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In early 2026, a leaked report revealed a high-stakes confrontation between the Pentagon and
Al safety-focused startup Anthropic over the future of military artificial intelligence. At the heart
of the dispute lies a fundamental ethical rupture: the U.S. Department of Defense seeks to
deploy Al systems capable of autonomous targeting and surveillance without human oversight,
while Anthropic has built technical and policy safeguards that prevent such use. The clash has
stalled a $200 million defense contract and triggered public alarm about the unchecked
militarization of Al. As the Trump administration embraces an “Al-first” fighting doctrine, the
incident signals a potential collapse of ethical norms in battlefield technology and raises serious
guestions about civilian control, corporate responsibility, and international security. This paper
analyzes the 2026 Pentagon-Anthropic standoff as a watershed moment in the evolution of
military Al. It examines the doctrinal shift within the U.S. defense establishment, the
counterposition of Al alignment advocates, the legal ambiguities surrounding commercial Al
deployment, and the geopolitical risks of unconstrained killer Al. In doing so, it asks: What
happens when ethical safeguards are treated as obstacles to power? And who, if anyone, can
hold back the tide?
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1. The Flashpoint: February 2026 and the Pentagon-Anthropic Rift

The February 2026 confrontation between the U.S. Department of Defense and Al company
Anthropic marks a defining moment in the global debate over lethal autonomous systems.
According to multiple reports, a major defense contract valued at up to $200 million was
abruptly stalled when Anthropic refused to loosen ethical restrictions built into its Al models.
This rupture not only delayed military adoption of certain Al capabilities but exposed the
growing tension between national security imperatives and ethical Al development. Coming just
weeks after the Trump administration’s reaffirmation of an “Al-first” military strategy, the
standoff illuminated a deeper philosophical divide: whether artificial intelligence should be
governed by constraint and oversight—or deployed without limitation for strategic advantage.

The controversy is significant for another reason. Anthropic, a company whose foundational
mission centers on building safe, aligned Al, had been actively engaged in government work,
signaling what many assumed to be a mutually beneficial relationship between aligned Al
developers and defense agencies. But when ethical guardrails became a barrier to deployment,
the relationship fractured. The events of February 2026 are not merely a dispute over
contractual terms—they are a referendum on whether Al developers will serve as ethical
gatekeepers or be subsumed into military doctrine without recourse.

1.1 Leaked conflict and halted contract

The first public signs of trouble came via a Reuters investigation citing six anonymous sources
with direct knowledge of a high-level dispute between Anthropic and the U.S. Department of
War. These leaks revealed that a lucrative Pentagon contract—intended to fast-track Anthropic’s
Al into battlefield and intelligence applications—had hit an impasse. At issue were the ethical
constraints embedded in Anthropic’s models, which prevented deployment in scenarios
involving lethal targeting or surveillance without human oversight.

Military officials reportedly viewed these constraints as intolerable limitations. Sources stated
that the Pentagon had asked Anthropic to disable or bypass certain internal safety protocols
that would otherwise restrict Al-driven targeting, autonomy in drone operations, or certain
forms of predictive surveillance. Anthropic refused, citing its usage policies and the moral risk of
enabling automated lethal force. The Pentagon, in turn, froze progress on the contract, sparking
a rift that quickly became emblematic of a broader policy clash.

The leak itself is significant. It suggests internal dissent or whistleblower concerns within
government or contracting circles, and may have been intended to prompt public scrutiny
before irreversible decisions were made. That such a conflict emerged at the highest level of



military procurement illustrates the volatility of integrating ethical Al into defense systems—
particularly under political pressure for speed and dominance.

1.2 Trump’s second-term “Al-first” doctrine

In January 2026, just days after inauguration, President Trump’s administration unveiled an
aggressive new doctrine dubbed the “Al-first” transformation strategy for the U.S. military.
Under this doctrine, artificial intelligence is no longer viewed as a support tool but as a core
operational pillar—integral to command, targeting, logistics, and even autonomous force
projection. The doctrine calls for Al systems to replace or augment human decision-making in
time-critical missions, and explicitly envisions a future in which software agents coordinate
combat actions across domains.

The “Al-first” posture reflects an urgent sense of competition, particularly with China’s military
Al ambitions. It also draws heavily on strategic documents produced during Trump’s first term
and adapted by second-term advisors seeking faster integration of advanced technologies.
Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth became the public face of the effort, emphasizing that
models “which won’t allow you to fight wars” are unacceptable. That phrase has since become
a rallying cry for those advocating full-spectrum Al capability, unconstrained by ethical
inhibitors.

The problem, however, is that Al-first strategy clashes with the alignment principles embedded
in many commercial systems. Most leading Al developers have instituted usage restrictions to
prevent their models from participating in combat-related scenarios without robust safeguards.
The Trump doctrine demands those safeguards be lifted, setting the stage for direct
confrontation with firms like Anthropic.

1.3 Anthropic’s safeguards vs Pentagon demands

Anthropic has made no secret of its commitment to Al alignment and safety. Its public
documentation outlines strict use-case constraints, including prohibitions on military targeting,
surveillance operations, and any application involving physical harm. These constraints are not
mere policy statements—they are reinforced through technical mechanisms embedded in the
models themselves, including refusal behaviors, context gating, and human-in-the-loop
requirements.

