JESSE: Okay, well thank you so much.
PARTICIPANT: Email and he'll talk to you. Okay? All right. Good.
JESSE: I will, thank you. You will send me his email address then, but OK.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, I will try to find it, but I bet you can find it. But if you can't find it, email me and
I'll find it. Okay, but I think you can find him. He went to MIT with me a long time ago and we've been
friends over the years and he's a very smart guy on this stuff. Like he really knows how it's made.

JESSE: I will.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, because he does what I won't bother to do, which is live at the Pentagon. So, he
and try to so anyway, he does good stuff. Okay. All right. Good luck with it. Okay.

JESSE: Okay. Well, thank you so much. And well, have a great day.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. You have a great day. Have a good time here in the U.S. for however long you're
here. Okay. Take care. All right. Bye-bye. Bye.

JESSE: Thank you, okay, you too, bye-bye.
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Start

JESSE: Okay. There we go. All right. Thank you, David, for your time.

PARTICIPANT: Oh. You're welcome. I'm glad I can do this.

JESSE: And, uh, well, as you read in a consent form where you just consented to, um. I'm doing a master's
thesis about the NSS, uh, recently released one specifically toward Europe and tracing down the, the
drafting process of the document, but also the, how the ideas behind it became so dominant and trying to
find the origins of it. And therefore, I do a series of interviews, and this is one of them. So, thank you very

much.
PARTICIPANT: Yeah, It's my pleasure. I'm glad I can help.

JESSE: So, my first question would be, can you tell me something about your work in international

relations, uh, specifically in U.S. foreign policy or the drafting of the document that we are talking about.

PARTICIPANT: So, here's a little bit about my background. So, I'm here at Oregon State University. I'm
a political science professor in our School of Public Policy, and I've been here for about 25 years here. So,
I teach courses in international politics and do research on this and also energy and environmental policy.
Sometimes those two things coincide with each other. Um, and then before being here, I worked with the
U.S. federal government in Washington, D.C. so I worked for the Clinton administration in the office of
what they call management and budget. This was the agency that put together the budget for the for the
year. Yeah. And then I also worked in the Interior Department, which is responsible for public lands and

natural resources. Um, and I also did some consulting work for renewable energy firm, um, helping
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companies to try and switch to use solar for the most part. Mhm. Um, so the work that I've done in
international relations is all been research. The work I did in the government had very little kind of
international politics. It was mostly domestic spending and policy that I was involved in. Um. but I, you
know, I always love researching and writing about and teaching about U.S. foreign policy. So, I did a book
on U.S. foreign policy with regard to Cuba in the post-Cold war era and why U.S. policy had maintained
and still does now, even years after I wrote the book, um, kind of the same approach of trying to punish,
isolate, uh, or take down the, the Cuban government. So those are some of the things that, um, that I'm
interested in. Um, and what I'm also doing now is I'm writing a column with a friend of mine, um, and we
call it defending democracy. I think I had sent you that link to the comment and I don't know if that's how
you found me to begin with. If you saw that article that I wrote about the National Security Strategy. Um,
but we write about various issues, foreign, uh, you know, international and domestic as well. And so, we
just happened to write, you know, a couple of months ago, I think, or a few months ago when it came out

about that particular Document.
JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: So that's kind of my background and how I've kind of kind of work I've been doing and

how my interest in this.

JESSE: That's great. So then going back to that document and its origins, um, how do you think that the

ideas behind the document, uh, how they have gained their dominance, um, to be in there?

PARTICIPANT: Yeah so, I think there's always been that strain in US foreign policy, but it's not been
dominant. Um, you know, for really since the beginning of the United States. Right. Our leadership in this
country has always seen American Prosperity and American security as being tied to Europe. And this
process that today we call globalization, right? And so, from the very beginning, that has always been in it,
right. And the US was always very much a trading nation, right? Beginning its first hundred years as kind
of a junior partner to the British in, you know, that whole kind of trading and freedom of the seas type of
approach to things. There's one scholar in the U.S. who refers to this as being in the tradition of Alexander
Hamilton. And so, you're a Hamiltonian in his view. It's a guy named Walter Russell Mead. He did a great
book called Special Providence. If you ever come across it, it was from a quote from Bismarck. Um, the
old, uh, you know, first chancellor of the Unified Germany. He said that God has a special providence for
fools, drunks, and the United States of America. He's looking out for all of them [laughter]. Um, but this
book, Special Providence, talks about this Hamiltonian tradition, which has always been part of the, uh, a

feature of U.S. foreign policy. But where the Trump administration is today, there's always been that kind
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of strain in, in American politics. Uh, sometimes it's in, uh, expressed as distrust of Europeans or just
overseas entanglements and conflicts. And sometimes it's just rooted in a kind of an American kind of
chauvinism. Right. Which you see as this America First kind of kind of attitude that's coming out here. But
Trump is the first who's really put it into practice like this. And I just don't, you know, the dynamics that
led to his election and really election for a second time is really quite remarkable because the people who
he has surrounded himself with that are really espousing and sympathetic to this idea of tariffs and greater
disconnection between the United States and Europe. Right. These are the people that are informing that
National Security Strategy document. To the extent that Trump kind of has some vague ideas about we got
to take care of this country first, and everybody else is siphoning off of us. Um, there are people who are,
you know, more invested in the foreign policy realm who've taken those kinds of general ideas, and they
give it a voice. And it's that culmination of a process over that first year in office that led to that National
Security Council strategy that has given voice to this idea, which looks at foreign relationships and alliances
with great distrust. It looks at foreign trade with great distrust. Um, and it has, it has, it looks at American
leadership and the power that has really been kind of befallen, but then also acquired and guarded by the
United States for the last 80 years since World War Two. Um, they look at that as seeing being a greater
cost than a benefit, right. And that's not been the dominant thinking in the United States and in Europe since
World War Two. Right. The idea is like, that American role turns out to be quite beneficial for the United
States in terms of having the dollar be the world's reserve currency, in terms of having the U.S. Navy make
it so that this frickin coffee cup can have parts that came from ten different countries in the world, and then
be assembled in an 11th country. And because the United States Navy has been the primary agent in forcing
freedom of the seas, right. Trade takes place at a level that just has never done in in world history before.
And American and European leaders have for years seen the benefits of that. Like while the Americans
benefit, they have also provided communal goods to other countries. Um, there's a writer named John
Ikenberry. I don't know if you've ever come across him. I really like him. The way he describes it, he says
what the United States did is they made it safe for the world to trust American power and leadership for
those years. And he's very much out of that kind of liberal, internationalist tradition as well. And those
people are all just on the outs. There were a lot of them in the government during the first Trump
administration. None of them are there this time around. And so, it's all of the people singing to the same
tune. Um, and probably the person who expresses it most publicly other than Trump is JD Vance, right?
When he was at the Munich Security Conference last year and tried to chastise the Europeans for basically
quashing democracy by, you know, making sure ultra-right-wing groups that are anti-democratic, right,
don't come to power and destroy democracy. And, you know, his point was not only do we, you know, are
we right before he had gone to Munich, he had met with leaders of, uh, you know, other NATO countries

and even some of the Ukraine working groups are saying we're not leading these things anymore. We are
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backing off. You guys are more on your own. And so that whole view is kind of really making its way
through the entire American foreign policy bureaucracy. And all those people who've been part of this 80-
year tradition are sitting on the outside right now and hoping that that whole world that had been built over
80 years isn't completely destroyed by the time there's another government in power that may be more

sympathetic to that. But everybody knows you can't go home again, right? So nothing will ever be the same.

JESSE: So and do you then think that, um, this is mainly something that Trump dominates within his inner

circle or that the people that he surrounded himself with are the ones having the input on the document.

PARTICIPANT: So it works both ways, right? So like I said that strain has always been there in American

public opinion.
JESSE: Mhm.

PARTICIPANT: Um, that's the distrust that comes in a couple of different flavors. Like I said, one is just
like, we don't want to deal with those Europeans. They're nothing but trouble or others, you know, after the

early years and some that's just like, no, it's just all about us and we don't care about anybody else.
JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: Um, so that's been there in American public opinion. There is a small, but nonetheless,
um, coherent and articulate group that sees this as a, a better foreign policy approach. That's not quite anti-
trade, that sees trade differently. Um, that is not happy with the NATO alliance and sees it as a drain on
American power and strength and capabilities. Um, and so they have gravitated to a president and a
candidate before that who's been pretty sympathetic to a lot of those things. And then it works in reverse in
which as Trump becomes, you know, as any political leader, right. But especially the American presidency,
which is such a vast accumulation of powers that it has absorbed and exercised over the years. And a
Congress that doesn't want to take them back, a lot of those powers. So when this, when a president,
especially this president, he has such a hold over his party because he's willing to really punish those who
cross him in any ways, as you've probably seen in some of these primary elections, where Republicans who
vote with Trump 99% of the time, but said one thing against him, he's opposing them, trying to get him out
of a job. And a lot of the people he opposed have lost their primaries over the years. Or if you're in
government service, right, you may be losing your job. And, you know, there are some people who just
volunteer for things in government service and find themselves getting death threats from the president or
supporters or things like this. Right. Well, not death threats from the president, but right, he says something,

this is not okay, and all of a sudden.
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JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: So, he's got a real hold over the party. And so even more so than a typical president,
when he wants the members of his party to espouse a certain view and behave a certain way in Congress,
and certainly without the certainly in the Executive branch, they do it, they fall in line. And so that two-
way street of this community already being there, and a president who demands absolute loyalty when this
is the line that he has, these things become very much reinforcing. And it's really established a strong hold
over U.S. foreign policy right now. And there are plenty of people on the outside who are just saying, well,
I hope the U.S. just doesn't try and leave NATO. Congress passed a law a few years ago saying it will
require congressional approval to leave NATO because they feared Trump might try and do this last time

around.

