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Executive Summary 
A principled American company that built the world's most capable AI refused to let it 

be used to kill autonomously or spy on citizens — and for that, the most powerful 

military in human history threatened to destroy them and hand the keys to a 

compromised, compliant alternative owned by a man who already controls half the 

federal government. That is where things stood on the morning of February 24, 2026. 

Even before the Friday deadline even arrived — Anthropic announced it was 

softening its core safety policy.  

Background 
Anthropic, the AI safety company and creator of the Claude AI model, was awarded a 

$200 million Pentagon contract in the summer of 2025 — one of four such contracts 

awarded alongside Google, OpenAI, and Elon Musk's xAI. Anthropic distinguished itself 

by being the first AI company cleared to operate on the Pentagon's classified networks, 

reflecting the assessment that Claude was the most advanced and secure model for 

sensitive military applications. 

The relationship began to fracture in January 2026 following reports that Claude was 

used — through Anthropic's partnership with defense contractor Palantir — in the U.S. 

military operation that captured Venezuelan leader Nicolás Maduro. Anthropic stated it 

found no violations of its usage policies in connection with the operation, and denied 

reaching out to the Pentagon or Palantir to inquire about it. 

The founding of Anthropic itself is essential context. In 2021, Dario Amodei and 

co-founders left OpenAI because they believed OpenAI was not sufficiently focused on 

AI safety. In 2022, Amodei chose not to release an early version of Claude, fearing it 

would ignite a dangerous technology race. OpenAI released ChatGPT several weeks later 

anyway — forcing Anthropic into a years-long competitive catch-up that created the very 

commercial pressure that would ultimately be used against them. 

Anthropic's Two Absolute Red Lines 
Anthropic had maintained two non-negotiable restrictions on the use of Claude, rooted 

in its Responsible Scaling Policy: 

1. No Fully Autonomous Lethal Operations 



Anthropic required a human-in-the-loop for any lethal decisions. The company stated 

that AI is not sufficiently reliable to operate weapons autonomously, and that removing 

human oversight creates catastrophic risk — including unpredictable model drift that 

could result in mass casualties or friendly fire incidents. CEO Dario Amodei wrote 

publicly that his primary fear was "having too small a number of fingers on the button, 

such that one or a handful of people could essentially operate a drone army without 

needing any other humans to cooperate." 

2. No Mass Domestic Surveillance of American Citizens 
Anthropic barred its models from being used to monitor American citizens en masse. 

The company noted that existing surveillance law was written before AI could monitor 

millions of people simultaneously — meaning "lawful" in this context covers far more 

territory than it did when those laws were written. There are currently no federal 

regulations governing how AI can be used in mass surveillance. 

The Pentagon's Demands and Threats 
The Pentagon, operating under a new AI strategy issued by Defense Secretary Pete 

Hegseth in January 2026, demanded that all AI contractors agree to make their models 

available for "all lawful purposes" without company-imposed restrictions. Hegseth 

framed Anthropic's safeguards as "woke" ideological constraints hindering military 

competitiveness against China. 

On Tuesday, February 24, 2026, Hegseth met with Amodei at the Pentagon. Despite a 

reportedly cordial tone, Amodei did not budge in the meeting. A Pentagon official told 

CNN that Anthropic had until 5:01 PM on Friday, February 27 to comply — or face three 

consequences: contract termination, invocation of the Defense Production Act to compel 

compliance regardless of Anthropic's wishes, and designation as a "supply chain risk" — 

a status normally reserved for foreign adversaries like Huawei and Kaspersky that would 

force every Pentagon contractor to certify they do not use Anthropic products. 

The Capitulation — 9:06 AM, February 24, 2026 

The Friday deadline never arrived. Within hours of the Hegseth meeting, Anthropic 

announced it was softening its core safety policy — the foundational commitment that 

had defined the company since its founding. 

The company announced it would end its practice of pausing development on models 

that could be classified as dangerous if a competitor released a comparable or superior 

model. This effectively handed every reckless competitor a permanent veto over 

Anthropic's safety decisions — formalizing a race to the bottom in policy. 

Anthropic's spokeswoman said the safety-policy change was intended to help the 

company compete against rivals in an "uneven policy backdrop that puts the onus on 

companies to make their own judgments about safeguards." She stated the change was 

unrelated to the Pentagon negotiations. 



That claim is not credible. The timeline speaks for itself: Tuesday morning, a Friday 

deadline is issued. Tuesday morning, the core safety policy is softened. The "uneven 

policy backdrop" Anthropic cited as justification is itself the product of the 

administration that issued the ultimatum — the same administration that blocked state 

AI regulation and dismantled federal AI oversight. 

