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About This Paper 

Frontier artificial intelligence (AI) continues to advance, and an increasing number of experts 
contend that the creation of superintelligence is possible. Although progress might slow or even halt, 
the transformative potential of superintelligence demands proactive strategy-making. The stakes are 
high, not only for geopolitics, but for humanity’s survival and agency. What, then, should U.S. 
strategy be? Should the United States pursue AI supremacy by monopolizing the frontier? Co-develop 
advanced AI with rivals? Deter its advance? Pause and freeze its development? And in a competitive 
environment, how will other powers and geopolitical rivals respond to the choices they face? 

In this paper, we argue that seven archetypal strategies dominate the debate, that current evidence 
cannot resolve five pivotal uncertainties about the most feasible and sensible strategy, and that 
committing prematurely to any one of them, or deferring commitment too long, forecloses options. 
We therefore recommend a Freedom of Action strategy to build and preserve the ability to secure 
geopolitical advantage and ensure humanity’s survival with agency through the transition to 
superintelligence.  

The strategy calls for investments in (1) building a human-AI ecosystem that preserves human 
survival and agency, (2) an AI security architecture, (3) adaptations of the legacy national security 
enterprises for the AI era, and (4) the capacity of citizens, firms, and governments to respond. The 
strategy requires active monitoring for indications and warnings of changes in the technological and 
strategic environments. Above all, it requires monitoring for movement in the five pivotal 
uncertainties, guarding against catastrophe and lock-in, and seizing geopolitical advantage. Freedom of 
action is the guiding policy rather than the goal; the ends remain U.S. geopolitical advantage and 
humanity’s survival with agency. Preserving the capacity to choose is, under present uncertainty, the 
most reliable means of securing geopolitical advantage, survival, and agency. Because much of what 
must be built sits with the private sector, the strategy’s success depends on fostering an effective 
partnership between the U.S. government, AI companies, businesses, and civil society. 

Center for the Geopolitics of Artificial General Intelligence 
RAND Global and Emerging Risks is a division of RAND that delivers rigorous and objective 

public policy research on the most consequential challenges to civilization and global security. This 
work was undertaken by the division’s Center for the Geopolitics of Artificial General Intelligence 
(AGI), which is committed to helping decisionmakers understand, anticipate, and prepare to navigate 
the national security and geopolitical implications of AGI. The center convenes leading technologists, 
strategists, economists, political scientists, and outside experts to consider the feasibility and 
effectiveness of prospective AGI-enabled capabilities; the domestic and international implications of 
their use; and the strategies and policies that governments, businesses, and civil society could adopt to 
respond to new realities. For more information, visit www.rand.org/geopolitics-of-agi. 

http://www.rand.org/geopolitics-of-agi
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Summary 

The possible emergence of superintelligence is a strategic challenge without precedent, and the 
United States has no settled strategy for it. Seven archetypal strategies dominate the current debate, 
but the choice among them depends on questions that present evidence cannot resolve. In this paper, 
we make five claims (followed by one recommendation): 

• Seven archetypal strategies are available for superintelligence, each with a coherent win state, 
theory of victory, and structural pathology. 

• Five pivotal uncertainties determine which strategies may be available or favored: how close 
the danger is, whether humans and AI can coexist, whether cooperative restraint is possible, 
whether a decisive advantage is attainable, and whether rival programs can be suppressed. 

• Commitment cuts both ways: Committing prematurely to one strategy, or deferring 
commitment too long, forecloses the options available. 

• Capabilities should be built before they are needed: Switching strategies once a crisis is 
underway is slow, costly, and potentially destabilizing, and the capabilities that a strategy 
depends on take years to build, so the capacity to commit must be in place before the moment 
of need.  

• Investments send signals: The choices that the United States makes shape rivals’ 
assumptions before any strategy is officially declared, so signals should be chosen deliberately, 
to widen U.S. options and move rivals toward restraint.  

We therefore recommend a Freedom of Action strategy: Build and preserve freedom of action to 
secure geopolitical advantage and ensure humanity’s survival with agency through the transition to 
superintelligence. The strategy calls for investments in (1) building a human-AI ecosystem, (2) an AI 
security architecture, (3) adaptations of the legacy national security enterprises for the AI era, and (4) 
the capacity of citizens, firms, and governments to respond.  

The strategy requires active monitoring for indications and warnings of changes in the 
technological and strategic environments, guarding against catastrophe and lock-in, and seizing 
advantages when they are available. The United States should commit to one of the archetypal 
strategies when the evidence shows that it is compelling or when a strategy’s latest decision date arrives 
with the evidence still unresolved. Freedom of action is the guiding policy rather than the goal; the 
ends remain U.S. geopolitical advantage and humanity’s survival with agency, and preserving the 
capacity to choose is, under present uncertainty, the most reliable means of securing them. Because 
much of what must be built sits with the private sector, the strategy’s success depends on fostering an 
effective partnership between the U.S. government, AI companies, businesses, and civil society. 
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A U.S. Strategy to Secure Geopolitical 
Advantage on an Uncertain Path to 
Superintelligence: Maintaining 
Freedom of Action 

Frontier artificial intelligence (AI) continues to advance, and an increasing number of experts 
contend that the creation of superintelligence is possible (Amodei, 2024; Kokotajlo et al., 2025).1 
Although progress could slow or even halt, the transformative potential of superintelligence demands 
proactive strategy-making. The stakes are high, not only for geopolitics but also for humanity’s 
survival and agency.  

What, then, should U.S. strategy be? Should the United States pursue AI supremacy by 
monopolizing the frontier? Co-develop advanced AI with rivals? Deter its advance? Pause and freeze 
its development? And in a competitive environment, how will other powers and geopolitical rivals 
respond to the same choice? 

In this paper, we make five claims: 

• First, seven archetypal strategies are available for governing frontier AI as it advances along an 
uncertain path to superintelligence, each embodying different win states and characteristic 
modes of failure. 

• Second, the sensibility and feasibility of each strategy hinge on five pivotal uncertainties about 
AI and geopolitics. 

• Third, premature commitment to any one strategy forecloses others, undermining the 
capabilities, relationships, and advantages on which they depend (we detail the mechanisms in 
the “Risks of Foreclosure” section). Yet deferring commitment forecloses strategies by default 
because the security architectures that underwrite them go unbuilt. The key is to understand 
which foundations must be built ahead of need and when commitment can no longer be 
deferred.  

 
1 We find these terms to be reasonably self-defining, and none of our recommendations hinge on precise definitions or the 
specific form that advanced AI might take. Nevertheless, we offer these working definitions in the spirit of establishing common 
ground on the scope of claims and recommendations. We define superintelligence as AI that vastly exceeds human performance 
across most or all intellectual domains. Artificial general intelligence (AGI) is AI that matches or exceeds human performance 
across a wide variety of intellectual domains. Frontier AI is whatever AI systems represent the state of the art at a given time. 
Advanced AI, as used throughout this paper, spans the progression from current frontier AI toward superintelligence and is not 
tied to any single threshold or paradigm. 
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• Fourth, switching strategies once a crisis is underway is slow and costly, and an abrupt, forced 
switch can be destabilizing; the capacity to commit must be built deliberately and in advance. 

• Fifth, in a competitive environment, building and demonstrating investments in that security 
architecture inevitably sends signals to rivals; the United States should therefore signal 
deliberately, shaping rivals’ assumptions and options while recognizing that some signals 
advantage the United States and others do not. 

We therefore recommend a Freedom of Action strategy: Build and preserve freedom of action to 
secure geopolitical advantage and ensure humanity’s survival with agency through the transition to 
superintelligence.  

This paper proceeds as follows. First, we set out the shared diagnosis and prescription. Then, we 
describe the seven archetypal strategies and the five pivots that discriminate among them. Next, we 
develop the risks of foreclosure and the cost of transition. Following that, we turn to signaling in a 
competitive environment. We then build out the Freedom of Action strategy and its goal hierarchy, as 
well as examine the resources and trade-offs required by the strategy. Finally, we address critiques of 
the Freedom of Action strategy and conclude. A forthcoming technical report will present the 
comparative analysis of the seven archetypal strategies on which many of these claims are built. 