JESSE: Interesting. So we were talking about the presidency and a bit about Congress, but the two other
factors of the two other actors of influence that I'm describing in my thesis are, for example, um, the think
tanks that are in place and the federal bureaucracy, you see. So how would you value their influence in

drafting such a document?

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. So the interesting thing about like the U.S. State Department, yeah. Is that, you
know, it's staffed by nonpolitical people. And it was a deliberate move that this government made, you
know, over a century ago to take those civil service jobs and not make them dependent upon your political
loyalties and your party affiliations. Um, but nonetheless, it's still quite possible to fill the federal
bureaucracy, I mean, we have about 4000 jobs that the president can appoint that are political appointments.
And then when the president changes, those jobs change. That was the kind of job I had in the Clinton
administration, like I was planning to go work for president Gore and stay on, you know. Yeah. Still mad
about that. Uh, but, um, but it's also the case that the current administration is kind of going out of its way
to make sure that those career jobs are filled with more loyalists to the administration views. And part of
that, but not all of it, but part of that is involved reclassifying tens of thousands of jobs to say that they
really are at the discretion of the president to hire and fire at will without going through the civil service
protections that people would have. Um, and so the technical term, I don't know if you come across this,
but you have all these, they call these, they schedule these jobs under certain classifications. And he created
a new one called schedule F. You know, there's all these different. And schedule F employees now are
considered not typical civil servants and can be more easily dismissed by the president. And so, tens of
thousands of jobs are being reclassified in that way. So, there's a lot more shuffling within the bureaucracy
to make it more politicized toward the government. And also, when you see people leaving, like thousands

of lawyers have left the Justice Department, thousands of scientists have left the Environmental Protection
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Agency. Um, and so the, either those jobs just don't get done anymore. Right. And it could be regulatory
enforcement of, you know, toxic waste or something like this. Right. Um, or they're being restaffed with
people who have a different view about how there would be more in line with the political leadership of the
government. And so this is one way that the federal bureaucracy and the State Department is changing, too,
as a lot of people have left and a lot of staff are being either added in or replacing people who have left,
um, that are going to be, and that are more in line with this view. And I think of the two ways that impacts
the Europeans the most is when is the alliance of NATO and two is with regard to trade. But those are. You
can draw a line around those and say, these are two very discrete areas, but they're so emblematic of a
larger, really strong relationship based on trust over 80 years. That isn't just about the letter of the rules in
the alliance or the trade agreements. Right. Um, and that's all just going by the wayside. Yeah. So that's
what the federal bureaucracy with the think tanks as well. That's been interesting. That's, that's when I pay

a little less, maybe a lot less attention to.
JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: But there are some of them where the ones that have been more in line with supporting
Trump while he was a candidate, um, and being sympathetic to, to policy while he's in office, you know,
their voices are being elevated. And in some cases, their leadership has changed where they said, like, we
don't fit the kind of the today's conservative movement and what that means. To be a conservative in
American politics today looks different than it did ten years ago. You know, prior to Trump being in office.

And so that's changed as well.

PARTICIPANT: And you see that happening in the think tanks now. What I think is also interesting about
this is some of them are trying to be like really thoughtful policy shops, right? And say like, okay, if you
want something like a different kind of trading relationship how do you understand this? How do you justify
this? Right. And there's some very interesting papers that come out of these places, whether you agree with
them or not, that are trying to provide some kind of more rigorous intellectual justification than the
administration has, where, like they say in the morning, there's tariffs on Mexico, and in the afternoon
they've rescinded them, you know. Um, and so I think, think tanks are trying to do that. And now, especially
after the midterm elections that we have in November, where I think even in spite of all the gerrymandering
and all the craziness going around here to try and rewrite districts to make sure that more Republicans can
stay in office. Um, I think the Democrats are likely to take the House. Who knows, maybe the Senate. But
if they do get control of one branch of Congress that really, you know, starts to. (..) That place is an even
greater impetus toward those who are going to be looking past the Trump era. Because they'll say, okay,

he's weakened now and can do less now. And there'll be all kinds of investigations like the, the thing today
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about, you know, they got a $1.8 billion fund that the president can kind of secretly hand out to political
supporters, basically, is what it comes down to in response to the whole January 6th convictions. Um, and
so there's going to be more opposition movement to say, look at what these guys are doing that's corrupt
and they're going to have actual, you know, power in Congress to do something about it, maybe just to hold
hearings and get the news more. Um, but refusing to pass budgets and other legislation and things like that,
which will make it harder, um, because those think tanks are going to be looking beyond and those
candidates are going to be looking beyond Trump. Some of them already are, but they're thinking about it

for a couple of years from now.

JESSE: So now you're saying that Congress is not, they don't have a say in anything of what's happening

in these kinds of documents.

PARTICIPANT: Um, you know, it, it resembles parliamentary systems here to the extent that when a
party gets control of the white House and both houses of Congress, the kind of institutional clashes that
were expected right at the, in the Constitution, at the founding of this country, they just don't happen as
much. And it behaves very much like a parliamentary system where the leader of that party says, here's the

way you vote, and here's how you fall in line. And they do.
JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: Um, and they've really been willing to give him a lot of latitude. Even people who kind

of disagree with him, they don't want to cross him.

JESSE: No.

PARTICIPANT: Exactly.

JESSE: So and then.

PARTICIPANT: Let me just tell this person I'll call her back. Give me one second.

JESSE: So um, I was wondering, | had another interview with someone who was saying that it's all about
the money, uh, all in the end and that the, the, the Pentagon is having a, well, a lot of influence in this
document, the, in the NSS because they want to build new nuclear weapons, for example, and make money

out of that and frame everything around that. But sure, your vision on that.

PARTICIPANT: So money drives a lot of American politics. The kind of regular military officers who

serve in a career capacity tend to not have much involvement with the crafting of these national security
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documents. Um, this country, I mean, to the extent that we fund an incredible amount of military hardware
and military activity and military employment, both among civilians who, who build the, you know, the
equipment and the people, you know, the size of the military that we've had here. There's, there's, there's
never really been a shortage of money around the defense industry and establishment in this country. And
to the extent that there are people profiting financially off of defense. It's not the career military folks in the
Pentagon and their reasons for wanting, you know, a different defense posture tend to not revolve around
money. [ mean, they might ultimately want enough money to get all the things that they see being necessary
in terms of weapons systems and training programs to use them and all this kind of stuff. Um, because, I
mean, that's where the Americans spend their money. They spend it on hardware and on training. You
know, I mean, I mean, they train, I mean, nobody trains like the American military. It's just staggering what
they do. Right. And then there are these deployments around the world where people rotate things, but that's
where the that's where the money goes, the people benefiting financially, the people benefiting in terms of
power and ideology, ideology are not necessarily sitting inside the Pentagon. So I, I don't see the assessment
in the same way as this other person did, saying this was driven by the military to get more money toward
them. I mean, they're definitely getting a bigger budget proposal. In the current budget request that Trump

has made to Congress than they've ever had.

JESSE: And then the.

PARTICIPANT: Think that's totally independent of this particular document.

JESSE: And then the industry, they were also talking about the military manufacturing industry. That's of
course, making more money [Participant: “huge”] than the Pentagon out of this. Um, would they have

through the Pentagon have a certain influence on this document?

PARTICIPANT: Oh, I don't know about how much influence they have on the document. I mean, these
things are. (..) You know, these things tend to be written, these inter-governmental documents or these, you

know, interagency documents tend to get written at a level of the political appointee.

PARTICIPANT: Um, and I think that this document, as much as any other. No, no more than any other
of its ilk, embraces a real ideological commitment. Right. There are financial implications of it, but I don't
think those financial implications are the driver of this particular document. I think it drives a whole lot of
other things, because you do have a situation where defense industries and military, um, personnel who,
who want to make sure that the, the weapon systems that they want are getting built, um, are also very much
aligned with members of Congress in those districts where it gets built and interest groups, you know,

outside and, you know, the financiers and money people and all of them, right. And Eisenhower put the
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term best when he when he was leaving the presidency, he referred to this as the military industrial complex.
Right. And that you've got the Pentagon, you've got Congress, and you've got industry. Right. That all
benefit from this in their own way. It's not just that they're all benefiting because of money, I mean,
industries are making good money. Military is getting the weapons systems it says it wants and needs and
ensuring it. Um, and the communities are getting the employment and the money being spent there that
they like the members of Congress are getting elected and they're getting money from those donors, right.
Those industry donors for their campaigns as well. And so it all reinforces one another. But it's not that

everybody has the same singular interest in I want to get rich.

JESSE: No. Yeah, I get that. Um, yeah. So then we have that. Um. Let's see. What's your expert opinion

on this document, especially in relation to Europe.

PARTICIPANT: So, this document not only expresses its skepticism of close relations with Europe, it
expresses a certain kind of disdain for them and even says like, it basically says, you Europeans are doing
such a bad job of running your own societies. You are threatening. You remember the term civilizational
erasure. Yeah, right. And this gets at the heart of the coalition in American government today that is very
much anti-immigrant, has a deep strain of racism and ethnocentrism in it as well. Um, and so in the same
vein that J.D. Vance goes to the Munich Security Conference last year and says, you guys are anti-
democratic for trying to keep neo-Nazi parties off of the ballot in Germany. And the Germans are saying,
don't tell us about this. Right. Um, you're actually closer, right? With the unsaid part was like, you look
closer to those right, far, right wing parties than anything we've ever had in Germany, and you're in power
in the United States. Um, but the official line coming from the U.S. government is and you've seen this,
right? They wanted to support Viktor Orban in Hungary and the AfD in Germany and Marine Le Pen in
France, because they share certain ideological affinities. Right. Um, and so this administration and that
national security document is saying that it wants to be friendly with Europe, but only if a certain kind of
government is in power, that is looking at immigration and looking at things like the conflict in Ukraine.
Um, the way that this administration is, which is not in line with how Democrats and Republicans in this

country have historically been likely to view something like the situation in Ukraine.