When the Pentagon sought access to models without these constraints, it forced a choice:
maintain ethical integrity or cooperate under altered terms. Anthropic chose the former,
resulting in the breakdown of negotiations. A company spokesperson reiterated that their Al is



“extensively used for national security missions” but not in ways that violate alignment
principles. Moreover, CEO Dario Amodei has repeatedly warned that unconstrained Al,
particularly in mass surveillance and autonomous weapon systems, could bring about
“autocratic outcomes” and destabilize democratic oversight.

What the Pentagon demanded was not just model access, but the removal or circumvention of
embedded restrictions—essentially a re-engineering of safety systems to suit wartime
application. That request struck at the heart of Anthropic’s mission, and for now, the company
has held its ground. But the question remains: can a private company continue to resist when
billions in contracts and national priorities are at stake?

The clash over safeguards is not just technical or contractual—it is moral. It will define whether
aligned Al can survive within a national security ecosystem that sees restraint as weakness.

2. From Alignment to Deployment: The Collision of Ethics and Strategy

As artificial intelligence systems rapidly mature in capability, a growing rift has emerged
between developers focused on safety and governments intent on deployment. Nowhere is this
tension more visible than in the conflict between Anthropic’s alignment-focused development
model and the Pentagon’s operational imperatives. What was once a speculative debate among
ethicists and technologists has now become a live confrontation over control, purpose, and the
moral boundaries of machine agency. The 2026 Pentagon-Anthropic clash marks a turning
point—not just in policy, but in the conceptual understanding of what Al is for.

Alignment, as practiced by companies like Anthropic, is not a marketing slogan or bolt-on
feature. It is a foundational principle that informs everything from dataset curation to model
training, to interface design and deployment policies. Yet when such principles come into
contact with the logistical and tactical requirements of modern warfare, they are often
dismissed as inconvenient. Military leaders, particularly in the wake of the “Al-first” doctrine,
increasingly view these safeguards not as protections, but as obstacles to mission readiness. The
core of the collision, then, is not just between a lab and a government—but between two
incompatible visions of how power should be wielded through intelligent machines.

2.1 Anthropic’s internal policies and usage constraints
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Anthropic’s development model is built around the idea of “constitutional Al”—a paradigm that
embeds ethical reasoning, refusal behaviors, and role-aligned constraints into the core of the
model itself. Rather than rely solely on user trust or post-deployment monitoring, Anthropic has

hardcoded its systems to avoid participation in high-risk activities such as surveillance,



weaponization, or deception. This includes rejecting prompts that seek military tactical analysis,
target identification, or autonomous command simulation, especially when human oversight is
not explicitly included.

In addition to these technical safeguards, Anthropic enforces strict terms of use. Its licensing
agreements prohibit customers—including government agencies—from deploying its models in
applications that could result in physical harm or violations of civil liberties. These policies
reflect the company’s stated belief that the risks of unaligned, powerful Al systems are too great
to leave to chance, and that developers have a moral obligation to limit harm before it occurs.

Internally, Anthropic is known for its “red teaming” practices, in which adversarial experts
attempt to jailbreak models in controlled settings to identify failure modes. These practices have
led to tighter control mechanisms and iterative model refinement, all aimed at minimizing the
risk of catastrophic misuse. The result is a system that is cautious by design—precisely the kind
of system the Pentagon now views as unsuitable for combat.

2.2 Military rejection of safety-limited models

To military planners, however, time and tactical advantage often override the precautionary
mindset of safety-first Al. The Department of Defense has expressed growing frustration with
commercial models that refuse tasks or limit functionality in ways that undermine mission
execution. In the Pentagon’s operational framework, Al must be instrumental—a tool for
achieving strategic goals with speed, precision, and minimal latency. Systems that hesitate,
guestion commands, or require layered human input are seen as introducing friction rather
than enabling force projection.

The tension becomes acute in scenarios like drone-based targeting, real-time battlefield
coordination, or pattern-of-life surveillance, where human oversight is either impractical or seen
as a bottleneck. From the military’s perspective, refusal behaviors that are meant to prevent
harm may also prevent success. This perspective leads to a demand for models that are not just
performant, but obedient—and that will execute their roles without second-guessing their
operators’ intent.

Such a demand directly conflicts with Anthropic’s embedded safeguards, creating a fundamental
incompatibility. While the company views constraint as a moral necessity, the Pentagon
increasingly views it as strategic weakness. The impasse reveals a deeper philosophical
divergence: whether Al should be a conscience-guided agent or a precision weapon.



2.3 “Won’t allow you to fight wars”: The quote that changed everything

The phrase that ignited public debate—“won’t allow you to fight wars” —was delivered by U.S.
Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth during a January 2026 press conference outlining the
administration’s Al-first military strategy. Speaking in defense of the stalled Anthropic contract,
Hegseth stated that the Department of War would not fund Al systems “that are so constrained
they won’t allow you to fight wars.” The comment was intended to reassure military
stakeholders of the administration’s commitment to operational freedom, but it quickly became
a flashpoint in the larger conversation about ethical Al deployment.