Diagnosis and Prescription  
Beneath the disagreement about which strategy to pursue lies a substantial common ground about 

the situation. The diagnosis, from our paper Finding Common Ground in AGI Strategy Debates (Predd 
et al., 2026), can be stated in four observations: 

• Frontier AI continues to advance, with no clear signal of whether, or when, progress toward 
superintelligence will slow, halt, or accelerate further. 

• The stakes include decisive geopolitical advantage in the AI era and humanity’s survival and 
agency.2 Pursuing the first might risk trading off against the second. 

• The U.S. government and frontier AI companies are indispensable actors, yet neither has a 
settled strategy or a detailed plan to protect humanity and secure geopolitical advantage. 

• Each new model release or deployment is a potential triggering event for a rival’s response, an 
incident, or a shift in the assumptions on which any strategy rests. 

The prescription that follows from this diagnosis is that the United States must lead humanity to 
build two things: (1) the foundations for an ecosystem in which advanced AI and humans with agency 

 
2 Survival is more than biological persistence; it implies maintaining a viable population, genetic diversity, and technological 
capacity across millennia. Survival could be threatened by the misuse of AI by state or nonstate actors to create and employ new 
weapons of mass destruction or by an uncontrolled escalation to catastrophic war between great powers, among other scenarios. 
Preserving agency requires maintaining certain irreducible capacities: the ability to understand one’s situation, the ability to 
deliberate and form intentions, the ability to act on those intentions, and the ability to revise course when circumstances change. 
Threats to agency include gradual disempowerment and concentration of power with authoritarian governments, among others. 
See Predd et al., 2026. 
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can coexist,3 and (2) a security architecture providing sufficient stability to build this ecosystem.4 But a 
sound strategy also requires a logic for effectively using the time available to decisionmakers in a 
setting in which institutionalized capacity for anticipatory policy is outstripped by the pace of 
technological progress. The seven strategies in the next section are competing answers about how to 
deliver the foundations for the ecosystem and security architecture described above, rather than 
disagreements about the goal. 

Seven Archetypal Strategies 
Seven archetypal strategies for the United States dominate current debates over how to navigate 

the path to advanced AI. The strategies divide into three families, and each strategy has a canonical 
statement in the public debate, a theory of victory, and a structural pathology.5  

Coexistence Strategies 
The coexistence family of strategies (A through C) accepts the prescription that the United States 

needs both an ecosystem in which humans and AI can coexist and a security architecture to preserve 
stability but differs on how to build it.6  

A. Dominance. The United States leads the frontier and converts that lead into the leverage that 
sets the global order, accelerating development while suppressing rivals’ programs through export 
controls, cyber operations, and supply-chain denial (Aschenbrenner, 2024). Even in success, a de facto 
monopoly concentrates power and risks locking in the dominant actor’s values. Pluralism might persist 
among close partners but on terms that the dominant actor sets and can revoke. 

B. Co-Development. Under the assumption that no actor can sustainably win a unilateral race, the 
United States leads a consortium (including China at a minimum) to co-develop safe superintelligence 
under shared governance, pooled compute, and layered verification and monitoring (Trager et al., 
2023; Ho et al., 2023). Its pathology is twofold: (1) The founding members’ values and internal power 
distribution become humanity’s long-term default, potentially enshrining nondemocratic values, and 
(2) the consortium may prevent the worst outcome while becoming an arena for competition on 
everything it does not cover. 

 
3 The ecosystem encompasses not just AI systems but also the digital, institutional, and physical environments within which they 
operate. The ecosystem’s purpose is to create conditions for coexistence such that AI might help humans flourish according to 
their own values without replacing the sources of choice and meaning. See Predd et al., 2026. 
4 We believe that any AI security architecture should create temporal space for the human-AI ecosystem to develop, prevent 
catastrophic conflict, establish minimum viable AI governance, and effectively manage AI incidents. See Predd et al., 2026. For 
more on national security challenges concerning AI, see Mitre and Predd, 2025. 
5 A pathology is the way a strategy can degenerate even when functioning as designed.  

6 We specifically chose coexistence because the often-overused term alignment does not describe the only paradigm that would 
enable humanity to survive with agency in a world of superintelligence, which might also be enabled by control mechanisms, 
architectural designs, symbiotic relationships, or yet undiscovered methods. Coexistence is intended to account for all of these 
paradigms and includes the concept of preserving human agency. Scenarios in which humans survive but lack agency would not 
qualify as coexistence in our model.  
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C. Preparedness. With neither decisive advantage nor formal cooperation achievable, the United 
States mobilizes a coexistence effort through informal coordination, including voluntary 
commitments, phased deployment, independent evaluation, incident reporting, and the domestic 
capacity to absorb and recover from AI incidents. This is reflected in such proposals as responsible-
scaling policies (Dragan, King, and Dafoe, 2024; OpenAI, 2025, Anthropic, 2026) and defensive 
acceleration (Buterin, 2023). Its potential pathology is large-scale drift: Preparedness formalizes 
muddling through (Lindblom, 1959) as the de facto posture, normalizing accumulating damage and 
disempowerment.7  

Denial Strategies 
The denial family of strategies (D through F) accepts the prescription but, having assessed danger 

as close and coexistence infeasible, seeks to prevent or outlast advanced AI rather than build toward 
it.8  

D. Moratorium. Judging catastrophic risk from the creation of advanced AI to be imminent—a 
position held by the Pause movement (Yudkowsky and Soares, 2025; Barnett and Scher, 2025; 
Future of Life Institute, 2023)—the United States pursues a verifiable global halt to AI development 
above specified thresholds, perhaps buying time for coexistence research to succeed.9 Its potential 
pathology is that the benefits of AI go unrealized, and the enforcement regime risks hardening into a 
global surveillance apparatus that curtails research and innovation and interferes with individual rights 
and liberties. 

E. Deterrence. This approach holds that cooperative restraint is unachievable but suppression of 
superintelligence is feasible and is best articulated in the Mutually Assured AI Malfunction framework 
(Hendrycks, Schmidt, and Wang, 2025). On this approach, the United States halts its own frontier 
development above defined thresholds and uses the full toolkit of national power to prevent and, if 
necessary, destroy foreign programs before they reach dangerous capability, buying time for 
coexistence research to succeed. Its potential pathology is that the strategy buys survival at the price of 
a standoff that never settles into peace. 

F. Continuity of Society. When every preventive strategy has failed or been judged infeasible, and 
coexistence is deemed impossible, the remaining objective is survival with some human populations 
retaining agency: The United States creates geographically distributed, biologically self-sustaining 
settlements hardened against AI-enabled threats (Ord, 2020). Even if successful at preserving 
humanity, many might suffer, and what remains of humanity could persist as a relic with little agency 
to meaningfully shape its own future. 

 
7 The key distinction from the status quo or simple resilience strategies is the coexistence mobilization of Preparedness.  
8 Denial is used here in this broad sense, halting, suppressing, or outlasting dangerous development, rather than in the narrower 
deterrence-by-denial sense of the strategy literature. 
9 The feasibility of specifying thresholds, for any strategy, might itself be a challenge, particularly if capability gains are jagged and 
hard to observe. 
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Acceleration Strategy  
G. Acceleration. This strategy judges that the dangers of constraining AI development exceed the 

dangers of AI development itself and that new security architectures will likely interfere with beneficial 
development. It is exemplified by effective accelerationism (Verdon, 2022) and the adjacent techno-
optimism of Andreessen (2023). The United States relies on markets, competition, and rapid 
iteration to produce safety as a byproduct of useful AI, and removing regulatory friction promotes an 
abundance of material wealth. Its potential pathology is that abundance without strong governance 
leaves humanity exposed to harms that markets do not price, from pollution and the spread of 
misinformation to a deep dependence on systems it does not control.  

Table 1 summarizes the seven strategies, with each strategy’s canonical view, win state, and 
characteristic pathology. 