JESSE: Yeah, and do you think that it has implications for the transatlantic relationship?

PARTICIPANT: Absolutely. And it's already in a, in a terrible place. I mean, when the president was
going so far as to say, well, maybe we'll just take Greenland by force and, you know, every few months it
comes up, something about Greenland, um, his attention turns back to it. But the idea that the United States

is the leader of an alliance would threaten one of its own members with military action to take, to steal its
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territory. Everyone just knows the same relationship is done. And it was, it was Prime Minister Mark Carney
in Canada who put it best. He says everyone needs to know like the old world is over. We're not in a
transition, this was a rupture, this was an absolute break with the past. And so this is why he turned around
the next week and made an agreement with China about allowing the importation of electric cars without
all the tariffs that they had. It's like being a close ally and tightly aligned economically with the United
States, where our car factories, you know, we're everywhere on both, you know, all throughout North
America, Mexico, U.S., Canada, moving parts, moving things, assembling, whatever. And now, like these
are all internal, right? Within a single company, you might have factories and assembly lines in different
places. And now depending on where those things move, you're paying a tariff as they move. And Mark
Carney said this used to be an asset and it's now a liability, and we realize we have to diversify. And he
basically called on kind of the middle powers to, to take their destiny into their own hands. And he's really

looking at Europe and Japan and South Korea. You know, Australia and New Zealand.

JESSE: Mhm.

PARTICIPANT: The typical Western aligned countries who saw themselves as part of a community of
interests. Um, and that's just gone in the same way. It doesn't mean that those relationships aren't there in
terms of trade, and the NATO alliance is still there, but everybody knows the relationship and the whole
tone and the whole approach has changed coming from the United States. And everyone's just hedging to

make sure that there just aren't worse consequences that befall them over the next two and a half years.

JESSE: And also, in terms of like the force multiplier, that's Europe toward Asia, and especially the Middle
East for the United States. Do you think that's gone in a in a way, because Europe is eliminated from the

United States with those words, but also the formalization of this way of thinking in the document.

PARTICIPANT: Are you talking about like with, whose relationship with the United States or with the
Middle East and Asia.

JESSE: Well, the strategic interest of the United States in having Europe as some sort of force multiplier
toward the Middle East.

PARTICIPANT: Oh, yeah. No, that's, I don't think anybody is looking. Iran is the perfect example where,
you know, President Trump said. Well, we made the mess. And the Strait of Hormuz is closed now, but it's
up to you guys to go fix it. And they're like, it's not our problem. We're gonna pay the higher price, but
we're not going to go in and clean up your mess. There's an American columnist who I like, he writes for

the New York Times, named Thomas Friedman, and he, he wrote his column. One of his columns recently
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is kind of like an open letter to Europe saying like, I know you don't like Trump. I know he's screwing
everything up. But please, for the sake of yourselves and the whole world, please help him go fix this mess
because it's going to be good for everybody if you just hold your nose and go do the right thing. Because
we don't want global trade and global energy supplies and fertilizer supplies and helium supplies and all
these other things, being at the mercy of a, of an Iranian tollbooth. Yeah. But the Europeans quite rightly,
is like, we can't trust you. So we're not coming to, to help you out hoping like, whether it's domestic policy
or foreign policy, the people who kind of put their own interests aside thinking it's, you know, going to help
something if they go along with whatever the Trump administration wants, they all find it doesn't help them
in the end, it gets them nothing. And so they quite rightly have made the decision. We are not your force

multiplier.

JESSE: Yeah. Okay. I think I have a great overview.
PARTICIPANT: Does this help?

JESSE: Yeah, absolutely.

PARTICIPANT: Okay. Good.

JESSE: Thank you.

PARTICIPANT: Oh, good. Good. I'm glad. And a pleasure to talk.

JESSE: I think I have a good view of what's going on.

PARTICIPANT: It’s so interesting. And to me, it's really disheartening because I'm, I'm, I'm kind of a,
you know, a liberal internationalist myself and very much this kind of transatlantic trade and security-based
relationship. Mhm. I just see that as being better for the world. I mean, even some of the old kind of
neoconservative hawks in the United States who I would have, you know, not had any sympathy for years
ago, you know. Now, you know, we're all speaking the same language with one another saying, hey, look,
if you do, if you let this go, it's going to be an ugly jungle that, that grows back because it's been it's been
at bay because certain countries have, have explicitly designed their policies and their relationships and
their international, uh, focus toward keeping those problems at bay as much as possible within their own
societies, but also in kind of the larger international realm. Um, and it has been responsible for, I think, one
of the best exports that the NATO alliance has provided, which is the export of security around the world.
And that force multiplier, even though, you know, the Americans have run off and, you know, gone fighting

in Vietnam and things like this. Um, with. with, you know, no European interest or help, which was, you
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know, [ would say the right decision. Right. Um, but it didn't, it didn't diminish the fundamental relationship
that existed that whole time. And now it is, this is this is enough of a break from past practice. This isn't
just a difference of God the Americans are running off too far in a direction that we, we kind of like the
idea of what they're doing. Mhm. Um, in thinking about how they have to extend this area that they've

called the free world.
JESSE: Mhm.

PARTICIPANT: But it's just a different beast now. Um, and it's even more worrisome to a lot of the people
watching this, especially those who have been in policy and are now looking on the outside because it's
different in the 1990s and early 2000s, when China and Russia were just not nearly such potential
competitors or how you look at it, troublemakers, in global politics as they are now. Right. I mean, there's
a there's a there's a guy whose work I really like, um, his name is Jonathan V last, and he writes for a
publication called The Bulwark, which came out as kind of a center right, but anti-Trump publication. And,
you know, he, he does some interesting work. He's like, it's one thing to say we're abdicating our global
responsibilities and leadership that we've historically embraced, even if others didn't always like it. It's quite
another to say we're moving away from that, and it's quite another to say here, here's to our competitor, take
it, it's all yours. He says that's what the Americans are doing with the Chinese right now, who are in such
an incredible position politically, definitely economically and increasingly militarily. Right? I mean, think
about it. Like I think about it when I was your age, the thought that like, imagine if China 20 years ago said,
hey, you know what we're going to do? We're going to divide up the world into a whole bunch of areas.
We're going to call them Central Command and Pacific Command and European Command and all these
things. And we're going to deploy forces around the world, and we're going to kind of police this thing.
Like if the Chinese said they were doing this 20 years ago, everybody else would have gone crazy. Right.
But this is what they're increasingly doing now, it's more regional. Mhm, but that global influence is
certainly extending all the time. And when the Americans just spend every day shooting themselves in the
foot by dismantling USAID and imposing tariffs on others, or, you know, telling NATO allies that we don't

care about you and you might be on your own. This is what's going to happen.
JESSE: Well, it's sure interesting times in that sense, right? It is. Yeah.
PARTICIPANT: Yeah. That's our blessing and our curse.

JESSE: Right? Yeah. All right.

PARTICIPANT: You can, yeah, you can kill, turn off the recorder.

105

Yerres



Radboud Universiteit

BAN;
Uerrer

&
pS!

MiNe¥

Interview Transcript

Type of interview: semi-structured expert interview

Conducted on: 26/05/2026

Location: Online through Microsoft Teams

Participant number: III

Description participant: University Professor, American, white man
Duration: 35 min

Consent: Verbal consent

This transcription was created using Microsoft Teams and was later reviewed

Start

JESSE: Good morning.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, can you hear me? You're frozen on my hand. I cannot hear you, let's see.
JESSE: Okay, I see more movement. Can you hear me?

PARTICIPANT: Okay, there we go. Yes.

JESSE: Great, okay, now it works. Okay, good morning. And thank you for your willingness to participate

in my research interviews.

PARTICIPANT: Good morning. Sure.

JESSE: I have to ask, had you, did you, did you have a chance to read the form I sent you for the consent?
PARTICIPANT: Uh... Gosh, maybe. Sorry, I don't remember.

JESSE: Yeah. Well, it's about that.

PARTICIPANT: I feel like maybe I looked at it right away, but then I sort of kind of forgot about it.
JESSE: It's about recording our conversation so that I can transcribe it and use it, if that's okay with you.
PARTICIPANT: Yeah, that's totally fine with me.

Interview

JESSE: Okay, that's great. Well, then again, thank you for your time and willingness to participate. I'm
doing my master's thesis right now. I'm a student at Radboud University in Holland. And I'm writing about
the national security strategy of the second Trump administration. And I'm interviewing experts on U.S.
foreign policy to see what their expert view is on the document and its drafting process.
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PARTICIPANT: Great

JESSE: So, If I can start with the first question, can you tell me something about your work in relation to
U.S. foreign policy and maybe also in connection with the drafting of such a security document as the
National Security Strategy?