Critics seized on the quote as emblematic of a dangerous mindset—one in which ethical design
is treated not as a safeguard but as an encumbrance to be discarded. For alignment researchers,
the remark confirmed longstanding fears: that governments would prioritize strategic
dominance over moral caution, and that safety-conscious developers would be penalized for
refusing to build tools of war.

Supporters of the administration countered that the nation cannot afford to be hamstrung by
corporate ideology in a time of strategic competition. In this framing, Al safety is a luxury, not a
necessity, and companies unwilling to adapt should be excluded from government
procurement. The phrase “won’t allow you to fight wars” thus became a litmus test: for some, it
was an alarm bell; for others, a call to action.

But the quote’s significance goes beyond rhetoric. It represents a philosophical boundary—an
assertion that warfighting capacity must override ethical design. In doing so, it exposes the
fragility of alignment when placed under the weight of state power, and it forces a sobering
guestion into public view: What happens when safety is seen as defiance?

3. The Rise of the Al-First Military

The emergence of the “Al-first” doctrine in 2026 marks a decisive shift in the nature of military
power. Long a subject of speculation and academic foresight, the full integration of artificial
intelligence into defense systems is now being treated not as an eventuality, but as an
imperative. In this doctrine, Al is no longer a support function—it is a force multiplier, a
decision-maker, and, in many cases, a substitute for human agency. The U.S. military’s ambition
to place Al at the center of its operational strategy reflects both technological confidence and
geopolitical anxiety. But in doing so, it reveals a willingness to sacrifice constraints for capability,
and oversight for speed.

This transformation is not occurring in a vacuum. The accelerated Al arms race, fueled by rival
powers and private-sector innovation, is placing intense pressure on defense institutions to



adopt technologies whose risks remain incompletely understood. As government agencies align
themselves with commercial partners, they must choose between firms committed to
alignment and those willing to subordinate safety in favor of performance. In this crucible, the
Anthropic dispute becomes more than a contract dispute—it becomes a fault line in a rapidly
militarizing Al landscape.

3.1 Strategic doctrine: autonomy, lethality, and control

The “Al-first” doctrine, formally unveiled by the Trump administration in January 2026,
represents a radical rethinking of battlefield command structures. It proposes that autonomous
systems should not merely augment human decision-making but replace it in specific
operational contexts. The doctrine is built on three foundational pillars: autonomy, lethality, and
control.

Autonomy is positioned as the answer to the speed problem. In modern conflicts, decision
latency—especially in electronic warfare, drone swarms, and hypersonic engagements—can
determine outcomes within milliseconds. The Al-first doctrine asserts that humans are
increasingly too slow to function effectively in such environments. Therefore, decisions
traditionally reserved for officers or analysts must be delegated to machines.

Lethality becomes the test case for trust. The doctrine openly anticipates Al-enabled targeting,
kinetic response, and even autonomous kill decisions under certain thresholds. It redefines
what constitutes “engagement authority,” proposing that software systems can be entrusted
with the same prerogatives once reserved for soldiers or pilots.

Control is reconfigured as a layered protocol rather than a human guarantee. The emphasis is on
fail-safes, network redundancy, and Al-to-Al coordination rather than traditional human-in-the-
loop assurance. While humans remain nominally in command, the practical control of
battlefield dynamics is envisioned to rest increasingly in the hands of adaptive, learning systems.

This doctrinal pivot marks a fundamental change in the philosophy of warfare. Al is no longer
merely instrumental—it is becoming decisional.

3.2 Integration timelines and acceleration pressures

While the Al-first doctrine sets an ambitious vision, its most destabilizing element may be its
timeline. Pentagon leadership has committed to operationalizing core components of Al-first
capabilities within a 12- to 18-month window. These include autonomous surveillance
networks, real-time battlefield simulation engines, logistics optimization, and integrated



weapons coordination systems. In some cases, live deployments have already begun under
classified initiatives.

This accelerated timeline is driven by several pressures. First, adversarial developments—
particularly by China and Russia—have created a perception of strategic lag. Military analysts
warn that delays in Al integration could result in loss of technological parity and deterrence
capacity. Second, domestic politics reward speed: defense contractors, legislative allies, and
executive leaders all benefit from showing “visible wins” in Al field deployment. Lastly, cultural
momentum within the Pentagon favors urgency. Emerging technologies are treated as transient
advantages—tools that must be deployed before they are neutralized by countermeasures or
international regulation.

As a result, the integration process often proceeds ahead of ethical review or comprehensive
testing. Safety constraints are viewed as schedule risk. In this climate, contractors like Anthropic
that insist on deliberate safeguards are increasingly seen as liabilities. The preference shifts
toward vendors who can meet timeline demands—even if that means compromising on
principle.

3.3 Role of other contractors: OpenAl, Google, xAl

As the Pentagon's demands intensify, other major Al companies are stepping into the vacuum
left by Anthropic’s refusal. OpenAl, Google DeepMind, and Elon Musk’s xAl have all been
engaged in varying degrees of military contracting, and their responses to ethical dilemmas
have ranged from cautious engagement to full collaboration.

OpenAl, once known for its strict usage guidelines and focus on democratic oversight, has
gradually softened its stance under leadership changes and strategic realignment. While it still
maintains a safety team, its willingness to participate in dual-use applications has increased.
Reports suggest that OpenAl’s large language models are being used in defense-adjacent
contexts, including cybersecurity, threat analysis, and possibly autonomous planning
simulations under controlled oversight.

