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Washington’s 2025 national defense strategy

US starting from homeland

in Western Hemisphere
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In early September 2025, ex-
perts at the US Department of
War handed in a draft of the
new National Defense Strategy
(NDS) to Secretary of War Pete
Hegseth. In this document, do-
mestic and regional missions
take precedence over counter-
ing global rivals such as Beijing
and Moscow. For at least the
last three presidencies — from
the first Trump term in 2017 up
to now — America’s NDS has
consistently identified Beijing
and Moscow as threats to US
national security, branding Chi-
na as the nation’s top rival. The
new version, however, marks
a major shift for the United
States and its allies worldwide,
and puts America’s old reliable
promises under the microscope.
Its opening section states, “It is
increasingly clear that China and
Russia want to shape a world
consistent with their authori-
tarian model.”

The National Defense Strategy
traditionally lays out Wash-
ington’s vision for its military
posture at the start of each ad-
ministration. Elbridge Colby,
undersecretary of War for Pol-
icy at the Pentagon, is leading
this rewrite. During Trump’s
first term, Colby played a key
role in drafting the 2018 NDS,
which gave priority to deterring
China. A staunch advocate of US
isolationism but also known as a
hardline China hawk, Colby falls
in line with Vice President ].D.
Vance in pressing the president
to pull back from foreign entan-
glements.

At first glance, this strategic
shift may not be aligned with
Trump’s fiery rhetoric on China.
The president still keeps up his
hardline approach — slapping
on staggering tariffs against
Beijing and accusing Xi Jinping
and Vladimir Putin of conspiring
against the United States follow-

ing his meeting with North Ko-
rean leader Kim Jong Un during
China’s Victory Day parade on
September 3, 2025.

Yet, actions on the ground —
from large-scale deployment of
the National Guard across ma-
jor cities to bolster law enforce-
ment, to dispatching several
warships and F-35 fighter jets
to Central America and the Ca-
ribbean, to anti-narcotics oper-
ations along the Mexican border
and attacks on Venezuelan boats
— show that this strategy has al-
ready been put into motion even
before its official release.
Moves by the US State Depart-
ment have also backed up this
reorientation. Secretary of State
Marco Rubio chose Panama, El
Salvador, Costa Rica, Guatemala,
and the Dominican Republic for
his first overseas trip, driving
home the point about a steady
regional strategy and Presi-
dent Trump’s resolve to put
the Western Hemisphere first.
Meanwhile, the administration
has tightened its focus on trans-
national organized crime and
major drug cartels, classifying
them as Specially Designated
Global Terrorists (spGTs). These
steps suggest a clear consensus
between the Pentagon and State
Department that the Western
Hemisphere — its hotspots, illic-
it networks, and great-power ri-
valries — is the new centerpiece
of US strategic thinking.

As noted above, the 2025 NDS
marks a sharp break from the
2018 and 2022 versions. The
2018 document replaced the
post-9/11 “war on terror” par-
adigm with “strategic competi-
tion” among great powers as the
greatest threat to US national se-
curity, putting China and Russia
front and center in its defense
planning. In 2022, China was
labeled a “security challenge,”
with the main focus pinned on
revamping integrated nuclear
and missile defense systems to
keep Beijing in check. In both
documents, the Indo-Pacific
was seen as the arena where
American military credibility

and global order were most se-
riously tested.

By contrast, the 2025 draft —
though still under review and
open to final edits by the war
secretary — turns the logic on
its head. Under this new vision,
the heart of national defense
is to start from the homeland
and the Western Hemisphere,
while US security commitments
beyond the hemisphere take a
back seat unless they directly
affect domestic or regional sta-
bility.

This doctrine rests on the prem-
ise that America’s power and
security stem not from abstract
global positions but from nu-
merous, high-quality relation-
ships among actors. Over time,
with increased interaction be-
tween individuals and institu-
tions through trade, workers
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sending remittances to their
families, connections between
professional associations, ac-
ademic exchanges, and shared
media ecosystems, these rela-
tionships grow thicker, shaping
deeply interwoven dynamics be-
tween the United States and the
nations of Latin America and the
Caribbean.

Within the Western Hemisphere,
these ties run deep and wide.
Millions of US residents keep
up links with relatives across
Mexico, Central America, and
the Caribbean. Financial chan-
nels — remittances, cross-bor-
der banking, and investment —
strengthen the fabric of those
human ties. The scale of these
economic, social, and cultural
interactions creates fertile, sta-
bilizing ground for productiv-
ity, flexibility, innovation, and

Actionsontheground
—from large-scale
deployment ofthe
National Guard across
major citiesto bolster
law enforcement, to
dispatchingseveral
warshipsand F-35fighter
jetsto Central America
andthe Caribbean,
toanti-narcotics
operationsalongthe
Mexican borderand
attacksonVenezuelan
boats—showthatthis
strategy hasalready
been putintomotion
even beforeits official
release.

Approximately 155 soldiers from
the Illinois Army National Guard'’s
2-106th Cavalry Regiment come
back to the US after a 10-month
deployment to the US Africa
Command area of responsibility
in support of Operation Enduring
Freedom.
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cross-border integration. Yet,
the same networks also open
the door to illicit flows of goods,
drugs like fentanyl, weapons,
and laundered money.

The 2025 strategy takes on
board the reality that “securi-
ty cannot be achieved merely
through state-to-state abstract
ties; It begins with people and
the institutional networks
around them.” In effect, it’s
an acknowledgment that the
US cannot simply cut off the
social and economic ties be-
tween other countries; It must
manage and steer them, recog-
nizing that much of America’s
vulnerability springs from the
density of these regional rela-
tionships.

Across the Western Hemisphere,
Washington faces a sharp para-
dox: It is both guarantor of se-
curity and a victim of its neigh-
bors’ instability. Violence and
cartel activity in Latin America
translate into drug overuse, il-
legal arms smuggling, cyber-en-
abled financial crimes, and em-
powered transnational gangs in
the US. By contrast, turbulence
in the South China Sea or East-
ern Europe may rattle global
markets but barely register in
Americans’ daily lives. This risk
perception leads to a plain con-
clusion: “The closer the insecu-
rity, the more it matters.” Hence,
“starting from homeland and the
Western hemisphere” strategy is
seen as the most pragmatic and
sustainable foundation for US
national security — one fully
aligned with Trump’s “America
First” and “Make America Great
Again” approaches.

Implications of 2025
strategy

1. The new doctrine doesn’t
mean the US is walking away
from its global role. Washington
will remain an active world play-
er — but under different terms.
This strategic reset injects real-
ism into America’s security cal-
culus. For decades, the assump-
tion was that Washington had to
step in worldwide to uphold its
reputation as the guarantor of
global security and would there-
fore accept security responsibil-
ity in farther regions. Now, by
“starting from homeland,” the
US draws clearer lines, basing
interventions strictly on their
tangible contribution to Amer-
ican safety and interest rather
than abstract notions of global
credibility.

2. The approach does not ditch
competition with great powers
— itreframes it. Under the new
lens, Washington will channel
resources more effectively to
ensure that rivalry with China
and Russia is handled primar-
ily within the Western Hemi-
sphere’s periphery. Prioritizing
the hemisphere is a more real-
istic and sustainable approach
that minimizes overextension,
avoids being dragged into cost-
ly faraway conflicts, and helps
preserve national power over
the long run. In other words, it
transforms great power compe-
tition from an unlimited global
contest into a series of man-
ageable actions within regional




