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This note provides a European strategic reading of the 2026 U.S. National Defense Strategy (NDS) as an
operationalisation explicitly claiming continuity with the National Security Strategy (INSS).

It focuses on three core dynamics that are clearly articulated in the NDS and repeatedly anchored to
NSS guidance as cited in the document itself:

1.the centrality and expansion of the Homeland concept,
2.the hierarchical prioritisation of threats and theatres,

3.the resulting transformation of alliance logic.

This note does not assess U.S. intentions.It analyses how stated strategic priorities are translated into
operational logic, and how their reception in Europe becomes a strategic variable. All references are

drawn from the 2026 National Defense Strategy, with page numbers indicated.

Methodological note: This analysis is based exclusively on the published text of the 2026 National Defense
Strategy and the 2025 National Security Strategy. All interpretations are derived from stated priorities
and explicit NSS references as cited in the NDS itself. The focus remains on operational doctrine as

articulated, not on inferred intentions.

Companion analysis: For detailed examination of how these doctrinal shifts are received politically in
Europe, their market-structuring effects, and emerging cyber posture implications, see companion note:

European Reading of NSS Dynamics, Cyber Posture, and Market Effects.

- Preliminary clarification — What “Homeland” means in the NDS (and how it derives
from the NSS)

The NDS states explicitly that it is “consistent with the President’s vision and direction as laid
out in the National Security Strategy” (Introduction, p. 3). Within this framework, defence of
the U.S. Homeland is identified as the foremost priority of the Department of War (pp. 3—4;
reiterated as Line of Effort 1, pp. 16—17). Importantly, Homeland is not treated as a purely
geographic notion. Across the document, Homeland defence integrates:

- U.S. territory and approaches (air, maritime, space),

- critical national infrastructures and the defense industrial base,

- cyber, space, data, and command-and-control systems,

- the immediate hemispheric environment securing access, logistics, and strategic depth.
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This is particularly visible in the joint treatment of border security, missile and drone defence, cyber
defence, nuclear deterrence, and industrial resilience under Line of Effort 1 (pp. 16-18), as well as in the

section titled “Homeland and Hemisphere” (pp. 8-9).

The Homeland is therefore treated as an operational continuum, rather than a sanctuary, even

though the NDS stops short of articulating a fully formalised “Homeland theatre doctrine”.
1. What was already visible

1.1 Fragmentation as a stable condition

The NDS fully embraces the premise that the United States faces simultaneous, persistent threats across
multiple theatres, and that fragmentation is structural rather than transitional (pp. 1-3; p. 13). Echoing
the NSS logic it cites, the document rejects post-Cold War universalism and instead emphasises
prioritisation, sequencing, and correlation of ends, ways, and means (pp. 7-8). From a European
standpoint, this confirms a trajectory already observable: the objective is no longer to restore a stable

order, but to operate durably within disorder.

1.2 Explicit hierarchy of priorities

The NDS states that, “as the NSS directs”, the Department must prioritise missions that matter most for
Americans’ security, freedom, and prosperity (p. 3). This results in a clear hierarchy, repeated throughout
the document (pp. 3-5; pp. 15-18):

1.Defend the U.S. Homeland
2.Deter China in the Indo-Pacific
3.Increase burden-sharing with allies and partners

4.Address other threats through delegation and prioritised support
This hierarchy reflects long-standing signals in force posture and budgeting, now formalised doctrinally.

1.3 End of implicit universalism
The NDS explicitly criticises eatlier strategies for conflating threats abroad with threats to Americans
themselves (pp. 7-8). Security cooperation is no longer framed as a universal good, but as interest-based,

conditional, and performance-driven, in line with the “hardnosed realism” repeatedly invoked in the text

(pp- 5; pp- 7-8).
2. What is now clearly confirmed

2.1 Burden-sharing as a structuring mechanism

The NDS states unambiguously that allies must act “out of their own interests”, not as a favour to the
United States (pp. 4-5; pp. 12-13). The promotion of a 5% GDP benchmark (3.5% core defence + 1.5%
security-related spending) as a new global standard (pp. 12-13) confirms burden-sharing as a structuring
and incentivising mechanism, not a rhetorical objective. This logic is directly connected to the ability to

field forces capable of addressing simultaneous aggression across theatres (pp. 12-14).
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2.2 Defence industrial base as a strategic capability

Consistent with NSS logic as invoked in the NDS, the Defense Industrial Base (DIB) is elevated to a full
Line of Effort (pp. 21-22). Industrial capacity, production scale, innovation, and mobilisation speed are
explicitly linked to:

¢ deterrence credibility,
e alliance effectiveness,

¢ operational flexibility.

Private actors are not described as autonomous security providers, but as embedded components of

national power, under public strategic direction.

2.3 Europe as a secondary but engaged theatre

The NDS frames Furope as a theatre where allies must take primary responsibility for conventional
defence, with critical but more limited U.S. support (pp. 10-11; pp. 18-19). At the same time, the
document recognises that Russia retains significant nuclear, cyber, and strategic capabilities capable of
threatening the U.S. Homeland (pp. 10-11). Europe is therefore not abandoned, but subject to a

rebalanced prioritisation consistent with NSS guidance.
3. What is genuinely emerging

3.1 Homeland as an operational continuum

The most significant evolution lies in how Homeland defence is operationalised. Cyber defence, missile
and drone defence, nuclear deterrence, border security, and industrial resilience are treated as
interconnected elements of a single defensive continuum (pp. 16-18). This approach lowers the
threshold at which cyber or infrastructure incidents may be framed as strategic-level threats, even if the

NDS does not formalise escalation doctrines in this area.