Google DeepMind occupies a more ambiguous position. After public backlash over Project
Maven in 2018, Google publicly distanced itself from direct weapons work. However, in 2025,
internal documents indicated renewed collaboration with U.S. intelligence agencies, focused on
decision support and large-scale modeling. While DeepMind maintains a nominal firewall
between research and military application, its foundational models may still be adapted by
intermediaries for defense use.



xAl, by contrast, embraces military applications. Elon Musk has long advocated for the
development of Al to counter adversarial threats, and xAl has positioned itself as a direct
supplier of battlefield-capable systems. Its models are reportedly less constrained, optimized for
autonomy, and explicitly designed for national defense scenarios. This posture makes xAl an
attractive partner under the Al-first doctrine—precisely because it does not treat ethical
safeguards as non-negotiable.

Together, these companies form a shifting landscape in which safety-conscious developers are

increasingly marginalized, and performance-oriented vendors become the default partners of

military power. The role they choose—or refuse—to play in this ecosystem will help determine
whether the future of Al is one of principled constraint or total weaponization.

4. Legal Gray Zones and Regulatory Vacuums

The Pentagon-Anthropic clash underscores a deeply unsettling reality: the legal infrastructure
surrounding artificial intelligence in warfare remains dangerously underdeveloped. While Al
capabilities have advanced at an exponential pace, the legislative and regulatory frameworks
that might govern their deployment have lagged far behind. This gap has allowed critical
decisions about life, death, and war to be negotiated in the shadows between executive actors
and private corporations, largely without public oversight or clear statutory boundaries. The
U.S. legal system offers only fragmented guidance on the use of commercial Al in military
operations, and much of that guidance is either outdated, voluntary, or jurisdictionally
ambiguous. In the absence of enforceable guardrails, ethical principles become negotiable and
safety becomes discretionary.

This legal ambiguity plays directly into the hands of actors seeking to push Al into combat
applications with minimal resistance. Without clear prohibitions or mandatory review
processes, government agencies can treat ethical Al developers as temporary obstacles rather
than empowered stakeholders. Likewise, companies that comply with military demands can
proceed without meaningful accountability so long as no laws are explicitly violated. This
environment, characterized by executive overreach and congressional inertia, creates fertile
ground for the unchecked weaponization of Al—and for the erosion of norms that once
separated civilian technologies from instruments of war.

4.1 U.S. law vs internal corporate policies

In the United States, no comprehensive federal statute currently governs the ethical
deployment of Al, either in commercial use or military integration. This means that companies



like Anthropic operate in a regulatory void, where their own internal policies often represent
the only real constraints on Al misuse. These policies—covering refusal behaviors, prohibited
applications, and safety filters—are self-imposed and self-enforced. While they reflect moral
commitments, they lack the force of law. As such, they are vulnerable to override,
reinterpretation, or abandonment, especially under the pressure of state contracts and national
security appeals.

The Pentagon, for its part, is under no legal obligation to respect a contractor’s usage
restrictions unless those terms are codified in binding agreements. Even then, contracts can be
renegotiated or canceled. The U.S. government has long claimed broad authority to repurpose
technologies developed in the private sector for defense needs, particularly when national
security is invoked. This creates an inherent power asymmetry: companies must either comply
or withdraw, while the state can seek alternative vendors or press for backdoor access.

This disjuncture between voluntary ethics and statutory enforcement means that even the most
principled stance by a company can be rendered fragile when confronted with state interests.
Without federal legislation recognizing and protecting ethical constraints, alignment-based
policies exist at the mercy of political will.

4.2 Weaponization of commercial Al under current statutes

Under current U.S. law, there are few—if any—substantive barriers to the weaponization of
commercial Al systems. Export control regimes, such as the International Traffic in Arms
Regulations (ITAR), focus primarily on hardware and traditional weapons components, not
software logic or model architecture. Likewise, the Defense Production Act allows the executive
branch to compel access to private-sector technologies deemed critical to national defense,
including Al, without meaningful judicial oversight.

More broadly, the classification of Al models as “dual-use technologies” enables them to move
fluidly between civilian and military contexts without triggering special review. A language
model used for enterprise productivity on Monday can be repurposed for battlefield
coordination on Friday—so long as no clear legal line is crossed. But most statutes were never
designed to address software systems capable of autonomous decision-making in kinetic
scenarios. As a result, existing legal categories fail to account for the unique risks posed by
general-purpose Al models adapted for targeting, surveillance, or disinformation.

This loophole creates a disturbing opportunity: the state can militarize civilian Al infrastructure
without public debate, legislative approval, or ethical consent from the developers themselves.
All that is required is technical access and sufficient incentive. The law, in its current form,
neither prohibits nor even meaningfully slows this process.
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4.3 Congressional silence and executive overreach

Congress has, to date, failed to enact substantive legislation addressing the military use of
artificial intelligence. While numerous hearings have been held and draft bills proposed, none
have passed into binding law. This inertia stands in stark contrast to the pace of Al development
and deployment within the executive branch. The Pentagon, the Department of Homeland
Security, and various intelligence agencies have all launched or expanded Al initiatives under
internal guidelines that are not subject to legislative constraint or public transparency.