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. So, I consider American foreign policy to be, I guess, my specialty, my academic
specialty. And then I did my dissertation at Johns Hopkins on American foreign policy from 1890s to
basically World War I, so that kind of time period, so a historical take on it. ['ve taught American foreign
policy for 15 years or something. So, in that, of course, always touching on what's, how historically
American foreign policy has developed, but also sort of like what the current events are. A second line of
research of mine is on, on strategy and what I like to call it like national security strategy or actually national
strategy is what I like to use. Sometimes people say grand strategy, things like that. All these terms of arts
that people use. So, within that, thinking about the statutorily required national security strategy of the
United States is interesting to me. I did write one essay about; I think it was the 2018 national security
strategy of the first Trump administration. So, I've kind of, I've done somewhat deep dives on it. And then
1 did also, I was a professor at National Defense University where it's not really at all a policy job, but being
in D.C. and being around is sort of like the milieu of policy making and everybody, you be in D.C. long
enough and you know somebody who knows somebody about something. So, then you sort of by osmosis,
you absorb some of the details and information about that and so on. So, in a nutshell, that's sort of where
I've been and how I've been thinking about it.

JESSE: Cool, so maybe, can you tell me something about, you know, the drafting of the document or
compare it to prior documents.

PARTICIPANT: So, I don't have this like insight on the drafting of it. I think that...
It's, I guess, you know, my perspective on it is that when it came out and then soon after that, the U.S. did
its raid, incursion, invasion of Venezuela, whatever word you want to put on it. Did I lose you? Are you still
there? Okay, there's movement. Are you there? Can't hear. I'm gonna... Maybe if we should turn off our
cameras, maybe that will help. Sorry.

JESSE: For some reason, I... Yeah, and so I think I had a bad connection. Maybe that's on my part, but |
put it on cellular mode, so maybe it should be more stable right now.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, great. Let's try that. And then if not, sometimes if you turn off, if we turn off our
cameras, then it's easier, but let's try this.

JESSE: Okay.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, like I said, I was saying that when the national security strategy came out and then
it was soon after that, right around that time that the incursion raid in Venezuela happened, um, and around
it was, there was also, I felt like... maybe before after that, there was the interest in Greenland kind of started
to spike, I felt like. I was like, okay, so here's, we have an intellectually coherent, let's call it an approach
from the Trump administration happening. Like it all kind of, maybe it's kind of gelling the immigration
rates, the border security issues, the national security strategy that was obviously very, very oriented towards

107

Yerres



Radboud Universiteit

homeland security, hemispheric security, even sort of cultural civilizational security of the United States.
Like, okay, so this kind of makes sense. Not that I, I'm not saying I endorse it, but makes sense. I can
[inaudible]. But then, you know, weeks later, they enter ships to Iran. So, I was like, okay, never mind. And
so, I guess in terms of thinking about like national security strategy as the documents, I'll say a couple
things. One is that their importance in terms of reflecting the true beliefs and priorities of a president vary
a lot, and that the degree to which it matters within the bureaucracy also varies a lot. And so, when the
documents come out, you don't know what it's going to be, whether it's going to be one that is influential
and matters, and one that's, or one that's not. This is sort of like checking the box. So, I think there's that set
of things. And there's also the reality, which numerous people including myself, have commented on, is that
it's sometimes hard to really find a strategy per se in the document, in that it always lists threats and
initiatives, but it takes a lot of work to actually find out what's, what’s the real strategy in there. Of course,
you have to have a good definition to start off with, what is strategy? Um, and that's something I've written
quite a lot on and have a very strong opinion on. So, to me, you can you can discern a strategy, you can like
derive one from the document, but it's not, it's usually not obvious, you just kind of tacit, kind of almost
hidden within the within the document, you have to kind of pull it out. So, I think those are those are a few,
I guess, initial comments I would have about that document, and then generally about NSS, you know,

documents.

JESSE: And then for the document in particular, do you feel like, because they're very much hemisphere
focused, that they exclude like threats of Russia and China that were, well, in the former doc, in other
documents like the one they produced in 2018?

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, I mean, that's what, um, that's what it seemed like, that's what it on his face it seems
like, but... I mean, it kind of remains to be seen if that ends up being a real focus or not, right? So that's, I
think that is, if you just read the two documents side by side, like, okay, this one is all about like great power
competition in China as, I don't know the exact language uses, but some language uses some pacing threat
or top competitor or whatever like that. And then the newer document is hemisphere security. So that is a
big distinction between the two. Again, it kind of remains to be seen is that. I mean, was it that like Marco
Rubio and Stephen Miller just kind of got together and... said what they thought ought to be the focus and
they put it into a document and terms like, well, whatever, you know, do what you want. Or is it have any
real resonance with the president and is it going to have any staying power as, you know, conceptually,
intellectually? I think that sort of remains to be seen. But yeah, that's, that is the, just looking at the
documents, that is the standout factor, is that shift. And then I've been burned many times by trying to
assume that what Trump is thinking about and doing right now is going to have staying power, because it
seems then like next week is something new, it's always something new. But it does seem like the trend is
almost, conciliatory towards China is probably the wrong word, but there's probably, there's a word in there
that would make sense of, I mean, it's almost kind of like a detente moment of like the new Cold War.
There’s, there is, there is something there where it seems like Trump wants to reduce tension with China.
At the beginning of the, his term, he, it did seem like he was back to the trade war kind of mentality with
China and with the world, honestly. More recently, it does seem more conciliatory. So that seems to be kind
of like trying to set that aside a bit as an area of tension and conflict, and something that drains attention,
he shipped his gaze to other things. One is Iran, one is, you know, the Western Hemisphere. Again, most
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recent thing now is Cuba. Is something going to happen in Cuba or not? And so, yes, it's just it is, it is hard.
I mean, it's, this is a hard thing to write about right now, so yeah my sympathies, in that you'll finish this
whatever in a few months or whatever it is, and then the world could change a month after you're done, you
know, so, good luck with that.

JESSE: Yep, that's right. Thank you. And then I, in my thesis, are specifically focusing on Europe and the
transatlantic relation. So, | have a feeling that the political ideas behind it are a bit different right now toward
Europe. So, I want to ask you, how do you think that these more political ideas have become so dominant
and take a role in the strategy like that.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. I think you go back to the George B. Bush administration, especially their first term
in the, they used phrasing like old Europe and new Europe, something along those lines. And so, kind of,
and then of course, when France and Germany had considerable skepticism about the Iraq war, there was.
It became a very politicized relationship. So that's, I mean, so that's back, that's the previous Republican
administration. Then we had, of course, Obama, we had Trump, Biden and Trump. And so there is this
tendency, I think, to for Americans to see Europe through the lens of domestic politics. And this is nothing
new, this has been back, French Revolution era relations and so on. So it’s, it is, but as America, as the
United States is more polarized, I think the political perspective on Europe has also suffered from that a bit.
And I mean, in American politics, you know, the Democratic Party is arguably to the right of center-right
European parties, right? So all of American politics is to the right of like European politics, though right
and left in Europe is kind of a little bit different than right and left in the United States with, though it's kind
of converging a bit now, with sort of like the more nationalist bent to like conservatism in the United States.
But so, there's definitely that domestic gloss on things that says, you know, that the Americans see Europe
through that lens. And I mean, the same with Israel too. And I always feel like if you're an ally of the United
States and you get caught in that trap of, we're supported by Republicans, but not Democrats, we're
supported by Democrats, but not Republicans. That's kind of a dangerous place to be, or I would say maybe
an uncomfortable place to be, right? In that as administrations change, which they always do, and Congress,
control of Congress changes, which it always does, you can be like, oh, we're beloved here in America this
year, but then after election now, we're not even invited ever like to come to this. So, I think that's not a
good position to be in. And so, I think it's, but it is hard for Europe because when, or there's Donald
Rumsfeld or Marco Rubio or JD Vance, which is pardon my French, but like talking **** about European
countries. Like then what do you do as Europe? Do you like, again, I'll keep going with my profanity here.
Do you kiss their *** or do you stand up for yourself? Right? So, it's kind of a trap to be in, it's
uncomfortable and difficult. And, um, it's there, and you're right that that's an issue, and it's the no easy
answer, I think, to that for Europe or, you know, for the United States.

JESSE: Mhm. And would you say that because Donald Trump maybe has this opinion about Europe, that
this has become more prevalent right now than it was, for example, under Joe Biden or under Barack
Obama?

PARTICIPANT: Oh, for sure, yeah. I think in the one hand that there is maybe more affinity between
democratic politicians and European countries just because the politics, policy preferences and so on are, [
think, more similar across those countries. And also, just Trump's, I think it's taken a while for Europe. You
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probably know this, sure you know this better than me, is that for them to adapt to the style of Trump, which
has taken everybody, I think, time to adapt to. And even having the experience of the first administration, I
think the second administration is like a step change and it's hard to deal with. I think some European
politicians have done better, I think, at different times, than others. But it's definitely very seriously
heightened, especially when the quote on quote like civilizational or cultural context comes in where I think
with J.D. Vance specifically critiquing European civilization at some point. And I think that's even in the
national security strategy again. And I think that it feels like that the United States is trying to push Europe
away and create distance, for whatever reason, I'm not sure if there's anything behind that other than like
feelings or something along those lines. It doesn't feel like it's, you know, strategic in the sense of saying,
okay, we wanna create distance with Europe in order to get something else out of it like that, there's nothing
there that I see. So, it feels like either they think it's going to be popular politically at home for some reason,
or it's just like a feeling they have they want to kind of act out on. Or I guess maybe, I mean, there's the
term innovation definitely is wanting to strengthen the right-wing parties in Europe. So, trying pretty overly
trying for it to have, they wanted Orban to be re-elected. They're weighing in on these elections in Europe
and they, so maybe that's part of the strengthening of it is like, okay, we're all, we're going to lean into that
side of things and say, in the context of Europe, we're culturally politically on the side of these far-right
parties and organizations in Europe, they have in Germany too. So, I guess that's, they're trying to lean on
that a bit and maybe kind of to inspire those parties. I guess, I guess that, if there is a strategic impetus to
it, it would probably be that, I suppose.