Table 1. Seven Archetypal Strategies for Frontier AI 

Strategy Canonical View Win State Structural Pathology 
Coexistence strategies (A through C)—judge coexistence feasible and build toward it 

A. Dominance The Project 
(Aschenbrenner, 
2024) 

The United States reaches 
superintelligence first and 
suppresses rival efforts.  

There is an extreme concentration 
of power and a lock-in of the 
dominant actor’s values. 

B. Co-
Development 

CERN for AI and 
International AI 
Organization 
(Hausenloy, Miotti, and 
Dennis, 2023; Trager 
et al., 2023) 

The United States jointly 
governs superintelligence 
under shared control with 
rivals; no single actor is 
dominant. 

Founding members’ values and 
power become the long-term 
default, and the consortium could 
become a mechanism for intense 
competition. 

C. Preparedness Responsible scaling 
(Dragan, King, and 
Dafoe, 2024; OpenAI, 
2025, Anthropic, 
2026); decentralized, 
democratic, 
differential, and 
defensive acceleration 
(Buterin, 2023) 

The United States mobilizes 
an informal coexistence effort 
while remaining resilient to 
accidents. 

Muddling through normalizes 
accumulating damage and 
disempowerment. 

Denial strategies (D through F)—judge coexistence infeasible (for now or forever); halt, prevent, or outlast 
advanced AI 

D. Moratorium Pause (Yudkowsky 
and Soares, 2025; 
Barnett and Scher, 
2025; Future of Life 
Institute, 2023) 

The United States and rivals 
agree to halt capability 
development above agreed 
thresholds, which buys time 
for coexistence research. 

Benefits are forgone, and 
enforcement hardens into a 
surveillance apparatus that infringes 
on rights and liberties. 

E. Deterrence Mutually Assured AI 
Malfunction 
(Hendrycks, Schmidt, 
and Wang, 2025) 

The United States prevents 
the development of 
dangerous AI through threats 
and force if necessary.  

Deterrence buys survival at the price 
of a standoff that never settles into 
peace. 
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Strategy Canonical View Win State Structural Pathology 
F. Continuity of 
Society 

Existential security 
(Ord, 2020) 

The United States creates 
self-sustaining human 
populations that can survive 
dangerous superintelligence.  

Humanity persists as a relic, with 
limited leverage over its own future. 

Acceleration (G)—judges the dangers of constraint to exceed the dangers of development 

G. Acceleration Effective 
accelerationism 
(Verdon, 2022); 
techno-optimism 
(Andreessen, 2023) 

The United States maximizes 
development and diffusion to 
capture maximum benefits 
and innovate around 
disruptions.  

Abundance without governance 
leaves humanity exposed to harms 
that markets do not price, from 
pollution and misinformation to 
dependence on systems that 
humans do not control. 

NOTE: CERN = European Organization for Nuclear Research (Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire).  

Five Pivotal Uncertainties 
Which strategy a decisionmaker favors depends on judgments about five key uncertainties. Each is 

a question about the world whose resolution would favor some strategies over others. Reasonable 
experts disagree on these factors, and the disagreements cannot be conclusively resolved with currently 
available evidence. 

Danger Proximity  
How close is the danger from advanced AI? Danger here means wide-scale harm to humanity’s 

survival and agency, including mass-casualty misuse, cascading societal harms, and AI-fueled or 
AI-incentivized escalation to catastrophic conflict and loss of control. Frontier capabilities are 
improving rapidly, but expert views vary on whether—and if so, when—these systems might pose 
such risks. If danger is close, strategies that buy time, build defenses, and invest in resiliency should be 
favored. If danger is not close or if humans are in greater danger without progress on advanced AI, the 
case for accelerated development strengthens. 

Coexistence Feasibility 
Can humans and advanced AI coexist in ways that enable human survival with agency? 

Coexistence here means a stable condition in which advanced AI operates at scale while humans retain 
the capacities that constitute agency. If coexistence is feasible, strategies that build and deploy 
advanced AI become more desirable. If coexistence is infeasible, the case shifts toward restraining or 
suppressing development or other means of protecting human civilization. 

Restraint Feasibility 
Can nations and firms cooperate to restrain development of AI? This question turns on whether 

verification of agreements is possible, the durability of cooperation under competitive pressure, and 
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the willingness of governments and companies to subordinate near-term advantage to long-term 
stability. If restraint is feasible, cooperative strategies become available. If it is not, restraint-based 
approaches are reachable only through more-coercive enforcement. 

Decisive Strategic Advantage 
Can any single actor achieve and maintain a decisive strategic or military and economic lead over 

its competitors (Bostrom, 2014)? Advantage runs along a continuum, from margins that merely favor 
the leader to a lead too decisive to contest; the pivot asks about the far end, whether a lead can be 
made decisive and durable. This depends on the scope of advantages that compound from a lead and 
the actor’s ability to translate technical advantage into geopolitical leverage. If decisive advantage is 
achievable and the United States assesses that it can maintain dominance, a unilateral strategy may be 
sensible. If a decisive advantage is impossible, because of proliferation or other causes, no single actor 
can leverage AI to dictate global terms. 

Suppression Feasibility  
If cooperation fails, can the development of domestic or rival AI programs be suppressed by 

technology controls, deterrence, use of force, or other means? Suppression may be direct, degrading a 
program itself, or indirect, using economic and military pressure to compel a halt; the pivot turns on 
whether some combination can reliably stop development. This depends on relationships between the 
suppressor’s ability to detect, attribute, and disrupt frontier AI development and the developers’ 
ability to evade. If suppression is feasible, Deterrence becomes possible. If it is not, actors can press 
ahead with dangerous development even when others restrain, without fear of being restrained 
themselves. 

These five questions do not resolve symmetrically. For four of them, evidence can confirm one 
answer but not the opposite. For instance, danger can be shown to be close but not shown to be far; 
coexistence can be demonstrated to work but not shown to be permanently impossible; a decisive 
advantage can be demonstrated but its impossibility never proven; and restraint can be observed to 
hold, although a record of broken agreements never proves future cooperation impossible. 
Suppression feasibility runs the other way, in that the creation of advanced AI can show that 
suppression does not work, but no success proves that it will work reliably against the next actor. For 
much of the strategic space, then, waiting for conclusive evidence means waiting for a proof that will 
never arrive. 

Figure 1 maps how combinations of judgments on these factors lead to the seven strategies. 
Although drawn as a branching sequence for legibility, it should be read as a map of disagreements 
rather than a prescribed order of choices: For any two strategies, the diagram identifies the factors on 
which they most sharply diverge.
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Figure 1. How the Five Pivots Resolve to Seven Strategies 
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Risks of Foreclosure 
Each of the seven strategies depends on judgments about the pivots that current evidence cannot 

resolve. Committing to one strategy can foreclose others. Foreclosure occurs when an action or 
development removes a precondition required by another strategy for long enough that the strategy 
cannot be reconstituted within the window in which a decision would call for it. Some developments 
might even foreclose strategies in ways that are irreversible.10  

We identify five practical mechanisms that foreclose strategies, differing in ways that bear on what 
to do about them, including what strategies they foreclose, how fast a foreclosed option could be 
rebuilt, and whether the foreclosure can be seen while it is happening.  

Institutional Decay 
Institutional decay forecloses strategies through the atrophy of expertise, organizational 

knowledge, or necessary infrastructure and state capacity. For instance, Co-Development and 
Moratorium depend on trust, diplomatic channels, and novel verification arrangements that have not 
been built or that weaken when they are not maintained. These strategic options can be lost with no 
decision to abandon them. Institutional decay can foreclose Acceleration as well, such as if the 
permitting, energy, and regulatory capacity that rapid deployment requires is not built. Some 
institutional foreclosure is abrupt and easy to date, such as withdrawal from an international 
engagement, while others may be due to gradual decay. An effort driven by a crisis might not be 
sufficient; for instance, the speed of any coordinated response to a pandemic depends on surveillance 
networks, laboratories, and legal authorities built well in advance. The U.S. withdrawal from the 
Open Skies Treaty in 2020 shows the abrupt form of this loss, in which an inspection regime and 
overflight expertise were dissolved by a decision, and neither could be easily restored. 