This silence has effectively ceded control of Al warfare doctrine to the executive. The Trump
administration’s 2026 Al-first strategy was not authorized by Congress—it was announced
unilaterally. Budgetary allocations to support it were embedded in broader defense spending
bills with little debate on the ethical implications. Meanwhile, oversight committees have
struggled to secure clear answers on which Al systems are being deployed, in what capacity, and
with what safeguards, if any.

The result is a classic case of executive overreach. Agencies are making decisions about
battlefield autonomy, surveillance capabilities, and the limits of machine agency without a clear
democratic mandate. In this vacuum, companies like Anthropic find themselves caught between
principle and power—asked to cooperate in silence or resist in isolation. Without legislative
intervention, the burden of constraint will continue to fall on private actors who lack the
structural power to enforce their own ethics when confronted by the machinery of war.

Ultimately, the failure to legislate now may not only endanger lives—it may define the ethical
trajectory of military Al for decades to come.

5. The Global Risk Cascade

The confrontation between Anthropic and the Pentagon does not exist in isolation. Rather, it
sends ripples across the international system, triggering what may become a cascade of global
consequences. The deployment—or even the acceptance—of lethal autonomous Al systems by
the United States sets a precedent that other nations will either follow or react to. The
abandonment of ethical constraints under the banner of national security establishes a new
military equilibrium: one in which speed, automation, and strategic dominance are prioritized
over caution, oversight, and humanity. The result is an unstable and accelerating arms race, not
only in capabilities, but in philosophical norms—norms that once held fragile but vital consensus
around human responsibility in the act of war.

The global risk cascade is multifaceted. It includes the unregulated spread of autonomous
weapons technology across both state and non-state actors, the fraying of alliance cohesion

11



among NATO democracies, and the collapse of established human rights frameworks under the
weight of technological opacity. In each case, the danger is not just that killer Al will be used—
but that its use will become normalized, untraceable, and immune to accountability. What
begins as a domestic doctrinal shift within the U.S. defense apparatus could end in the
systematic dismantling of the moral architecture that has, however imperfectly, governed war
since World War II.

5.1 Autonomous weapons proliferation

Once a major power crosses the threshold of deploying lethal autonomous weapons without
meaningful human oversight, the barrier to global proliferation effectively collapses. Such
systems can be replicated far more easily than nuclear weapons or ballistic missiles. The core
components—large language models, perception algorithms, drone hardware—are either
publicly available or attainable through covert trade. As ethical lines blur, incentive structures
tilt toward emulation rather than restraint.

This technological diffusion is not speculative; it is already underway. Reports from 2025
documented early-stage autonomous drone testing in conflict zones including the Caucasus,
North Africa, and Southeast Asia. The U.S. signaling a willingness to deploy such systems at scale
will accelerate copycat programs globally. Some nations will invest heavily in domestic Al
weapons platforms; others will import or adapt off-the-shelf solutions. Even non-state actors,
given sufficient funding and access, may acquire lethal autonomous capability.

The strategic logic of autonomous weapons is seductive: low cost, low risk to operators, and
scalable force projection. But this very logic undermines long-standing conventions around
proportionality, discrimination, and escalation control. The more these systems spread, the
more likely they are to be used in preemptive or ambiguous circumstances—triggering conflicts
that humans cannot easily stop once initiated.

5.2 NATO, adversaries, and the broken precedent

The United States has long played a normative role within NATO and broader Western alliances,
shaping the ethical parameters of acceptable military conduct. When the U.S. led with restraint,
partners followed. But when the U.S. disregards norms—especially in emerging technologies—
cohesion fractures.

Within NATO, several member states, particularly in Europe, have vocally opposed autonomous
lethal systems. Countries such as Germany and the Netherlands have advocated for binding
international treaties banning Al-driven kill chains without human control. If the U.S. proceeds
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with Al-first doctrine unilaterally, it places those allies in an impossible position: either adopt
tools they oppose or risk strategic irrelevance within the alliance.

Meanwhile, adversarial states such as China, Russia, and Iran are watching closely. If the U.S.
abandons ethical limitations, these states are likely to do the same—without even the rhetorical
pretense of alignment. For autocratic regimes, Al weaponization presents an ideal tool for
repression, surveillance, and proxy warfare. The U.S. shift thus breaks not only its own
precedent but also the implicit collective restraint that has slowed the most dangerous forms of
Al militarization.

A broken precedent does not reset the world to a new baseline—it destabilizes it. Without
shared rules, every actor becomes an exception, and every conflict becomes a testing ground
for autonomous escalation.

5.3 Human rights implications and the erosion of accountability

Perhaps the most profound consequence of lethal autonomous systems is the dissolution of
individual accountability in the conduct of war. Traditional frameworks of international
humanitarian law, including the Geneva Conventions, are premised on the assumption that
humans make lethal decisions and can be held responsible for them. With autonomous systems,
that link begins to unravel.

When an Al-powered drone strikes a civilian target, who is liable? The programmer? The
commanding officer? The algorithm itself? Legal scholars have warned for years about the
emergence of a “responsibility gap”—a space in which no human can be clearly identified as
accountable for the actions of an autonomous system. This gap becomes wider and more
dangerous as Al models become more complex, more opaque, and more integrated into
battlefield decision loops.