JESSE: Okay. Um... Then I wanted to ask you if you could describe the influence of federal bureaucracy
and think tanks in the process of drafting the NSS.

PARTICIPANT: [ mean, in my understanding, it's generally a process that's led by the National Security
Advisor, and then that person and their staff kind of... It's everybody's point of view and so it becomes a
very bureaucratic kind of document. And that, that's the normal way of doing it, you know, is that everybody
gets their kind of say on things, right? Now, I don't know if that, I mean, normal doesn't seem to apply to
the second Trump administration. So, it's, so there's a couple of things. One is that the people appointed to
head cabinet agencies are not the normal people that you'd think would head those agencies in a different
time. They're different, often different kinds of candidates. And so, it could be that, yes, everybody did have
their say and their input in this document, but they're just sort of outside the mean of what generally cabinet
secretaries are. So that's why it's such an unusual kind of document. Or it could be that they didn't really
have a say, and it was just sort of written, like I said, by Rubio and Miller or their aides, and then just put
out. So, it is kind of a question there about how did this, let's say, unusual kind of document make it through
the process? Was it because there was no process or because the process has been shifted to the, like MAGA
process where it's just everything is just subservient to the president? And I think either one is plausible.
Though I do, I have definitely heard and read about how the process has really broken down. So, I would
say probably it was a combination of both in that it was not a normal process, and those who had say in this
document were not sort of normal mainstream kind of political operatives, advisors, that kind of thing. So,
I think it's probably both those things kind of worked out in that way. But generally, it's a very, generally
it's a very bureaucratic document, and that's why it ends up being this characteristic of bureaucracies is that
you have a list of priorities, list of initiatives and they kind of sort of match, but that's not the key thing.
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The key thing is everybody get their piece of text in there or not. And that's sort of what a bureaucratic
document becomes. Everybody gets their piece of it, and then everybody's happy getting their piece and
then just moves forward, you know. And so that's, so it's typically a very bureaucratic document in that
sense, though. For better or worse, I feel like this document has less signs of being like that and that it is a
little like more pithy, and it does seem to be written like more in one voice in my feeling. So, it does have
the sense of being maybe a less bureaucratic document. Again, I'm sort of like drawing inferences from
things I've read, things I've heard, and then just reading the document.

JESSE: Yeah, so a bit more of the president's input and it's written out like that instead of... the combination
of things that the bureaucracy is breaking out together.

PARTICIPANT: That's what it feels like, yeah.

JESSE: Yeah, yeah, that's also what I've heard back from many others that I've heard of or even read. And
then do you think that think tanks did play a role in the process? Because I'm thinking about Project 2025,
which seemed to be a big player in the MAGA-agenda.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. Yeah, I can't really comment too much on that. I mean, one element of like the
Trump world is that the number of think tanks that are like really fully aligned with it are less than usual. I
think Heritage is the big one, and that's where I think is the home of Project 2025. So, I think that's, that
would be the one. Then there are the ones kind of sprung up directly out of Trump. So, stuff from the
Claremont Institute a little bit. And I think there's, I forget the name of it, but I think there is, there's like an
America first think tank that kind of emerged recently. So, but usually, like, there's kind of like the center
think tanks like Center for Strategic International Studies and places like that, that try to draw on both sides
of the aisle and kind of be a reservoir of ideas that either side can use. It feels like that's less the case than
it was in the past. And so, then it's really kind of like Heritage at Claremont, and then maybe like a few
specific MAGA kind of groups that are having influence. Um, but I can't, yeah, I don't have specific
knowledge about who might have been involved or had influence from the think tank world.

JESSE: Okay, yeah. And do you see a role for Congress to influence the document while it's being drafted
or like are they being invited to talk to people who draft the document or have they another way of lobbying
in some things that they want to see in it, in the strategy?

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, I've never heard of Congress having any influence on it from any administration,
so0, but it is, I think... Many times, so there are like many audiences for the National Security Strategy, and
it is, you know, mandated by law. So, I think Congress has required it. And so, I think in terms of when it's
finalized and becomes public, then people know that the Congress is part of the audience of it. And they're
going to pay more attention to it than, say, the average American for sure. And so, I think it matters in that
sense, but I think Congress has basically no influence on the creation of it other than people care about, I
think, what Congress will think of it in most cases. Now again, this, the Trump, the new Trump strategy is
very political and does not, is not trying to reach out at all to like Democrats. So, but it, it's plausible that it
was, it's thinking about it, sending a message to Congress to some extent. Yeah, in terms of influencing the
writing of it, I don't think there's much going on with Congress.
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JESSE: Okay, yeah. Um, and then [ wanted to know if you think that there will be consequences from this
document in the relationship the U.S. has with Europe or NATO because Europe is feeling alienated by the
administration and how that would play in the future.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. Yeah, I'll kind of circle back and suggest that what the actions are what matters.
Um, I think that... And there was the J.D. Vance speech, I think, in Munich. There's this document. There's
the rhetoric about Greenland. So that's like sort of one line of thinking and rhetoric that is very troubling to
Europe, to put it mildly, I think. And that's definitely one element of what's going on in like Trumpian
foreign policy. Now, that's faded to the background a bit as Iran has come forward. Although I think the
Iran war was also very annoying to Europe, again, to put it mildly. But that's, the Iran war is less a rhetorical
attack on Europe and more a, the United States is doing something reckless that we don't like and think is
wrong, kind of thing. And so, I guess, I mean, one way to think about you know things that Trump does
that are against the interests and beliefs of beliefs of Europe is that one line of thinking that this is sort of
an attack on Europe, where the rhetoric of the, of like the coastal kind of civilization civilizational rhetoric
plus the Greenland piece, that's like a pretty direct attack on Europe, on NATO, on allies. Then there's the,
the actions the U.S. takes, including, maybe you can include in here like the tariffs and trade war kind of
stuff, the Iran war, taking actions that are against the interests of Europe but aren't necessarily a direct attack
on Europe. So, there's those two, both of them are bad for Europe. One is more a direct attack, one is just,
this is totally against our interest, we don't like this. So those are two strong elements of the important
elements of the term foreign policy. Then there's other sets of things that would be like elements that would
be favorable or okay for Europe and things that Europe, doesn't really matter to Europe that much, or then
there's that other set of stuff. So, we've kind of moved away from the direct attacks on Europe to now we're
in the stage of like doing reckless stuff Europe doesn't like. Um, and so, then it’s kind of; it's hard to tell.
Like then if Trump turns his attention back to Cuba, it's still sort of in the area of like reckless stuff probably
Europe doesn't like, but again, that's tending more towards outside of the set of issues that Europe probably
cares very directly about that much. So, but then who knows? I mean, next week Trump could say, oh no
now we're sending a carrier group to Greenland. Like we don't know, you don’t know.

JESSE: Okay.

PARTICPANT: But I think right now, it's, we’re out of the direct attack on Europe phase, and we'll kind
of have to see where it evolves next. And then the other issues like with Ukraine and how that evolves,
where Trump seems to have just sort of ignored it recently. And so, I have to see kind of where that piece
evolves, where the trade issues kind of evolve. And then what's the next thing that Trump takes up? And
then finally, what's the result of the midterm elections? I would say if the Democrats at least take the House
of Representatives, then Trump will be probably focused a bit internally on fighting it out with whatever
the democratic initiatives tend to be, whether they're investigating and all that kind of stuff. That will start
to affect his thinking, and so it's going to be the last, the last two to two and a half years, it's going to be
unpredictable about how that shapes up, I think. But for now, Europe is not directly being targeted, but we'll
see.

JESSE: Okay, well I think I have a, a good picture of what I wanted to know. So, thank you about that. Is
there anything you would like to add or elaborate on, something you have earlier mentioned?
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PARTICIPANT: Um, no, I think, I think I rambled on quite enough, so...

JESSE: I like that, so | have more data to work with, so yeah, I can see what I have a lot, so I'm happy with
that.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. But also, yeah, yeah, feel free to also follow up, you know, by email if you want to
clarify something or whatever. It's perfectly fine with me now.

JESSE: Okay. Well, thanks again. And then I'm going to wish you a good day. Thank you, thank you for
everything.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, thank you. Yeah, good luck on your project. And are you writing it in English or
Dutch?

JESSE: It’s in English, yeah.
PARTICIPANT: Okay, yeah, so send me, yeah, send me a link when you get done.
JESSE: [ will. I will. I send it. Okay. Well, thank you again and have a good day. Thanks. Bye-bye.

PARTICIPANT: Right, great. Good luck. All right, thank you. Bye-bye.
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This transcription was created using Microsoft Teams and was later reviewed

Start

JESSE: Hello. Good afternoon.

PARTICIPANT: Hi, how are you?

JESSE: I'm good. How are you?

PARTICIPANT: I'm good, thank you.

JESSE: Well, thank you for making time to sit with me and discuss the National Security Strategy.

PARTICIPANT: Sure, sure. Before we get to, give me a little background about what you're studying and
how it fits in the context of where you see yourself going, right? Help me in terms of just providing a
picture.

JESSE: So, [ am currently a graduate student and doing my master's thesis with Bertjan Verbeek. I think
you know him.

PARTICIPANT: I met him yet last year.