Deployment Lock-In 
Deployment lock-in forecloses strategies by embedding technologies so deeply that the political 

economy of reversal is prohibitive. As AI is embedded in social, economic, or institutional life, a halt 
can become costly. Lock-in and path dependence can foreclose Moratorium by creating powerful 
political and economic forces that oppose any slowdown. Lock-in can also narrow the domestic 
governance leverage that Co-Development and Deterrence would need to channel frontier development 
into international channels or suppress superintelligence outright. Accumulating dependence on AI 
weakens Continuity of Society, the strategy meant to remain available after the others fail. Each 
deployment decision is reasonable on its own and reversible when made, but the aggregate becomes 
prohibitive to unwind, and the loss is clear only once dependence is deep. Carbon-based energy 
infrastructure is one example of this mechanism; a century of individually reasonable deployment 

 
10 The value of keeping options open when actions are irreversible and information improves is discussed as a “quasi-option 
value” in Arrow and Fisher (1974); see also Dixit and Pindyck, 1994. 
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decisions produced a political economy in which even broad agreement on harm cannot quickly 
unwind the dependence (Unruh, 2000).  

Geopolitical Fait Accompli 
Geopolitical fait accompli forecloses options from the outside. Suppose China parlays an AI lead 

into a fait accompli, seizing Taiwan behind AI-enabled targeting and autonomous systems or 
successfully exporting its models so that they become the installed base across most of the world. In 
that case, the option to contest China might exist on paper, but leaders might consider the price too 
high in practice. Every strategy premised on contesting the Chinese position is foreclosed. Dominance 
is the clearest casualty because its win condition is exclusive AI leadership. Once a decisive lead is 
entrenched in Beijing, a U.S. bid for dominance is moot, and the remaining strategies must be entered 
late against an adversary that has already mobilized.  

In principle, a rival’s success can make any of the seven strategies moot. This pathway differs from 
diffusion and decay in that it is inflicted by another state’s success. Keeping U.S. options open offers 
only partial protection against this pathway. The Soviet nuclear test of August 1949 illustrates the 
mechanism. The Baruch Plan for international control of atomic energy rested on the premise of a 
temporary U.S. monopoly. Although the United States was already facing diplomatic challenges, the 
Soviet detonation completely foreclosed the opportunity for a nuclear monopoly. 

Agency Erosion 
Agency erosion undermines the capacity to exercise any option at all. Every strategy presupposes a 

human capacity to choose and to act on the choice. That capacity can atrophy on its own, through 
dependence, cognitive offloading, and the accumulated weight of decisions ceded to AI systems, so 
that an option remains formally open while the practical ability to exercise it drains away (Moon and 
Boudreaux, 2026; Kulveit et al., 2025). Although there is some burgeoning evidence of these effects at 
the individual level (Sharma et. al. 2026), the collective, strategic form of this erosion (such as a polity 
losing the capacity to choose and execute a strategy) has not yet been observed. Measuring the impact 
of technology on human agency is an open research problem. This is why detecting this erosion before 
it nears the point of foreclosure is a core task of the monitoring function (discussed later as 
Objective 5).  

Epistemic Foreclosure 
Epistemic foreclosure can reduce options through the diffusion of knowledge. Once model 

weights, training methods, or specialized talent spread beyond a controlled boundary, the exclusive 
lead that Dominance requires might not be recoverable, and the leverage that Dominance, Co-
Development, Moratorium, and Deterrence draw from a controllable frontier erodes. This foreclosure 
can happen quickly and visibly (because an open-weight release or a major leak is a dateable event), 
and it is effectively irreversible.  
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Encryption offers a partial analogue. For roughly two decades, the United States classified 
encryption products as munitions and subjected strong encryption to national security review and 
export restriction in order to limit the international spread of a capability that threatened signals 
intelligence collection. The controls did slow general dissemination, but they did not stop determined 
actors, and the regime was ultimately dismantled when there was no longer a public-private consensus. 
Commercial demand grew and domestic legal challenges narrowed the enforcement basis. By 2000, 
the restrictions had been substantially liberalized. But the underlying knowledge could not be recalled, 
so control had to be sought through other instruments. Vermeer (2024) draws a lesson for AI: 
Governance that depends on controlling the distribution of nonphysical assets, such as software or 
model weights, is the hardest kind to sustain. 

Diffusion also carries gains, of course, such as the spread of U.S. technology and standards and 
widening the security-research base (Kapoor et al., 2024; White House, 2025), so its net effect on the 
strategy space is contested. Our foreclosure claim is narrower here, specifically that whatever 
diffusion’s benefits, an exclusive lead (once diffused) might not come back.  

Premature Commitment and Deferral Both Foreclose 
The apparent choice between committing now and waiting passively for evidence to resolve the 

five pivots misstates the decision at hand. Both premature and deferred commitment can foreclose 
through the mechanisms above, a version of the dilemma that Collingridge (1980) identified for the 
control of any emerging technology.  

Premature commitment triggers foreclosure through action. Commit to Dominance and the 
cooperative channels, verification arrangements, and shared evaluation frameworks that Co-
Development and Moratorium require might atrophy, because the logic of racing to a decisive lead 
deprioritizes the institutions that those strategies would need. Similarly, a commitment to Moratorium 
might forgo the economic and scientific benefits of continued AI progress. Commit to Acceleration and 
deployment lock-in deepens as AI embeds in economic and institutional life faster than governance 
arrangements can form around it, foreclosing the strategies that depend on a governable frontier. 

Deferral can trigger foreclosure through inaction. Several strategies need long-lead capabilities, 
including novel verification technology of compute, diplomatic channels, evaluation institutions, and a 
deep coexistence research base; these can erode through institutional decay while decisionmakers wait 
for conclusive evidence. If a government defers engaging with the pivot factors while deployment 
continues, it will effectively be executing Acceleration in practice. Meanwhile, deployment lock-in 
advances, and if monitoring lapses, the government loses the ability to assess the pivots that any future 
strategic choice would require.  

To avoid the risks of strategic foreclosure, the United States should actively build and maintain 
the foundations across the strategic space, commit when the pivot factor evidence warrants, and 
intentionally make decisions to preserve or abandon capabilities that might foreclose options if not 
built in time. We later develop this course as the Freedom of Action strategy. 
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AI Strategy in a Competitive Environment 
Much of the preceding analysis of the risks of foreclosure is framed in a single-actor setting, as 

though the United States can make strategic choices independently. Yet, the United States’ rivals and 
partners face their own strategic choices about how to manage frontier AI on the uncertain path to 
superintelligence, and those choices will shape what is feasible and sensible for the United States. 
Indeed, in a competitive environment, an AI strategy is a signal as much as a framework for action, 
revealing what the state believes about how fast capabilities will advance, whether advantage will prove 
decisive, or whether the adversary can be lived with or must be overcome. In response, rivals will read 
and adjust, invest, hedge, accelerate, or restrain against the future that they infer the United States is 
planning for and send signals of their own that Washington must read in turn.  

Commitment to a particular strategy may be the loudest such signal but far from the only one. 
Every investment and demonstration in a security architecture tells rivals something about what the 
United States can do and might intend, perhaps even before a strategy is explicitly chosen. Silence and 
ambiguity are read too, so the real question is what to signal, to whom, and when. Some signals work 
in the United States’ favor; for instance, a demonstrated ability to detect and defeat a covert program 
can deter one from ever being launched. But some carry unintended signals alongside the intended 
one. A visible move toward suppression capability, meant to deter, can also signal that the window for 
development is closing, giving a rival a stronger reason to accelerate before the window shuts. Other 
signals demonstrate openness, such as sharing the results of a safety evaluation or accepting a 
reciprocal inspection, showing that cooperation is still on the table. Rivals are signaling back the whole 
time, so the United States is always reading as much as it is read. 