3.2 Operational reactivation of the Monroe Doctrine
The NDS explicitly refers to a “Trump Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine”, enforced with military means
if necessary (pp. 4; pp. 16-17). Control of key terrain and denial of adversarial influence in the Western

Hemisphere are treated as legitimate military missions, not symbolic posture.

3.3 China: deterrence by strength, not confrontation
A central element of the NDS is the framing of China as the primary long-term competitor, while

explicitly rejecting unnecessary confrontation. The document emphasises:

¢ deterrence by denial,
o strategic stability,
¢ de-confliction mechanisms,

¢ denial defence along the First Island Chain (pp. 4; pp. 18).

This reinforces the reading of a strategy secking hard deterrence without deliberate escalation, shaping
alliance expectations accordingly.
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4. Consequences for Europe

4.1 End of implicit trust
Within the Homeland logic, allies are no longer automatically trusted by default. They may constitute
vectors of vulnerability, particularly in cyber, cloud, data, and industrial domains, all of which are

increasingly read through a U.S. national security lens.

4.2 Politicisation of technical frameworks
Regulatory and technical instruments - cloud certification, cybersecurity standards, data governance - are
no longer perceived solely as internal European matters, but as potentially Homeland-relevant issues.

This creates latent friction even in the absence of explicit political disagreement.

4.3 Risk of misalignment by misunderstanding
If Europe continues to read NSS-derived documents primarily as rhetorical signals rather than

operational frameworks, it risks strategic misalignment by misinterpretation, regardless of intent.
5. Strategic implications for the alliance

5.1 From automatic solidarity to conditional ecosystem
The alliance model emerging from the NDS is conditional, performance-based, and reversible.

Contribution, interoperability, and absorptive capacity increasingly outweigh declaratory alignment.

5.2 Need for European doctrinal articulation

To remain a strategic interlocutor rather than a compliance actor, Europe must articulate:

e its own functional equivalent of Homeland,
e its own trust boundaries,

e its own red lines.
Absent this, asymmetry becomes structural.

5.3 The core fault line
The central issue is not alignment versus opposition. It is reset versus reboot. Europe can adapt its

posture.It cannot accept doctrinal erasure.

Reset vs Reboot — What the Distinction

Reset implies recalibration within a shared strategic
framework. FEurope would adjust its defence posture,
increase spending, accelerate procurement, and enhance
interoperability, ~ while  maintaining  foundational
alignment on alliance principles, sovereignty boundaries,

and democratic governance norms.

European Reading of the 2026 National Defense Strategy:

Reboot implies fundamental redefinition of the

transatlantic relationship. Europe would need to

red

autonomous strategic capabilities, redefine what falls

articulate new  sovereignty lines, develop
under national vs. alliance responsibility, and potentially
accept doctrinal divergence on core issues such as the
role of the state, the use of force, and the legitimacy of

private-sector involvement in security functions.
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The NDS does not explicitly call for a reboot. But its operational logic - particularly around
Homeland defence, conditional burden-sharing, and the blurring of economic and security domains -
creates structural pressures that, if left unaddressed, may produce reboot-like effects by default rather
than by design. The core European question: Does the NDS merely require adaptation to new threat realities,
or does it signal a structural transformation of alliance terms that would necessitate BEurope’s own
foundational recalibration? The answer to this question is not yet settled. But the question itself can no

longer be avoided.
Key Questions for European Policy Dialogue

This note does not prescribe answers. It aims to structure the debate. European decision-makers may

wish to address the following questions collectively:

1.How does Europe define its functional equivalent of “Homeland” in operational terms? What
constitutes Europe’s strategic continuum - territory, infrastructure, cyber, industrial base, normative
space? And who has authority to defend it?

2.What are FEurope’s red lines regarding conditional alliance frameworks?Which elements of
transatlantic cooperation are negotiable (burden-sharing levels, procurement standards) and which
are non-negotiable (extended deterrence credibility, Article 5 automaticity, democratic oversight of
military capabilities)?

3.Can Europe articulate burden-sharing in terms of capability output rather than GDP percentage
alone? Is the 5% benchmark operationally meaningful, or does it risk creating a captive market for
specific technologies without guaranteeing strategic effectiveness?

4.How does Burope manage doctrinal asymmetry without compromising interoperability? If U.S. and
Huropean systems operate under different legal, constitutional, and normative constraints -
particularly in cyber, data, and private-sector involvement - how can operational integration be
sustained?

5.Does Europe have the institutional capacity to negotiate as a strategic actor, or only as a collection
of bilateral partnerself individual member states respond differently to NDS - driven dynamics,
does “Huropean strategic autonomy” remain a coherent concept, or does it fragment into national

strategies under U.S. bilateral influence?

These questions are not rhetorical. They require institutional answers, budgetary commitments, and

political choices - sooner rather than later.

Closing observation

The 2026 National Defense Strategy displays strong internal coherence and clear continuity with the
NSS as cited in the document. Its reception in Europe is not a misunderstanding. It is a political and
strategic signal. In strategy, reception shapes outcomes. Addressed early, this evolution can be managed.

Ignored, it becomes structural.

End of note : This note is part of the 1783 | Long View series on transatlantic strategic dynamics. For related analysis on cyber
posture, market effects, and political reception, see: European Reading of NSS Dynamics, Cyber Posture, and Market Effects.
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