JESSE: So yeah, he referred me to you as an interviewee for my project. So, I'm...
thinking about what to do next because in a few weeks, I'll be graduated and then I'm looking for, I'm
thinking of doing a PhD, so I'm looking for a PhD position in Holland.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, are you Dutch or American?
JESSE: No, I'm Dutch.

PARTICIPANT: Okay.

JESSE: Yeah, so, so...

PARTICIPANT: You just happen to be, you're in Seattle now though, is it?
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JESSE: No, I'm in Salem, Oregon.
PARTICIPANT: Oh Salem, Oregon. I know it’s the Northwest.

JESSE: So, I have family here and I'm staying at their house right now. And so yeah, that's how I happen
to be connected with America and the policies and stuff. So, the interest is a natural thing.

PARTICIPANT: Uh-huh.

JESSE: But yeah, I'm wrapping up my masters’ and then looking for a PhD, which is going to be, well, |
think a hard thing because there are not many positions out there in Holland, or something else. So, I'm just

looking and have an open mind to whatever comes in my path.
PARTICIPANT: Sure. So, what would your PhD be in international relations or?

JESSE: That's what I hope. But I mean, I saw one in history, which probably would also work because they
also are looking for political science graduates. So, that's something that could be a possibility, but I fear
that I don't have much choice and should just go for something that fits my profile if [ want to pursue one.

PARTICIPANT: Huh. Yeah, but also make sure what you're going to study is something that you're really
passionate about because you're going to be living with it for a long time.

JESSE: That's right. That's right, yeah.

PARTICIPANT: You don't want to be writing a dissertation on something that doesn't...

animate you.

JESSE: No, no. So, this one I saw in Amsterdam was about Dutch history, specifically after the Second
World War and how you have society in these pillars and how they work together and are separate, which
is kind of interesting and also something that I've seen through my grandparents and stuff. So that would
work. But it's not the thing I'm currently passionate about, which is transatlantic relationships and more
security kind of things.

PARTICIPANT: Right. Were your grandparents born before the occupation or after?

JESSE: After. So, my great-grandparents were in the war and then after the war my grandparents were

born.
PARTICIPANT: Yeah. Okay, yeah.
JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: Okay, very interesting. So let me just start by saying, you know, I imagine Europeans are
as confused as I am by Trump, the Trump phenomenon. And, you know, I've given a lot of thought and |
have trouble. What is all this about? You know, to some extent, it's similar to you know, the rise of the
populist right in parts of Europe. I think even in the Netherlands, too, you have an increasingly powerful
populist right.

JESSE: Right, yeah.
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PARTICIPANT: And right now, it's looking, although the elections are...how many years oft? Three years
off in Britain. The Reform Party right now is well positioned to take power. Bardella or Marine Le Pen are
well positioned to win the presidency in France. Into next year, the AFD is growing. So, this is partly a
Western phenomenon, but more pronounced in the United States just because things in the United States
get magnified because of its size. And it, you know, the Trump phenomenon has certain shade, you know,
certain roots in American history and culture and ideology that are somewhat different from Europe. So, I
think you can lump them together, but note that there are some important differences, you know, different
flavors of populism.

JESSE: Yeah. Absolutely.
PARTICIPANT: So, do you want to start with just asking me some questions or you want me to give you?

JESSE: Yeah, well, I first have to..., sorry to disrupt your speaking, but first I have to ask if you have read
the consent form, because this is a recording. And then you need to consent to it, otherwise I have to stop
the recording.

PARTICIPANT: Ohh. No, where is the consent form? I did not see it.

JESSE: I send it in the mail; in the email I sent you when I reached out to you. But I can send it again if
you want to see it.

PARTICIPANT: Oh, okay. You send it again and let me sign it before we can continue. OK. I can
electronically sign it.

JESSE: I think you can, yeah.

PARTICIPANT: OK.

JESSE: Let me see.

PARTICIPANT: Hey, you just send it.

JESSE: Should be on its way. Yep. Sent right now.

PARTICIPANT: No, [ haven't seen this before. Maybe that's my bad. Let me just give me a minute to read
it. [Pause]. Alright, that's fine. Now, is this in a PDF format?

JESSE: Yeah.
PARTICIPANT: So, I don't think I can add anything if it's a PDF, right?
JESSE: I think it depends on the program and the computer you have.

PARTICIPANT: All right, let me see what happens. Let me save it. Hey, let's see what happens. Um...
What was it called again? I just saved it to my desktop, but I have tons of stuff on my desktop.

JESSE: The document is called “Information and Consent Master’s Thesis”.

PARTICIPANT: Okay. Here we go. Yeah, it's not letting me add anything.
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JESSE: Okay.

PARTICIPANT: So maybe I can, um, print it. Sign it, scan it, send it back to you. How's that?
JESSE: That, that's that sound good if you...

PARTICIPANT: All right, it might take a few minutes, but let me...

JESSE: But you can, I mean, you can also consent verbally here and then send it to me afterwards. That's
also okay if...

PARTICIPANT: All right, let me just print it though first so I don't forget.
JESSE: OK, that's good.

Participant: Okay. Give me, I just have to go to the printer. [walks to printer]. Okay, after we're done, I'll
scan it. ['ve signed it, I'll scan it and just email it back to you.

JESSE: Sounds good, thank you.
PARTICIPANT: Let me, uh, hold on. Oh.
JESSE: So, how's the weather in D.C.?

PARTICIPANT: Been rainy this week. It's been very strange. It's been hot and then cold. It's something
cold. [pause]. I'm just finding how to make you full screen. No, I don't want that. Don't want that. I have
too many things open right now. [pause]. There we go. Um... There's all this talk about something called El
Nino. I don't know if you've heard about that. It's A phenomenon in the Pacific and it's supposed to this year
be larger than ever before. I don't know if that's affecting some of this erratic weather, but yeah, like in
Fahrenheit last week, one day it was 93 and then a day later it was 63.

JESSE: Wow. That's a big difference.

PARTICIPANT: Yes, it is. But I'm headed to Europe in two weeks, so hopefully it won't be too hot.
JESSE: Oh, really? Where are you going?

PARTICPANT: First, Spain, then Germany, then Norway, and then Scotland.

JESSE: Wow, sounds like a good trip.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, I'm looking forward to it.

JESSE: Cool.

Interview

PARTICIPANT: Anyway, I love the Netherlands, so, so do you want me to give my consent now?

JESSE: Ohh, no, we can just start with the with the questions that, ohh yeah, or maybe verbally that's so
you.
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PARTICIPANT: Okay. Yes, I can. I, *******x*¥* congent to this interview and to transcribing it and
storing it for a period of 10 years to ensure scientific integrity.

JESSE: Yeah, well, that's great. Well, thank you, ******for your time and willingness to participate in
the interview. We're talking about the National Security Strategy of the second Trump administration,
specifically with regard to the European Union and NATO. So, yeah, let me just ask if you can tell me
something about your work in relation to U.S. foreign policy, and maybe also the drafting of the National
Security Strategy in general?

PARTICIPANT: Right. Yeah, so briefly, my background, I'm not a traditional academic in that I got to
academia after a career in government, particularly approximately 10 years at the U.S. Department of
Justice, where I was a trial attorney in the criminal division, mostly focused on white collar crime cases.
But I also spent a little time, about five months in all, for the Department of Justice in Russia as resident
legal advisor in the mid to late 1990s. After the Department of Justice, I attended the Kennedy School of
Government at Harvard, studying public policy, public administration. They had been consulting for a
variety of organizations, including the World Bank, the U.S. Agents for International Development, USAID,
Millennium Challenge Corporation, the American Bar Association, mostly dealing with corruption, good
governance, rule of law issues. I've been teaching at American University since 2008, and in particular for
the past four years or so, ['ve taught an undergraduate course on U.S. foreign policy, and for the past two
years I've been teaching a master’s level course called Foreign Policy Institutions and Processes.

JESSE: Cool. That's a long history of several things that you've done.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, so I'm more, well, a lot of academics are experts in one or two things and know it
deeply. I wouldn't say I'm an expert in one thing. I think that [ have more breadth than depth, except when
it comes to things like corruption, rule of law. That's more my area of expertise than U.S. foreign policy.
But I also have a master’s degree in international history, so it’s something I have spent much of my life
thinking about and teaching, in one way or another.

JESSE: Cool. So, could you also tell me something about the drafting process of the National Security
Strategy, or at least what you know about it?

PARTICIPANT: Well, what [ know about it, let me let me back up and say... You know, I teach this course,
graduate level course, U.S., I'm sorry, it's not U.S. Foreign Policy, it's Foreign Policy Institutions and
Processes since at least beginning after World War II in the, let's say, 1947 when you had the creation of the
National Security Council. Also, the CIA was created in 1947. But since then, you had coming a growing
body of expertise throughout the federal government to deal with issues of both U.S. foreign policy and
national security matters. Obviously, there's an overlap between foreign policy and national security,
although they're somewhat distinct. But you had a collection of experts throughout government. And the
number of experts expanded, some would say too much. The National Security Council, I think the first
time, the first when it was first created, had about 7 members. During the Obama administration, I think the
National Security Council had about 400 members. And that's been shrunk a little bit. But the point of the
National Security Council and the National Security Advisor, you know, that person has many roles
depending upon what the president wants. But one of those roles is coordinating. How do you get the best
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information from, let's call it the National Security Enterprise, as some scholars call it. These could be
people, not just from National Security Council, but also the State Department, the Defense Department,
sometimes the Treasury Department, sometimes the Commerce Department, sometimes the Justice
Department. Also, the Officer Director of National Intelligence. That office was created a few years after
9/11 because the United States now has, I think, 18 separate intelligence agencies. It's also trying to
coordinate intelligence.