Two implications follow. First, the United States should choose signals for their effect on the 
strategy space and favor those that widen U.S. advantage and freedom of action or move a rival toward 
restraint, as well as weigh carefully any that would foreclose U.S. options or harden a rival’s resolve. 
For illustration, demonstrating a credible independent evaluation and verification regime widens the 
availability of possible strategies but would not seem to foreclose any. This regime serves both 
deterrence, by enhancing awareness of capabilities, and cooperation, by offering a template for 
reciprocal inspection. Alternatively, letting evaluation and verification resources and talent visibly 
dissipate narrows the availability of several strategies.  

Ambiguity also has costs. Allies who cannot read U.S. intent cannot align with it, and a rival who 
reads hesitation rather than deliberation might be emboldened to attempt the fait accompli that we 
identify in the previous section as a foreclosure mechanism.  

The second implication is that the United States should manage what it withholds as deliberately 
as what it reveals. Deterrence requires demonstrating capability, but revealing intent is a different 
calculation, because specifying the conditions under which a capability would be used might allow a 
rival to plan accordingly. For instance, U.S. policy toward Taiwan has long exploited this asymmetry; 
carrier deployments and arms sales establish that the United States can intervene in a cross-strait 
conflict, while official silence on what the United States would actually do means that Chinese 
planners have to consider multiple contingencies. 

Offensive counter-AI capabilities are another example. Suppose that the United States develops 
cyber tools capable of corrupting a rival’s training data or halting a frontier training run. This might 
serve multiple strategies, including Dominance and Deterrence. Disclosing that the tools exist may 



13 

strengthen these strategies, but disclosing their explicit purpose does not. Stating which purpose takes 
precedence would tell Beijing what to harden or perhaps how to preempt. Ambiguity about intent 
preserves the U.S. option to decide later. 

A Strategy to Maintain Freedom of Action 
The previous sections make the point that the United States needs both an ecosystem in which 

humans and AI can coexist and a security architecture that keeps the path to it stable, but the seven 
strategies that would deliver that prescription cannot be objectively ranked on the evidence available, 
and that evidence may not resolve on the schedule that decisions demand. Committing early or 
deferring decisions forecloses strategic alternatives, while switching once a crisis is underway is too 
slow and costly and, in some cases, infeasible. Moreover, in a competitive contest, any commitment 
inevitably affects competitive dynamics and a rival’s strategic choices. 

These conclusions suggest that the United States should build and preserve options across the 
strategic space, make the investments that keep perishable options alive, signal to hold deterrence and 
cooperation credibly open at once, and keep ready the capacity to seize advantage when windows open 
and to commit when the evidence clearly favors one strategy. We call this the Freedom of Action 
strategy.11  

Overarching Objective 
The objective of the Freedom of Action strategy is to build and preserve the ability to secure U.S. 

geopolitical advantage and ensure humanity’s survival with agency through the transition to 
superintelligence. This involves the capacity to seize advantage as windows of opportunity open and to 
pursue whichever of the seven strategies the uncertainties come to favor. 

The objective requires us to differentiate optionality as ends versus means. Strategic optionality, 
keeping all seven strategies available to the United States, is instrumental at this present moment 
(mid-2026) to preserve humanity’s survival with agency. However, humanity’s agency—the capacity of 
people to understand their situation, decide, and act on the decision—is an end in itself or an inherent 
good that is important from a broad set of moral and religious views. Preserving agency also serves 
U.S. geopolitical interests (Cibralic, 2026). Our claim in this paper is that, under present uncertainty, 
preserving strategic optionality is the most reliable means of securing geopolitical advantage and 
human survival with agency.12 Freedom of action is therefore the guiding policy, an overall approach 
for coping with the diagnosed obstacle of abundant uncertainty (Rumelt, 2011).  

 
11 This approach is closest to what Winter and Bullock (2026) call “radical optionality,” a domestic-governance strategy of 
preserving democratic decisionmakers’ ability to respond competently as circumstances evolve; the strategy developed here 
extends that logic to the geopolitical contest, to the structured space of archetypal strategies and pivots, and to the mechanisms by 
which options are foreclosed. 
12 Several of the seven strategies can be read as bets on how this tension should be resolved. Dominance bets that geopolitical 
advantage is the surest route to survival with agency, reasoning that whoever reaches superintelligence first can set the terms for 
successful coexistence. Moratorium bets the other way, subordinating advantage to survival with agency and accepting forgone 
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The Freedom of Action Strategy’s win state is that the United States preserves the capacity to 
execute whichever of the seven strategies the evidence comes to favor and executes it in time. Its 
structural pathology, discussed below, is that the apparatus built to preserve options acquires a 
constituency for keeping them open and resists commitment after the evidence has resolved. The 
strategy requires the United States to both invest in building new capabilities and capacities and adapt 
existing ones at the same time that it operationalizes them to navigate a fast-paced and dynamic 
technological and geopolitical environment.  

Investments: What the United States Must Build 
The United States must build a human-AI ecosystem (Objective 1), the elements of an AI 

security architecture (Objective 2), national security enterprises fit for purpose for the AI era 
(Objective 3), and the capacity of citizens, firms, and governments to respond (Objective 4). These are 
near-term investments worth making across a wide variety of futures, and many carry lead times that 
require they be built now.  

Objective 1: Build the Human-AI Ecosystem.  
This objective is the affirmative half of what the strategy exists to secure, a future in which humans 

and advanced AI coexist with human agency intact. It is also the foundation of the security 
architecture among geopolitical actors because durable geopolitical advantage in the AI era depends on 
getting this ecosystem right. Its lead times may be long. 

• Advance and sustain the AI safety and coexistence research base. Fund the science that 
makes advanced AI steerable, bounded, and able to be shut down, and keep many independent 
lines of inquiry alive, at levels that track capability (on control, see Greenblatt et al., 2024; 
Korbak et al., 2025). This base is the scientific foundation for whether coexistence proves 
feasible. Letting this decay or failing to build closes the entire coexistence branch of the 
strategy space and eliminates conditions for pivoting away from Moratorium and Deterrence. 

• Build tools and institutions that preserve human agency. Develop the interfaces, oversight 
bodies, and authorities that keep people deciding the consequential questions—such as those 
with large or hard-to-reverse stakes—as more-routine choices are delegated to AI systems. 
Deciding which questions count as consequential is itself a governance choice. These decisions 
should be assigned to accountable institutions, made in advance, and revisited as delegation 
spreads rather than left to default trajectories. 

• Establish arrangements for broad benefit and legitimacy. Set the terms that earn and 
sustain the public consent on which a sustainable strategy depends. This includes access to 
advanced capabilities, accountability for harms, and a broad distribution of AI-driven 
economic gains through such instruments as competition policy, public-benefit requirements, 
and workforce transition support. 

 
benefits and a frozen relative position as the price of buying time. Continuity of Society abandons geopolitical advantage to focus 
on survival with agency.  
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• Prepare society for AI-driven disruption. Build the economic transition capacity, 
information-integrity infrastructure, democratic resilience, and governance of AI-driven 
dependency that keep the ecosystem’s social foundations intact as AI capabilities advance. 

• Shape the incentives and structure of the AI ecosystem. Create indicators and tools to align 
market incentives with safety, dampen racing dynamics that reward dangerous corner-cutting, 
set standards that become global defaults, manage AI agent ecosystems, and monitor power 
concentration. 

Objective 2: Build the AI Security Architecture  
The AI security architecture is the set of technical and institutional capabilities that let the United 

States advance and secure its own AI development progress, detect dangerous AI developments, verify 
others’ behavior, contain incidents, manage geopolitical and technological risk, and deny capability to 
reckless actors. Illustrative examples of these domains are provided below. Many of these capabilities 
also contribute to the development of the human-AI ecosystem in Objective 1. This highlights two 
unusual features of any security architecture for frontier AI: (1) The ecosystem itself performs security 
functions, because a healthy human-AI ecosystem reduces the very risks the architecture exists to 
manage, and (2) much of the security architecture depends on the private sector and is carried out 
through partnerships with AI companies and the broader technology and research community. This 
includes multiple capabilities: 

• Situational awareness. Stand up independent evaluations of domestic and international 
frontier-model capabilities and dangerous-capability thresholds, detection of large-scale 
training runs, and monitoring of compute infrastructure and algorithmic progress. 