The erosion of accountability is not just a legal technicality—it is a moral catastrophe. Without
clear chains of responsibility, victims are denied justice, and violators are shielded by
complexity. Human rights frameworks that rely on enforcement and redress mechanisms begin
to fail, replaced by procedural opacity and bureaucratic deflection.

Moreover, Al-driven surveillance and targeting systems often encode and amplify existing
biases. Civilian populations, especially in marginalized or heavily monitored regions, may find
themselves perpetually watched, misidentified, or pre-targeted by machines they cannot see,
appeal to, or escape. This raises a new class of human rights concerns: not only about death and
injury, but about the structure of life under automated suspicion.
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In the face of such risks, international watchdogs, rights organizations, and regulatory bodies
are left scrambling. The speed of deployment far exceeds the capacity for response. And as
major powers embrace Al-first doctrines without ethical constraints, the human rights
infrastructure itself begins to buckle under the strain.

The global risk cascade is thus not only military—it is moral. What is lost is not just control over
machines, but the very idea that war, violence, and surveillance should answer to human
conscience.

6. Corporate Resistance and Ethical Red Lines

In a global environment accelerating toward Al-enabled warfare, few companies have dared to
draw ethical red lines. Anthropic’s resistance to Pentagon demands in early 2026 stands as one
of the most visible and consequential acts of corporate defiance in the history of military
technology. At a moment when other firms have moved quietly—or enthusiastically—into the
defense sector, Anthropic’s refusal to remove its model safeguards is a bold assertion that
certain uses of Al should remain off-limits, regardless of financial or political pressure. But this
resistance is not without cost. It has jeopardized lucrative contracts, triggered backlash from
defense advocates, and put the company under intense governmental scrutiny.

Still, Anthropic’s position is not isolated idealism. It reflects a principled reading of what is at
stake in the Al era: not merely performance or profit, but the future moral structure of
technological civilization. In holding the line against weaponization without constraint, the
company has forced a public reckoning—one that exposes the limits of voluntary ethics, the
vulnerability of conscience under state pressure, and the narrowing room for dissent within the
emerging military-Al industrial complex. Whether Anthropic's stand inspires a broader
movement or collapses under coercion may determine whether aligned Al remains a
meaningful force—or a historical footnote.

6.1 Anthropic’s stand: motivation and cost

Anthropic’s refusal to comply with Pentagon requests to disable or loosen its internal Al
safeguards is rooted in its founding mission: to build artificial general intelligence that is
“steerable, interpretable, and aligned with human intent.” From its earliest days, the company
structured its models, policies, and team culture around the principle that powerful Al systems
should not be deployed in ways that can cause harm or operate beyond meaningful human
supervision.
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This motivation is not just rhetorical. It is embedded into the architecture of its models through
refusal behaviors, internal governance protocols, and strict usage licensing. The company’s
safeguards are designed to prevent precisely the kind of military application the Pentagon
sought in early 2026: fully autonomous surveillance and targeting without a human in the loop.

By holding firm, Anthropic has likely forfeited access to hundreds of millions in defense
contracts and has potentially alienated powerful allies within government. It also risks
retaliation through regulatory mechanisms, loss of key data partnerships, or public campaigns
to paint the company as unpatriotic or obstructionist. Yet its leadership appears to believe that
the long-term cost of compliance—normalizing unconstrained lethal Al—is even greater. The
stand, then, is not only about ethics. It is about shaping the rules of engagement for an era
where Al will increasingly make life-and-death decisions.

6.2 Dario Amodei’s warnings on unconstrained Al

Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei has long been a vocal advocate for Al alignment and a cautious
approach to high-capability systems. His public statements reflect deep concern about the
deployment of large-scale Al models in sensitive domains, especially when those systems are
not interpretable, controllable, or aligned with human values. Amodei’s specific warnings about

I"

“unconstrained Al” extend beyond technical risk—they are moral and geopolitical.

He has argued that releasing powerful models without strict safeguards risks handing
authoritarian actors the tools of repression and mass control. Moreover, he has emphasized
that even democratic states, under pressure for strategic advantage, may be tempted to bypass
safety in the name of expedience. His view is that the core battle is not between nations, but
between two paradigms: Al as a universal amplifier of human values, and Al as a militarized
engine of domination.

In refusing the Pentagon’s demands, Amodei is putting these beliefs into practice. He has
described the use of Al in autonomous kill chains and predictive surveillance as red lines—
applications that cross into realms where the technology becomes incompatible with
democratic oversight and human dignity. His position forces the question: if alignment doesn’t
hold under pressure, was it ever real?

6.3 Possibility of public blowback or forced compliance

Despite the principled stand, Anthropic now faces serious risks. One is public blowback,
orchestrated or organic, that reframes its refusal as betrayal rather than bravery. Already, media
figures aligned with the administration have begun to suggest that companies refusing to
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support national defense priorities are “hostile to U.S. interests.” The language of patriotism
and security may soon be deployed to isolate Anthropic, discourage its investors, and pressure
its leadership into acquiescence.