JESSE: Wow.

PARTICIPANT: So the usual process was before anything was publicly, any document was formulated, it
went through a very rigorous consultation and vetting process where all the... different people from these
designated agents from these agencies or departments would go over things line by line, very, very carefully,
and to make sure that it didn't, and there was not a single word or sentence that contradicted.
in any way, any of the kind of approaches or policies of state, defense, commerce, whatever, and things
took a long time to produce, but they were carefully reviewed and vetted by dozens, if not, probably
hundreds of people. It was time consuming, yes, but it was a product. What emerged was a result of careful
deliberation and discussion and compromise. In the age of Donald Trump, we don't really have these
processes anymore. The usual institutions are rarely consulted, if ever consulted. In fact, I just, I only half
joke with my class. And I don't like to offer my political opinions in class. I'm having to discuss them, but
I leave that up to students. But I say, when I start the class, the first class on foreign policy institutions and
processes, | don't know how to teach this course in the age of Donald Trump, because institutions, the
government institutions are often ignored. There doesn't seem to be any process, any considered, deliberate
process. And certainly, objective analysis and even descending points of views are discouraged in this
administration. Whereas in previous administrations, to varying degrees, with a notable exception, I'd say,
of the second Bush administration, different points of view were not considered. Trump has taken this to an
extreme where what is valued above all is loyalty to him. Not loyalty to an institution or even loyalty to the
Constitution for that matter. But he wants to be surrounded by yes-people who are known above all by
loyalty to him, those who some say bow the knee, kiss the ring, whatever. I would see that the process, not
the inside details, the process and the creation of this document followed a similar approach where not a lot
of people, not a lot of government agencies were consulted to the extent they gave comments. It was
probably flattering. “This is great.” “This is perfect,” et cetera, et cetera. But it does not reflect a, the result
is not a considered expert reviewed assessment or review of a, let's say a draft, let's say a first draft of it. So
that's what I'll say about the process. I think the process really was involved. It's a small group of people.
Marco Rubio, as you know, the Secretary is also the National Security Advisor. The last time someone held
those two roles together was Henry Kissinger. From I think 1973 to 1976, let's say. He is also the Head of
the U.S. Agency for International Development which, although it's been almost completely defunded, it
still exists. And although technically USAID always was within this, under the purview of the State
Department, it always operated very separately and independently. The view largely being that...
Development policy should be somewhat different from pursuing U.S. national interests, strictly speaking.
That it had a broader domain. Anyway, he wears three hats. So, my sense is he was probably very involved
and a few of the president's political aides. Okay. Who else they were, I don't know. But I'm sure it's a very,
very small group of people. And how do [, I think it's easy to deduce that just the tone, not just the substance,
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but the tone of the document reflects that. And the tone, I think you should look more at the tone than the
substance of the document, is so different from previous National Security Strategies, which are more sober,
less histrionic. This was a blatantly political document. I mean, you could say all National Security
Strategies are to some extent political, but nothing like this.

JESSE: No. So, you would also say that the federal bureaucracy compromise between, for example, the
State Department and the Department of War, as they call it now?

PARTICIPANT: We'll call it the State Department. Technically, only Congress can change the name.

JESSE: No, yeah, okay. So, they, it's not in there. So, it's not, it's more a Trump dominated document with
this small group of people.

PARTICIPANT: A small group of people who were not necessarily experts on, let's say, Africa or Russia or
Europe or China.

JESSE: Yeah. Mm-hmm. Yeah.
PARTICIPANT: It almost reads just like a purely political document for domestic political consumption.

JESSE: So that's where you would say that the influence of federal bureaucracy ends, like they didn't really
have a say in the drafting process as it was before?

PARTICIPANT: My sense is that would certainly be the case. Very little input from experts. And often the
experts would not be political appointees, but also, you know, civil servants. So any document, like any
section of the National Security Strategy that had anything to do with China, would go to the China desk at
the State Department, which probably has dozens or hundreds of people working for it, carefully looking
at it, vetting it, maybe giving a first draft or a second draft, as well as those in the intelligence community
involved in China, Commerce Department, those who are involved in China, Treasury Department, Justice
Department, to the extent you're talking about credit, you know, unfair, you know, intellectual property
theft, et cetera. These would be carefully considered by a variety of experts, most of whom were non-
political appointees, who would have a major role in drafting the document.

JESSE: And think tanks, for example, we have Project 2025 from the Heritage Foundation. Do you think
they played a big role in influencing the drafting process?

PARTICIPANT: I wouldn't be surprised, or maybe parts of it were taken not line by line but look at Project
2025 when it comes to issues relating to national security, particularly China and civilizational decline in
Europe, for instance, that phrase, I wouldn't be surprised those come straight out of 2025.

JESSE: Mm-hmm. Okay. And then the last actor I'm analyzing in my project is Congress. Do you think
that there's a role for Congress to play in the drafting process or influencing it?

PARTICIPANT: You talking about this national security strategy or previous ones?

JESSE: Yeah, this one.

120

Yerres



Radboud Universiteit

BAN;

N
pS!

MiNe¥

PARTICIPANT: Um... You know, [ wouldn't think so. I don't know if Congress is usually involved. Maybe
the chairs of the Senate Foreign Relations and House International Relations Committees might have been
consulted or asked to review it. But if they did, you know. And I don't know if they did review it. I don't
think the message is clear from the Trump administration: “don't criticize anything we do.”

JESSE: Okay. And in previous administrations, do you think they had a role in it, back then?

PARTICIPANT: I don't know that. That's a good research question. I don't think it would take you long,
you know, just put in Google or something. What role has Congress ever played in drafting the National
Security Strategy?

JESSE: Okay Yeah. Yeah, I find a few things, but it doesn't, it's not clear. It's remained; it remains unclear
what their role exactly is. So that.

PARTICIPANT: I mean, when was the first National Security Strategy document? I don't know.

JESSE: I think it's in the Reagan era. So, Congress started requiring a certain document for security in the
40s, I guess, late 40s. And then I think it's the beginning of the 80s when Reagan is president that they ask
for a year annual review of the strategy. So, then a report is required by Congress annually, but
administrations never really send one annually, over the last three decades. So, it's mainly just one per
administration term that they're sending in. So yeah, that's. I think, yeah, that's it, but maybe mainly an
Executive thing instead of...

PARTICIPANT: Yeabh, it is a product of obviously the Executive branch at the request of Congress.
JESSE: Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: Which might suggest Congress should not be involved in it, that maybe they recuse
themselves if it's supposed to be a document required by Congress, for Congress, maybe then the norm was,
or maybe it's even codified in some law resolution, Congress shall not be involved in drafting this. It is
solely to be a product of essentially the National Security Council for Congress's review. I mean, not, well,
not review, just for them. They can't change it, right?

JESSE: No. Yeah, that could be, that could be, yeah.
PARTICIPANT: mean, the National Security Strategy is not a law.

JESSE: That's right. Yeah. That's right. And then I'm wondering if you can tell me something about how,
according to you, these ideas behind this National Security Strategy have come about, because they differ
a lot from previous ones, even the 2017 one from Donald Trump. So, I'm wondering if you can tell me
something about that?

PARTICIPANT: All right. I think what you want to look at is the tone of the document. Let's put aside the
substance, which clearly not much thought was given to substance, but the tone. I would look at previous
national security strategies, maybe one or two from each administration. I think you would see a notable
difference in tone.
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JESSE: Yeah

PARTICIPANT: This reads more like just a political boost. It almost reads like a...
not waving the American flag, waving the Trump flag, just talking about how great Trump is, how he's
ended eight conflicts, how he's in a short time completely brought, you know, more peace and stability to
the world, ended all these bad practices of the of both foreign policies with Democratic and Republican
administrations. It is an amateur, it's an amateurish document, doesn't reflect much thought. It's more just a
blatantly obsequious document praising Donald Trump. I would particularly look at how many times,
compared to other times, the word God is in here. Several times, God-given rights, God-given rights, God-
given rights. [ would, I would probably think that that's rarely mentioned. In other NASCAR strategies, this
almost seems as if it was written to the for the hardcore Trump supporters, the Trumpsters, the MAGA
Republicans and to some extent to the kind of white nationalist base. I was particularly struck and disturbed
by in the sections on Europe. You know, yes, Europe isn't paying its fair share. Europe's economy is over-
regulated and over-taxed, blah, blah, blah. Okay. But then it talks about civilizational destruction of Europe,
is basically what the white nationalists, both in the United States and Europe, are talking about. It’s basically
let's keep out Muslims and other non-white people. I think the word civilizational destruction, or whatever
word we use, is basically a code phrase for keep out immigrants, particularly non-white immigrants because
letting them in will destroy your civilization.

JESSE: Yeah, yeah, that's, it seems strange, right?

PARTICIPANT: Strange is understating it. [ mean, yes. It's also as if they're giving advice to Europe on,
you know, “you can't let this happen to you. It's a shame you're what's happening to you, but you know, this
is a self-inflicted wound. You're letting in all these non-white, non-Christian people and it's going to lead
to your civil, the destruction of your civilization.” I mean, this is the kind of stuff that Marine Le Pen and
Nigel Farage maybe a little less blatantly, this is their language. This is also Vladimir Putin's language.

JESSE: Yeah, it said it's very different from previous ones, and the tone that...

PARTICIPANT: This document is very emotional. National Security Strategies are not supposed to be
emotional, but kind of sober, well-considered, thoughtful, more or less rational analysis of issues,
identification of interest, and how to pursue them.