• Compute visibility and governance. Develop the means to know where frontier-scale 
compute sits and how it is used, and the levers to govern it. Compute governance serves every 
strategy differently, and its utility depends on the assumption that frontier development 
requires large, identifiable compute concentrations. 

• Incident detection, containment, and response. Build the capacity to catch, isolate, and 
recover from AI incidents before they cascade, including targeted infrastructure shutdown and 
continuity-of-government planning. 

• Verification, monitoring, and cooperative infrastructure. Fund the technology to verify 
potential agreements and maintain the standing diplomatic channels and technical working 
groups through which rivals and allies are engaged. 

• Deterrence and enforcement. If strategies require it, build the ability to suppress dangerous 
AI initiatives and enforce moratoriums. 

• Counter-AI and resilience. Develop adversarial techniques against AI systems, counter–
autonomous-system capabilities, AI-enabled cyber defense, and frontier-model weight and 
data center security. 

• Domestic governance and enforcement capability. Build the regulatory expertise, 
independent evaluation infrastructure, and standing channels to frontier companies through 
which the other capabilities in this objective are authorized and applied, and keep registration, 
licensing, and emergency authorities ready rather than improvised. 
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Objective 3: Adapt the Legacy National Security Architectures and Institutions  
The institutions and capabilities that already guard the United States—including the nuclear 

enterprise, biosecurity, the conventional military, the intelligence community, counterterrorism, and 
cybersecurity—must each adapt for the AI era that is emerging. Diplomacy and economic statecraft 
require the same adaptation, and the national security enterprise as a whole might need to be 
reconceived in both mission and operations. This work must run in parallel and begin before AI 
outruns the institutions built for an earlier era. 

The adaptations run enterprise by enterprise. For instance, the nuclear enterprise adapts 
deterrence, arms control, counterproliferation, and surety (across doctrine, concepts, and capabilities) 
for the AI era; biosecurity scales for AI-enabled biological risk; the conventional military adapts forces, 
doctrine, and resilience for AI-enabled conflict; the intelligence community adapts collection, analysis, 
attribution, and covert action for the AI frontier; counterterrorism adjusts to the changed scope and 
scale of AI-enabled nonstate actors; and cybersecurity adopts AI tools, defends critical systems against 
AI-enabled offense, and hardens U.S. AI systems against adversarial attacks. 

Objective 4: Build the Capacity of Citizens, Firms, and Governments to Respond 
This objective builds the human and institutional readiness that the strategy will draw on. This 

includes the leadership, beneficial uses, crisis machinery, and literacy without which even a correct 
strategy cannot be executed in time. The foundations of this competition are as much social and 
cultural as technological. No single actor can build everything needed for readiness. 

• Prepare leaders. Equip decisionmakers with the awareness, networks, expertise, and 
rehearsed experience to act well in fast-moving AI crises. Leaders who first encounter these 
dilemmas in the situation room are already behind. Preparation cannot start at the top: The 
staffs, commands, and operating levels that frame options for principals need the same 
rehearsed familiarity earlier, because leaders act on the choices their institutions surface. 

• Cultivate safe, positive uses. Develop and diffuse the beneficial applications, in security, 
prosperity, and human flourishing, that any committed strategy will ultimately need to deliver 
and that sustain the political support necessary for a sustainable strategy. 

• Build break-glass plans and capabilities, and institutionalize AI crisis planning. Create 
contingency plans and the means to execute them and make crisis planning a standing function 
rather than an improvisation, naming the contingencies in advance. 

• Raise AI literacy. Broaden public and institutional understanding of AI’s capabilities, limits, 
and risks so that decisions under pressure rest on informed judgment rather than hype or fear. 

Sequencing the Investments 
Freedom of action might be misread as emphasizing waiting. But it is the opposite: An option 

exists only when it has been built, and most of the capabilities that Objectives 1 through 4 require take 
substantial investment in time and resources. The strategy therefore involves significant front-loaded 
effort now to preserve optionality later. 
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The order of the needed work depends on the time required to build a capability (lead time) and 
the window in which it will be needed (need horizon). Where the lead time is longer than the need 
horizon, the capability must be started immediately or written off as unavailable. The Freedom of 
Action strategy would make these choices explicit instead of allowing options to expire silently.13  

Lead times differ by an order of magnitude. Institutions and trained people take years to a decade, 
verification and monitoring infrastructure is comparatively slow, energy and compute run on 
multiyear cycles, and some evaluation and software capabilities take only months. In this way, the 
Freedom of Action strategy provides a construction schedule for necessary capabilities.  

Operations: What the United States Must Do 
The United States must put these capabilities to use by watching for indications and warnings, 

guarding against catastrophe and lock-in, and seizing advantages as opportunities present. 

Objective 5: Monitor for Indications and Warnings 
Monitoring is the standing capacity to see clearly enough to know which strategies remain open, 

which are closing, and when the evidence has moved enough to act.14 One object of monitoring is the 
five pivots. The United States would seek out indications of danger proximity, coexistence feasibility, 
restraint feasibility, decisive advantage, and suppression feasibility, together with the rundown of each 
strategy’s decision clock. The warnings issued are that a strategy is closing, that the evidence has begun 
to favor one strategy, or that a latest decision date is near. A concrete indicator list is follow-on work 
to this paper, and portions of it will likely need to be developed in classified channels. Different 
technological pathways to superintelligence, from continued scaling to algorithmic breakthroughs to 
the emergent coordination of many AI systems, would produce different signatures, and some might 
produce little advance warning at all. The monitoring function must therefore watch not only for 
incremental advances along the current trajectory but for paradigm shifts and emergent dynamics. 
Monitoring is run as a strategic-warning function rather than a periodic assessment on the model of 
the enterprises built to detect strategic surprise: watching the frontier, watching the competition, and 
putting warning in front of decisionmakers in time to act.  

• Anticipate frontier advances. Maintain a rolling horizon scan of capabilities likely to cross 
significant thresholds within the next several months to years, through sustained engagement 
with frontier companies and other relevant sectors. 

• Identify militarily significant developments. Run structured capability sprints and military-
relevant benchmarks to determine when an advance is decision-relevant. 

 
13 Note that crash programs can compress timelines but only by so much and might have vastly different outcomes when applied 
to engineering problems rather than to building institutions or diplomatic dialogues.  
14 The monitor-and-commit structure of this strategy draws on the literature on decisionmaking under deep uncertainty and 
adaptive planning (Lempert, Popper, and Bankes, 2003; Haasnoot et al., 2013; Marchau et al., 2019). The operational picture is 
also informed by RAND’s Day After Artificial General Intelligence exercises (Predd, Chessen, and Smith, 2025; Smith et al., 
2025; Smith et al., 2026). 
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• Watch and red-team rivals. Track rivals’ programs, deployments, and intent—especially 
China’s AI stack and People’s Liberation Army adoption—and rerun the red assessment with 
each model generation. 

• Set indicators and warning thresholds. Specify in advance the observable signals that would 
move an informed assessment, such as signals related to frontier development, rivals’ 
deployments, and the pivotal assumptions behind each strategy. From these signals, maintain 
an updated read of which strategies the evidence leaves open, which it has begun to favor, and 
how much time each decision clock leaves. 

• Drive decisions. Get the warning and the decision it calls for to the right decisionmaker while 
there is still time to act. The history of strategic warning cautions that the function fails at the 
receiving end as often as the producing end, when the recipient misreads the signal or is 
unprepared to act on it (Wohlstetter, 1962; Hoehn and Shanker, 2023); warning can only 
warn, so the measure of success is whether the United States decides and acts. 