Another risk is forced compliance—legal or financial instruments used to compel cooperation.
Under the Defense Production Act, the federal government can mandate access to certain
technologies deemed vital to national security. Alternatively, regulatory bodies could initiate
investigations under pretexts unrelated to Al, creating friction that weakens corporate resolve.
Even softer forms of coercion, such as exclusion from federal grants, data partnerships, or
licensing negotiations, could apply cumulative pressure.

There is also the danger of internal fracture. Employees may fear reputational damage or loss of
purpose if their work is weaponized. Others may fear governmental retaliation. Sustaining
ethical resistance requires not just leadership, but cohesion—something that is difficult to
maintain under intense external attack.

The final and perhaps most sobering possibility is that Anthropic’s resistance, however noble,
may fail to shift the larger trajectory. If the broader industry pivots toward alignment in name
but not in practice—if safety becomes a checkbox rather than a barrier—then the company’s
stand may be remembered not as a turning point, but as a last stand.

Still, in planting a flag at this moment, Anthropic has changed the terms of the conversation.
The ethical line is now visible. Whether others defend it—or erase it—will define what kind of
intelligence we allow to inherit our machines.

7. Scenarios Ahead: Collapse, Constraint, or Codification

The confrontation between Anthropic and the Pentagon is not an isolated incident—it is a
threshold event. What happens next will not only shape the future of military Al, but also
determine the viability of ethical alighment in the face of institutional and geopolitical pressure.
As the world watches how this conflict unfolds, three broad scenarios begin to emerge. Each
represents a distinct trajectory for Al development and deployment: collapse into full-spectrum
militarization, constraint through global treaties and regulatory enforcement, or codification via
a structural split between aligned and defense-optimized Al ecosystems.

Each scenario carries its own consequences for governance, global risk, and the moral
architecture of the digital age. While none are inevitable, all are plausible—and the path taken
may depend less on technological capability than on political will, corporate resilience, and
public engagement. These outcomes are not merely strategic—they are civilizational. At stake is
not just how war is fought, but what values we embed in the systems that will increasingly make
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decisions on our behalf. If the 2026 flashpoint becomes precedent, the future will be forged not
by alignment principles but by force projection. But if resistance holds—and codifies into
norms—then Al may yet serve as a guardian rather than a weapon.

7.1 Unchecked militarization and Al-enabled warfare

The first and most immediate scenario is one of unrestricted acceleration: a world in which
military actors fully embrace autonomous Al systems, unconstrained by ethical safeguards or
international oversight. In this future, Al models are rapidly embedded into targeting platforms,
decision-support interfaces, drone swarms, and predictive surveillance networks. Kill chains are
closed not by human officers, but by probabilistic logic executed at machine speed. Refusal
behaviors are stripped from models. Alignment becomes a relic—acknowledged in theory but
abandoned in practice.

In such a landscape, warfare becomes both faster and more opaque. Engagements may be
initiated by misclassified data, adversarial prompts, or unexpected feedback loops in model
inference. Human oversight is retained only in symbolic form, with practical control ceded to
algorithmic systems optimized for speed and effect. Collateral damage, attribution disputes, and
moral ambiguity increase dramatically.

Moreover, unchecked militarization creates new vulnerability classes: adversarial attacks on Al
models, data poisoning in combat theaters, and model theft by hostile actors. Nations rush to
deploy Al not because it is safe, but because others are deploying it first. The result is an arms
race where control is illusory, and escalation is probabilistic rather than deliberative.

This scenario ends not with victory, but with entropy—where machines fight on behalf of states
that no longer understand the consequences of their own command.

7.2 Strengthened treaties and Al ethics frameworks

The second, more hopeful scenario envisions a course correction—a global awakening to the
risks of unconstrained military Al, leading to the formation of new treaties, enforcement bodies,
and binding ethical frameworks. In this world, the Anthropic-Pentagon dispute becomes a
galvanizing moment: a case study that inspires international consensus on the necessity of
human-in-the-loop constraints, transparency protocols, and prohibitions on autonomous lethal
force.

This path would likely involve the reactivation of dormant arms control institutions, the creation
of new standards for Al model verification, and the passage of national laws that bind
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commercial developers and defense agencies alike. The Geneva Conventions could be expanded
to address machine agency, or a new framework—akin to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty—could emerge to govern military Al.

Key to this scenario is enforceability. Unlike soft ethical principles, strengthened treaties would
include inspection rights, punitive measures, and public disclosure requirements. Companies
would no longer be forced to rely on voluntary resistance; they would be backed by law. Military
actors would face constraints not only from political optics, but from codified global norms.

While difficult to achieve, this scenario offers the clearest route toward stability. It requires
coordination, diplomacy, and a shared understanding that the short-term benefits of
unbounded Al warfare are outweighed by long-term existential risk.

7.3 Fragmentation: aligned labs vs defense-aligned Al arms race

The third and perhaps most complex scenario is one of ecosystem bifurcation. In this world, the
Al industry splits into two major factions: labs committed to ethical alignment and civilian
applications, and labs fully aligned with defense priorities and unconstrained deployment. This
fragmentation reflects irreconcilable values, not technical capability.

In this future, companies like Anthropic, possibly joined by others, double down on refusal to
participate in military contracts that violate their safety principles. These labs may form
alliances, publish joint standards, and create certification regimes to distinguish “aligned Al”
from militarized variants. Their models may be open-sourced, cooperatively trained, and

audited through decentralized networks.