JESSE: And do you think this will impact the transatlantic relationship as it was, well, kind of ish?

PARTICIPANT: The document itself will not, to some extent, there's nothing in the document that
surprises one, except for the tone. You know, it's basically pro-Putin, anti-Europe, anti-China. The U.S. will
seek to further dominate the Western Hemisphere, kind of ignore Africa. Human rights is not mentioned.
Democracy promotion is not mentioned. I mean, one can disagree about how to promote democracy, right?
And this debate goes back to the very beginning of the United States where you had some of the founding
fathers and those who shortly, the next generation. You know, one view is the United States has to spread
its ideals abroad. You know, basically democracy, democracy, democracy. And somewhat not imposing it
by force of arms but be more activist. Another view is, no, we want democracy to expand abroad, but the
best way the United States can do this is by the example we set at home all right, practice what we preach.
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Other, other, other countries or peoples in the world say, hey, this works. Let's try something along the lines
of the American experiment. John Quincy Adams, who was the 6th President of the United States, but
before he was president, he was the Secretary of State for President James Monroe of the Monroe Doctrine
fame. And he famously said in his speech, America does not go abroad in search of monsters to destroy. So,
he wasn't saying tyranny's okay. It's just we can't go abroad destroying these monsters. But we can lead by
our example. But every president since then has basically said, yeah, we want democracy to succeed abroad,
but how we do it is a matter of debate. This document doesn't discuss at all the advancement of democracy,
the promotion of human rights. So often I tell my students, when you're looking at a document, analyzing
it, don't just look what's there, look what's not there.

JESSE: So then also the threats that China and Russia are posing to the Western world or the United States
alone, because I think they omitted a lot of IT and security threats that come from these rivalry powers. In
a sense, they...

PARTICIPANT: Although in Russia, notice it really did not describe Russia as a threat. It just says that we
should bring an end to the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, without, you know, compare it to the Biden
National Security Strategies which after 2022 [inaudible] Russia is at fault here, this was a war of aggression
launched by Vladimir Putin that threatens the stability of Europe and threatens to destroy norms that have
become increasingly established in the world that the world will not tolerate wars of aggression. This does
not say that at all. Other words not used are international law. To the extent international institutions are
referred to, they're referred to in a very negative way. That particularly Europe's adherence to international
norms and international or regional institutions is one reason for the decline of Europe.

JESSE: Yeah. It feels like it's the Trump view in a formalized way.

PARTICIPANT: Oh, absolutely. This is classic. This is just out of 20, Project 2025 and Trump's particularly
not well thought out thoughts, beliefs on international relations, foreign policy, and national security. He
sees everything as a threat to the U.S., that alliances are bad as opposed to the traditional United States
alliances were good. Right? Also, Trump thinks in the short term, relationships are just transactional, one-
off transactions. And once that's over, we go back to the starting point. You don't develop trust or anything
like that with increasing, you know, by cementing alliances or things like that. Approaches everything as a
as a crooked businessman. That he is.

JESSE: All right. I think I have a good overview of what [ wanted to know. So, thank you for that. Is there
anything you would like to elaborate on or add to what we just discussed?

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, a couple of things. Notice the hypocrisy in the document. So, it talks about, at the
beginning, what America needs. And one thing he talks about, America needs to invest in science and
research and technology. Well, as you know, with DOGE and after DOGE, he defunded, you know, funding
to universities, to other scientific research centers. And one reason America, you know, what's the word? It
became the leader in science after 1957, the Sputnik moment. So, as you might know, the Soviet Union
launched Sputnik in 57, stunned the United States. All of a sudden, our fear of Congress now became very
concrete. Oh my God, the Soviets are ahead of us. So, this was President Eisenhower. There was a massive

investment in teaching, starting in middle school, science, technology, more money for research, science,
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technology. And then in the 70s, President Nixon created the National Institutes of Health, which was a
congregation of like 60 separate institutions. So the U.S. became one of the, maybe the world leader in, you
know, trying to cure diseases and tens of billions of dollars each year tens and tens went into research in
these areas, which I think benefited the world, but also benefited the United States in being a leader in
emerging technologies, scientific events. We would also attract the best and the brightest from other
countries in the world. So newly minted PhDs, let's say in chemistry or physics, would want to come here.
Because there was tons of research money, positions at universities. In one fell swoop, he ended that. One
of the most disastrous things he's done. But compare the rhetoric of the National Security Strategy to what
he's actually done. He has not promoted U.S. research. He is undermined it. Second, he talks about soft
power, how important soft power is. He's taken American soft power from here to negative, you know, in
negative territory, how America is perceived in the world. So, his actual policies directly contradict what
the National Security Strategy lays out in several important areas.

JESSE: Which seems strange to me because it, like you were saying, it feels like he is giving a document
to his base, to his constituents that follow him to make it seem like everything is okay and that he has good
plans, although in real life he is doing very different things and messing up a lot of important institutions
and programs that are useful even for his own base people.

PARTICIPANT: That's what this was written for his base. It also sounds; I hear his voice when I read it.
It's basically a list of complaints.

JESSE: yeah.

PARTICIPANT: It's not a vision. It's a list of complaints on how the U.S. has been ripped off time and
time again with the acquiescence of previous U.S. administrations, both Republican and Democratic. You
can understand, let's say, the criticism of trying to impose democracy by force. That failed miserably in Iraq
and Afghanistan. But instead of saying we should do this a different way, he says this should not be our
concern at all. We don't care what kind of government another country has. The other thing that was a very
strange sense, this “policy is pragmatic without being pragmatist. It is based in realism without being
realist” or whatever. It's this, but it's not using basically synonyms, which just says there is no guiding
principle here. Just like there is no guiding principle to Trumpism. You know, some previous presidents,
whether, you know, Obama or Reagan or Kennedy or Johnson, there were a set of policies attached to them.
There was a connective tissue whether you agree or disagree with them. There is no overarching approach
theory to Donald Trump. It is what he feels like at the moment. I would direct you particularly to look at an
article in Foreign Affairs Magazine. I think from January/February by Stephen Walt. Do you know Stephen
Walt?

JESSE: I think I've read it yesterday.

PARTICIPANT: It basically, in trying to describe Trump's foreign policy, well, it's not realist, it's not ideas
that he creates, it's predatory something. I forget what he called it.

JESSE: Hegemon, I think
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PARTICIPANT: Yes, I think that is as on the mark as anything I've read. Basically, Trump's policies, both
foreign and domestic, are all designed to bring greater wealth and power to him, his family, and his kind of
cronies around him. Whether it's about crypto, whether it's about the environment, anything, it's all to secure
short-term advantage and wealth to a small group of people to the extent, that's not a guiding philosophy,
but it's the guy, it's the common thread that runs through almost everything that Donald Trump has done,
particularly in his second term, even when it hurts him politically. If you look at the recent things that have
happened here with the IRS, maybe you've read about that, where they're going to drop the investigation of
Trump creating and the Trump Organization into tax evasion, giving him immunity and also creating this
slush fund. This hurts him politically. He doesn't care. It's good for him and the wealthy people around him.
That is the commonality.

JESSE: Like an oligarchy that he wants to establish.

PARTICIPANT: Yes! an oligarchy, a kleptocracy, something like that. It's not realism, it's not liberalism,
it's not. There's no ism behind it.

JESSE: That's a good suggestion, yeah.

PARTICIPANT: It's about personal enrichment.

JESSE: So that would also be his philosophy in the document that he drafted.
PARTICIPANT: Yeah, I wouldn't even dignify with the word philosophy, a theme.
JESSE: Okay, theme, okay. Yeah.

PARTICIPANT: The goal is basically how can I maximize power and wealth for me, my family, and a
group of, you know, the oil and gas industry, the crypto industry. Also notice what's not in there about

energy, wind and solar.
JESSE: Yep, that's right.

PARTICIPANT: It's either fossil fuels or nuclear power. I don't think there's a level-headed person in the
country besides Donald Trump and his fervent supporters who believe not pursuing solar and battery and
wind power is a good idea. Of course, it makes absolute sense as we're learning now, because, you know,
of the gas prices here. Years ago, we continued to develop solar and wind power. We wouldn't be paying
$4.50 for a gallon of gas.

JESSE: Yeah. That's right. Well, thank you.
PARTICIPANT: You're welcome.

JESSE: Again, or I think I have a good deeper insight into the document and the discussion with you helped,
yeah, helped me a lot getting more data and more information too.

PARTICIPANT: Sure. So do compare it, | would suggest, compare it to previous ones in terms of tone.
but also look at what's not there. Not just what's there.
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JESSE: [ will put it in there. OK.

PARTICIPANT: I will send this [consent form] to you. I'll scan this and send it to you now.
JESSE: Well... That's great. Yeah, that's good.

PARTICIPANT: And if you have any other questions, feel free to reach out.

JESSE: [ will. Have a good day. And yeah, maybe we'll see each other again somewhere.
PARTICIPANT: All right. Good. Well, I loved your campus when I was there. It was great.
JESSE: Yeah, thank you. It's a nice place, very green and all sits together, so yeah.

PARTICIPANT: Yeah. No, I'm a big admirer, major admirer of the Netherlands. It's a great people, great
country.

JESSE: Thank you. Well, I hope you enjoy your trip to Europe this summer. Must be good. Hope the
weather is okay.

PARTICIPANT: Thank you, I will. Yeah, I'm just concerned about the heat in Spain and the rain in
Scotland and Norway.

JESSE: Yeah.
PARTICIPANT: All right, well, good luck.
JESSE: Thank you. Have a good day. Okay, bye.

PARTICIPANT: Alright, take care.
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