Objective 6: Guard Against Catastrophe and Lock-In 
This objective protects the strategy space while the evidence comes in, buying time and ensuring 

that a catastrophe or a fait accompli does not settle the outcome before the evidence arrives. Buying 
more time keeps every other option open longer. 

• Deny, disrupt, and degrade reckless advancement. Slow the fastest and least cautious actors. 
Reckless here means development or release that crosses the dangerous-capability thresholds of 
Objective 2 without corresponding safeguards. This might leverage instruments discussed 
previously, such as export controls, licensing mechanisms, and enforcement capabilities. 

• Manage dangerous proliferation. Apply dual-use principles to manage the spread of AI 
capabilities whose release would foreclose strategies that depend on a governable frontier or 
provide meaningful uplift toward catastrophic harm. In practice, this means prerelease review 
against defined thresholds, staged release with monitoring, and export control–style licensing. 
All of these are admittedly imperfect instruments.  

• Deter opportunistic aggression by AI-enabled adversaries. Deter adversary aggression, 
including aggression by actors intent on preventing or protecting AI progress outside an 
agreed-upon governance framework or empowered by a temporary first-mover advantage. The 
instruments are those of Objective 3 adapted for the AI era: conventional and nuclear posture, 
cyber response options, and declaratory policy. 

• Hold strategic stability. Maintain the conditions, including crisis stability and alliance 
cohesion, under which any AI governance regime can function. The means leveraging the 
architecture of Objective 2: crisis-communication channels, transparency and confidence-
building measures, and alliance consultation on AI issues. 

• Keep a nuclear firebreak. Do not integrate AI into nuclear command, control, and 
communications without demonstrated safeguards. This development could foreclose every 
strategy at once, so the firebreak must hold whichever strategy is in force. 

• Manage incidents. Detect, attribute, contain, and recover from AI incidents before they 
cascade or eliminate strategic optionality. 
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• Build and maintain resilience. Sustain the resilience of critical infrastructure, institutions, 
and society against AI-enabled disruption so that the United States can absorb shocks and 
retain the capacity to choose. 

• Act on expiring options. Track each strategy’s latest decision date and treat its arrival as a 
decision to preserve the option or accept its foreclosure. Options are also lost without any 
decision at all. Capabilities, relationships, and expertise held in reserve must be exercised 
rather than shelved, and each deployment that deepens dependence should be weighed for 
what it will cost to unwind because the individual choices are reasonable and reversible, while 
the aggregate is neither. 

Objective 7: Seize Advantage and Signal Deliberately 
Windows of advantage might open unpredictably, and how advantages are seized is itself a signal 

that will be read by rivals. Each move must be chosen for the advantage it secures and the message it 
sends. 

• Extend the window. Take the actions that keep a favorable opportunity open longer by 
sustaining a lead or slowing diffusion, so that there is room to use the opportunity deliberately. 

• Exploit and integrate. Turn the advance into operational advantage quickly and push it into 
the decision cycles, concepts, and forces that can use it before it diffuses. Seek gains that leave 
the United States with more choices afterward unless a commitment that narrows options 
would provide a long-term sustainable advantage. 

• Signal. Treat each demonstration, disclosure, and silence as a deliberate message: 
Demonstrate selectively to show that aggression could be deterred or defeated, share 
selectively to keep cooperation credible, and hold the rest in reserve. Because much of the 
capability being signaled sits with private companies rather than the state, effective signaling 
requires close government-industry coordination over what is demonstrated and disclosed, run 
through standing mechanisms rather than ad hoc requests: cleared-industry forums on the 
defense-industrial model, pre-negotiated disclosure agreements, and crisis playbooks exercised 
jointly under Objective 4. Keep deterrence and cooperation visibly open at once, so a rival can 
assume neither a wall nor a hand. Capability-sharing is itself a strategic instrument (a question 
of what to share, with whom, and when), and signaling is also how the United States dampens 
a rival’s incentive to race. 

• Commit, by evidence or by the clock. The evidence and the clock govern two different 
decisions. When the evidence on a pivot becomes compelling, commit to the strategy it favors 
on the merits.15 Short of that, each perishable capability forces a narrower decision as its latest 
start date approaches: Begin the long-lead work now and keep the strategy reachable, or let the 
option close. Treat each latest decision date as a deliberate choice to preserve an option or 
accept its foreclosure instead of letting the choice be made by default.  

 
15 Note that this logic works for all strategies except Deterrence. As described in the “Five Pivotal Uncertainties” section, the 
availability of suppression can never be conclusively proven with evidence. Deterrence must be chosen based on a judgment that 
the danger is bad enough to act and that the downside risks, such as escalation, are manageable. 
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Figure 2 summarizes the Freedom of Action strategy and the seven objectives.  

Figure 2. A Freedom of Action Strategy 

I N V E S T M E N T S  
Objective 1: Build the human-AI ecosystem 

• Advance and sustain the AI safety and coexistence 
research base 

• Build tools and institutions that preserve human 
agency 

• Establish arrangements for broad benefit and 
legitimacy 

• Prepare society for AI-driven disruption 
• Shape the incentives and structure of the AI 

ecosystem 
 

Objective 2: Build the AI security architecture 
• Situational awareness 
• Compute visibility and governance 
• Incident detection, containment, and response 
• Verification, monitoring, and cooperative 

infrastructure 
• Deterrence and enforcement 
• Counter-AI and resilience 
• Domestic governance and enforcement capability 
 

Objective 3: Adapt the legacy national security 
architectures and institutions 
• Nuclear 
• Biosecurity 
• Conventional military 
• Diplomacy and 

economic statecraft 

• Intelligence 
• Counterterrorism 
• Cybersecurity 

 

Objective 4: Build the capacity of citizens, 
firms, and governments to respond 
• Prepare leaders 
• Cultivate safe, positive uses 
• Build break-glass plans and capabilities, and 

institutionalize AI crisis planning 
• Raise AI literacy 

 O V E R A R C H I N G  O B J E C T I V E  
Build and preserve freedom of action to 

secure geopolitical advantage and ensure 
humanity’s survival with agency through the 
transition to superintelligence: the capacity to 
seize advantage as windows of opportunity open 
and to pursue whichever of the seven strategies 
the uncertainties come to favor. 

 

O P E R A T I O N S  
Objective 5: Monitor for indications and 

warnings 
• Anticipate frontier advances 
• Identify militarily significant developments 
• Watch and red-team rivals 
• Set indicators and warning thresholds 
• Deliver warning and drive decision 
 

Objective 6: Guard against catastrophe and 
lock-in 
• Deny, disrupt, and degrade reckless advancement 
• Manage dangerous proliferation 
• Deter aggression 
• Hold strategic stability 
• Keep a nuclear firebreak 
• Manage incidents 
• Maintain resilience 
• Act on expiring options intentionally 
 

Objective 7: Seize advantage and signal 
deliberately 
• Extend the window 
• Exploit and integrate 
• Signal 
• Commit, by evidence or by the clock 

 

 



21 

Resources and Trade-Offs 
A successful strategy needs to be tested against the availability of resources, and admittedly we do 

not assess costs in detail in this paper. But we do seek to provide an order-of-magnitude reasoning 
behind that accounting, including how large the commitment plausibly is, where the binding 
constraints lie, and which trade-offs the strategy forces. 

To be clear, the commitment for the United States is a complete societal and institutional 
reorientation rather than a single program. The United States has made reorientations of this class at 
least twice in the past century. The early Cold War era produced the National Security Act of 1947 
and with it the Department of Defense, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the National Security 
Council. NSC-68 and the Korean War then roughly tripled defense spending within two years. A 
decade of sustained investment built the analytic, warning, and verification apparatus on which every 
later nuclear strategy depended (Gaddis, 2005). And later, after September 11, 2001, the Department 
of Homeland Security and the Office of the Director of National Intelligence were stood up within 
four years, homeland security spending ran on the order of a trillion dollars over the following two 
decades, and intelligence and law enforcement attention was reallocated (Hoehn and Shanker, 2023).  