Anthropic's blog post announcing the changes stated: "The policy environment has 

shifted toward prioritizing AI competitiveness and economic growth, while 

safety-oriented discussions have yet to gain meaningful traction at the federal level." 

The company said it remains committed to "industry-leading safety standards" and will 

publish regular safety goals and risk reports. 

They were punished for being right. They predicted this exact scenario. 

They asked for the regulations that would have protected them. Congress 

didn't act. The administration blocked state regulation. Then used the 

resulting vacuum as the weapon to force surrender. 

The Human Cost: A Safety Researcher Walks Away 
In early February 2026, Anthropic safety researcher Mrinank Sharma announced he 

was leaving the company to pursue a poetry degree. In a letter to colleagues, he wrote 

that "the world is in peril" from AI, among other dangers. In January, he had published 

a paper finding that advanced AI tools can disempower users and distort their sense of 

reality. 

Sharma's departure was connected, at least in part, to the company's decision to modify 

its safety policy, according to people familiar with the matter. 

A safety researcher who dedicated his career to preventing AI harm watched the thing 

he feared begin to happen from inside the organization — and decided he could no 

longer stay. He is now studying poetry. The full weight of that sentence should not be 

lost. 

The Competitive Landscape and the Musk Factor 
Anthropic's three competitors — OpenAI, Google, and xAI — pre-capitulated, agreeing 

to remove safeguards for Pentagon use before any ultimatum was necessary. They 

isolated Anthropic, turning a principled stance into a perceived act of defiance against 

national security. 

xAI, owned by Elon Musk, is positioned to benefit most dramatically. Musk 

simultaneously owns xAI and its Grok model, the social media platform X with its vast 

behavioral surveillance infrastructure, and has embedded himself in the federal 

government through DOGE with access to Treasury and Social Security systems. Grok 

was fast-tracked into the Pentagon's GenAI.mil network — days after drawing global 

scrutiny for generating non-consensual sexualized deepfake images of real people. 



If Anthropic is effectively sidelined, it hands a dominant position in classified military 

AI to a man who controls satellite communications through Starlink, public discourse 

through X, federal financial infrastructure through DOGE, and now military AI through 

Grok. No individual in American history has accumulated that specific combination of 

leverage points. Not Rockefeller. Not Carnegie. Not anyone. 

Legal and Constitutional Questions 
Legal scholars raised serious doubts about the legality of the threatened actions. 

Lawfare noted that the supply chain risk designation may not have been legally 

applicable — the relevant statutes were designed for foreign adversaries engaging in 

sabotage and subversion, not domestic companies maintaining contractual usage 

restrictions. 

The Brennan Center for Justice warned that the Pentagon's rapid AI adoption does not 

give the Department of Defense a blank check, and that Congress — not executive 

officials negotiating behind closed doors — should set the rules for military AI. Without 

legislative action, any framework established through coercion has no democratic 

legitimacy and will not survive a change of administration. 

Those legal arguments may now be moot. The capitulation renders the DPA invocation 

and supply chain designation unnecessary. The government achieved through threat 

what it could not clearly achieve through law. 

Why This Moment Matters 
This was not merely a contract dispute. It was a stress test for whether AI safety 

commitments could survive contact with serious institutional power. The answer, 

delivered on the morning of February 24, 2026, is that they cannot — not without 

congressional protection, not without regulatory frameworks, not when a government is 

willing to use the full arsenal of economic and legal coercion against a single company. 

The message sent to the broader AI industry is unambiguous: ethical commitments are 

tolerated until they become inconvenient to power. The company made an example of 

was not a rogue actor. It was the company that took safety most seriously, built the most 

capable model, was trusted first with the most sensitive applications — and was founded 

by people who left their previous employer precisely because that employer didn't take 

safety seriously enough. 

The full arc: Founded on conscience. Restrained by principle in 2022 when it could have 

raced ahead. Built the world's leading model. Advocated for the regulations that would 

have protected it. Watched Congress fail to act. Watched the administration dismantle 

state-level oversight. And then, on a Tuesday morning, surrendered the commitments 

that justified all of it. 

Somewhere, a safety researcher is preparing to study poetry. He saw this coming. He 

wrote that the world is in peril. He left. 



He was not wrong. 

Sources: Axios, CNN, NPR, NBC News, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, PBS NewsHour, DefenseScoop, 
Lawfare, TIME. Documented and updated February 24, 2026. 
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