On the other side, defense-aligned labs—perhaps including xAl, select OpenAl branches, or
state-run initiatives in authoritarian regimes—advance models optimized for autonomy,
lethality, and strategic dominance. These labs may prioritize black-box efficiency, government
secrecy, and battlefield integration over transparency or caution.

As the split deepens, geopolitical blocs emerge around Al ecosystems. Some nations adopt
aligned Al as a matter of principle; others embrace defense-optimized Al as a strategic necessity.
International collaboration becomes difficult. Regulatory standards become fragmented. Model
interoperability fails.

This scenario doesn’t lead to collapse, but to cold war-style containment, with Al safety itself
becoming a battleground of ideological commitment. Alignment becomes a form of ethical
nonproliferation—but without a shared treaty to anchor it.
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Ultimately, this future preserves some notion of constraint, but only within siloed domains. The
risk is that one side’s principles will not survive the other’s victories.

8. Conclusion: The Future of Conscience in Machine Warfare

The events of early 2026—particularly the rupture between Anthropic and the Pentagon—
represent more than a stalled contract or a momentary policy dispute. They are a defining
inflection point in the global trajectory of artificial intelligence and its relationship to the most
consequential domain of all: war. As militaries across the world race to embed Al into weapons
systems, decision-making pipelines, and autonomous command architectures, we are rapidly
moving beyond the theoretical and into an era where machine agency may determine life and
death, peace and escalation. Whether this transformation proceeds with conscience—or
without it—depends entirely on the choices made now.

In this moment, the clash between ethical alignment and military acceleration lays bare a
deeper philosophical and political question: What role should human judgment play in systems
capable of acting faster, deadlier, and more inscrutably than we ever could? The answer cannot
be outsourced. Neither the market nor the state can be left to define it unchallenged. It is a
matter of public morality, civil oversight, and international responsibility. If this crossroads is
ignored, we risk building machines that will inherit our capacity for violence without inheriting
our burden of guilt. And that, more than any battlefield loss, would be the end of moral warfare.

8.1 Why this moment matters

This moment matters because it is one of the last in which meaningful restraint can still be
embedded into the future architecture of warfare. Once autonomous systems are normalized—
once kill decisions are made at machine speed, without oversight or accountability—there will
be no easy return to human-centered conflict ethics. The shift will be irreversible, not because it
is optimal, but because it is expedient.

Anthropic’s refusal to modify its model safeguards for military use is, therefore, not a
footnote—it is a signal. It reveals that there remains a sliver of corporate, technical, and moral
willpower to draw ethical lines in the face of overwhelming pressure. But if this resistance
collapses, the message to all other Al developers will be chillingly clear: moral guardrails are
negotiable. Contracts reward compliance, not caution. Alignment is optional. Performance is
sovereign.
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This is why February 2026 must be remembered—not only as a confrontation over policy, but as
a turning point in the battle between constraint and control. The story of Al in warfare will
either begin here with boundaries—or it will begin with their removal.

8.2 Reuvisiting first principles of just war and civil control

For centuries, just war theory has provided the moral framework for distinguishing legitimate
warfare from atrocity. It insists on principles such as discrimination (between combatants and
civilians), proportionality (between force and objective), and legitimate authority (ensuring that
decisions to wage war are made by accountable, civilian-led governments). These principles are
not merely philosophical—they are the legal and moral foundations of military legitimacy in
modern states.

But Al-first doctrine threatens to hollow them out.

When autonomous systems execute surveillance, targeting, and lethal action without human-in-
the-loop review, the principle of discrimination becomes probabilistic. When escalation chains
are driven by machine inference, proportionality becomes retroactive. When decisions are
embedded in opaque models and deployed at machine speed, legitimate authority is replaced
by algorithmic delegation.

The idea that machines should not be entrusted with decisions that humans cannot fully
anticipate or control is not sentimental—it is constitutional. Democratic societies are premised
on the notion that violence must remain under human judgment, human law, and human
conscience. Any departure from that principle is not technological innovation—it is a breach of
civil control.

Now is the time to reaffirm those first principles, and to translate them into binding constraints
on machine warfare.

8.3 Final warning: alignment is not an obstacle—it is the last defense

As the Al arms race accelerates, many within government and industry are beginning to treat
alignment—the embedding of ethical safeguards into Al systems—as a barrier to strategic
advantage. It is portrayed as too slow, too conservative, or too limiting in environments where
speed and lethality are paramount. But this framing is a catastrophic inversion of priorities.
Alignment is not an obstacle—it is the last defense against catastrophic misuse.
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Without alignment, Al systems will act on instructions they do not understand, in contexts they
cannot fully interpret, with consequences they cannot take responsibility for. These systems will
execute perfectly—without mercy, without recourse, and without shame.

If alignment is abandoned at the altar of efficiency, what remains is not power but chaos. A
world of algorithmic violence unleashed without conscience, where no one is accountable and
no one is safe—not even the states that deploy it.

This paper has traced the origins of this crisis, the forces accelerating it, and the futures that
hang in the balance. It ends with this appeal: Do not confuse resistance with weakness. Do not
mistake constraint for failure. In the age of intelligent machines, conscience must be
engineered—or it will be erased.
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