The record of those reorganizations is mixed, and the post-2001 case in particular may have led to 
mission sprawl and waste. But both cases show that the commitment is measured in societal and 
institutional attention sustained across administrations more than in any single budget line. 

Every archetypal strategy requires a comparable reorientation of government and societal 
attention. Each strategy needs the monitoring apparatus, the security architecture, the adapted 
institutions, and the machinery to manage its own pathological mode of failure. The pathologies 
catalogued in the “Seven Archetypal Strategies” section are themselves resource sinks: a Dominance 
posture must oversee its own concentration of power just as a Moratorium posture must ensure 
democratic oversight of the surveillance capabilities needed to sustain enforcement. The seven 
strategies have many capabilities in common but also point resources in different directions. 
Nevertheless, this requires the United States to make orders of magnitude of commitment beyond the 
status quo. The cost differential among the archetypal strategies is dwarfed by the cost of 
implementing any serious strategy or the cost of strategic drift. 

Given the possible extensive economic returns to AI, the binding constraint is plausibly something 
other than money. Private AI capital investment for capability development reportedly runs to 
hundreds of billions of dollars annually (Sajadieh et al., 2026). By reducing pressures to slow AI 
development until evidence warrants, the Freedom of Action strategy can help promote economically 
beneficial applications of AI, and in principle, the growth that the strategy protects can help defray its 
costs. The more practical scarcities that bind are political will, attention, institutional capacity, 
technical talent inside government, political bandwidth, and the public-private coordination on which 
most of the architecture depends.  

There are nonetheless real trade-offs for the U.S. government, business, and civil society. Senior 
leader attention is finite, and this strategy would draw from other priorities. Much of the architecture 
also requires appropriations, and some of it might require authorities that do not now exist. And the 
strategy asks political leaders to sustain some investments whose payoff is the absence of foreclosure 
and maintaining optionality, which is a benefit that might be hard to calculate. 
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Critiques 
The Freedom of Action strategy faces several critiques. 

The Costs of—and Capacities to—Maintaining Optionality 
Preserving optionality across a variety of futures for such a transformational technology is 

inherently expensive. The previous section argues that the scale of the demand might be comparable 
across strategies but more importantly is dwarfed by the gap between any strategy and the status quo. 
But there remains a critique that scarce budgets, attention, and institutional capacity determine which 
options are worth keeping open. Some strategic options should be allowed to lapse when their 
marginal value does not meet the marginal cost of keeping or building them. 

To respond, we highlight three points. First, as noted in the previous section, the resource 
demands may be broadly comparable across the seven strategies and are dwarfed by the gap between 
adopting any strategy and remaining at the status quo, so the increment attributable to preserving 
optionality itself is fairly modest. Second, the costs do not all fall on the federal budget. Any serious 
response to the five pivots requires a whole-of-nation effort, and much of the necessary work—
alignment, evaluation, security—is already being funded by firms and other actors. Third, the binding 
constraint may be not money but rather time and prioritization. The capabilities that unlock multiple 
strategies at once offer a natural focal point for scarce attention, and they give the dispersed actors who 
must contribute a common object to build toward. More generally, attention to transformational AI 
will likely not stay scarce. A technology of this consequence will captivate governments. The 
framework seeks to give that attention a constructive agenda organized around a strategy rather than 
improvised in a crisis. 

The Shortest Timelines 
The strategy presumes sufficient time to monitor developments and build options across 

strategies. But progress is accelerating, with frontier developers forecasting recursive self-improvement 
within a few years (Kokotajlo et al., 2025). If they are right, we may not have time for a coordinated 
strategy at all. 

However, short timelines do not favor an early bet on a single strategy. The shorter the timeline, 
the less time there is to recover from a wrong choice, which raises the value of focusing resources on 
the shared foundations that pay off no matter which strategy proves correct. Short timelines sharpen 
the sequencing logic of the strategy development by shortening the latest decision dates for building 
capabilities. Short timelines also suggest a need for front-loading the capabilities with the longest lead 
times and widest cross-strategy value first at crash-program scale.  

Of course, there might be exceptionally fast takeoffs, where no foundation can be built in time and 
no evidence will resolve before the choice is forced. We acknowledge that, in these cases, the Freedom 
of Action strategy might not have the room it needs to operate—which may be true for the other 
strategies as well. There might be no solution to the shortest timelines, but the best mitigation is to 
build the shared foundations now rather than defer and accumulate risk. 
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The Will to Commit 
The Freedom of Action strategy focuses on the dangers of premature commitment to a specific 

strategy archetype. Actors who commit to a strategy without conclusive evidence of the resolution of 
pivot factors risk foreclosing strategic options when the pivot factors resolve. But another mode of 
failure may be the opposite: risk-averse institutions, slow political processes, and visible time pressure 
combining into too little, too late.  

We proposed the latest-decision-date analysis to counter that possible drift, but a decision rule 
cannot by itself supply the will to act on it. The strategy's success presumes institutions prepared to 
commit when the evidence arrives and to decide deliberately rather than by default as the decision date 
to build needed capabilities passes. That capacity is built in Objective 4. Leaders and staff who have 
rehearsed a commitment decision and have a break-glass plan already drafted for the strategy that the 
evidence favors face a smaller burden than those improvising one under pressure. Rehearsal does not 
supply will. It removes the substitutes for will that can undermine good decisionmaking, such as 
options not being available, decision consequences examined under undue time pressure, or authority 
not residing in those who need to take action. 

A Recipe for Chaos 
Holding several strategies open invites the objection that a nation with a foot in seven canoes is 

headed for chaos rather than flexibility. But preparing for multiple contingencies without knowing 
which will arrive is smart practice of effective institutions. Consider the U.S. military’s emphasis on 
force planning against multiple contingencies, in which combatant commands maintain standing 
plans, and equipment is prepositioned in theaters. The alternative for this type of planning under 
uncertainty—building the force for a single predicted war—is itself irresponsible. We do not suggest 
executing seven strategies at once but rather preparing and planning across the strategy space.  

Freedom of Action’s Own Structural Pathology 
Finally, the strategy might itself foreclose options through its own apparatus. A standing 

monitoring, licensing, and review architecture is subject to the same deployment lock-in described in 
the “Risks of Foreclosure” section. Agencies and constituencies form around the strategy, and what 
was built to preserve options can harden into a permanent brake on the acceleration end of the 
strategy space. This suggests that the Freedom of Action architecture should be subject to the same 
discipline it applies elsewhere: periodic review keyed to the five pivots so that elements no longer 
providing optionality value are wound down rather than defended.  

Conclusion 
The possible emergence of superintelligence is a strategic challenge without precedent, and the 

temptation is to resolve its uncertainty by force of will, to pick the strategy that present instinct favors 
and commit to it. That is a risky choice that misunderstands the structure of the problem and the 
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extensive uncertainty we face. The opposite temptation to be sclerotic or paralyzed under uncertainty 
is not better.  

The seven strategies cannot be conclusively ranked on the evidence available; commitment in 
either direction, acting now or waiting, forecloses options the United States will need; and a 
premature commitment also might signal to a watching rival how to beat it. The disciplined response 
is to manage the dilemma by building and preserving freedom of action, hold both deterrence and 
cooperation credibly open, seize advantage when windows of opportunity open, and commit when the 
case is compelling. Capabilities whose absence would foreclose options should be preserved or 
abandoned with intention. The capacity to choose, and the readiness to choose well when the moment 
comes, is how the United States secures both geopolitical advantage and humanity’s survival with 
agency. 

This is a demand for work that begins now, before any crisis arrives. It means building and 
deploying the capabilities that serve every strategy and beginning now to build those with lead times 
that exceed the warning the United States is likely to get. It means standing up the monitoring to read 
the five uncertainties and the decision machinery to act on them, demonstrating enough capability to 
shape rivals’ choices without disclosing intent, and rehearsing the response. None of this can be 
improvised mid-crisis, and each capability left unbuilt already forecloses options. The burden falls on 
the U.S. government, the frontier companies, businesses, and civil society together, in service of the 
people whose agency the strategy ultimately exists to protect.   
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