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Abstract

Pluralistic-alignment work increasingly turns
from model-output diversity to institutions.
National-security AI is a stress case for that
turn. Classification, operational urgency, and
security-dilemma pressure structurally constrain
public participation, transparency, and ordinary
review. The result is what I call frictionless se-
curity: the public-private extension of Deeks and
Eichensehr’s frictionless government, in which
state and private actors converge around capabil-
ity, speed, secrecy, and lawful-use compliance
while the architecture that would weigh those
choices against civil liberties, humanitarian re-
straint, escalation control, democratic legitimacy,
and AI safety is weak. Pluralism here is whether
institutions can preserve conflict among public
values, route that conflict through forums with le-
gitimate authority, and make the result reviewable.
Starlink in Ukraine, Project Maven, Apple v. FBI,
and reported frontier-AI defense-contracting dis-
putes show three failure patterns — private veto,
absorbed dissent, and red lines that do not bind
deployment — and one case in which conflict
reached a forum with authority. Three lessons fol-
low: pluralistic alignment depends on the forum
that receives disagreement, on the market struc-
ture that determines whether refusal can be ab-
sorbed, and on whether technical evidence can be
verified by outsiders. The contribution is to show
that, in national-security AI, pluralistic alignment
depends not only on model behavior but on the
contracts, forums, evidence, and market structures
that determine whether disagreement becomes ac-
countable decision-making.
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1. Introduction
Pluralistic-alignment work has built increasingly sophisti-
cated ways for models to represent plural values. Whether
those values become consequential is a separate problem:
converting disagreement about public values into account-
able decisions when the institutions that should carry those
values are themselves under pressure. National-security AI
makes this problem unavoidable.

A growing strand of pluralistic-alignment work moves to-
ward institutions. Sorensen et al. (2024) develop output-
facing pluralism. Leibo et al. (2024) reject rational con-
vergence and propose contextual grounding, community
customization, continual adaptation, and polycentric gover-
nance. Huang et al. (2024) operationalize public input in
model design. Kasirzadeh (2024) distinguishes first-order
value choices from second-order legitimacy choices: not
only what values are implemented, but who has authority
to choose, measure, aggregate, and operationalize them.
National-security AI tests whether these moves survive de-
ployment settings where participation, transparency, com-
munity input, and ordinary public scrutiny are structurally
constrained.

Heterogeneity is not enough for pluralism. A firm saying no
is not pluralism, even when it tracks a public value. If one
lab refuses a domestic-surveillance contract and another ac-
cepts, what we have is heterogeneity, not enacted pluralism.
Pluralism here means a system that preserves real conflict
among incommensurable public values: civil liberties, hu-
manitarian restraint, escalation control, soldier safety, AI
safety, legality, democratic legitimacy. Firm refusal, worker
voice, and technical evidence become pluralistically mean-
ingful only when institutional architecture converts them
into reasons, evidence, review, and consequences.

That architecture is what national-security pressure tends
to weaken. Deeks and Eichensehr use frictionless govern-
ment to describe a national-security failure mode in which
ordinary checks weaken because Congress and the execu-
tive converge on the same security objective. Institutions
that are supposed to check one another become aligned
around speed, capability, secrecy, or threat response, leaving
fewer sites where contrary values can slow or redirect action
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(Deeks & Eichensehr, 2024). I use frictionless security to
name the public-private extension. In national-security AI,
the state and private-sector providers may converge around
capability, speed, secrecy, and lawful-use compliance while
the architecture that would weigh those choices against
other public values is weak. Now, public and private actors
do not always agree. But the disagreements that remain
may be routed through institutions that cannot change the
deployment decision.

This pattern has different causes on each side of the
public-private relationship. State actors operate under
security-dilemma pressure and intelligence-legalism dynam-
ics (Schlanger, 2015). Firms operate under contract depen-
dence, market dynamics, reputational exposure, and talent
scarcity. Kulveit et al. (2025) place this in a wider con-
cern: AI development can erode the institutional levers
through which human influence over large-scale systems
is held; Bullock et al. (2025) frame the state-level stakes
as a narrow corridor between despotic and absent power.
National-security AI is the sharper case: some levers are
constrained from the start.

By national-security AI I mean AI procured or deployed by
the state for defense, intelligence, or related security func-
tions where classification, operational urgency, or national-
security legal doctrines structurally constrain ordinary pub-
lic participation, transparency, and review. Classification is
an intensifier, not the boundary: national-security framing
can also constrain review through securitization, judicial
deference, procurement channels, or congressional secrecy.
Many of these systems act on noncitizens — at the border, in
foreign theaters, through transnational surveillance — who
are absent from domestic accountability structures.

Pluralistic alignment in national-security settings is deter-
mined less by who holds what values than by whether in-
stitutions can convert disagreement into reasons, evidence,
review, and consequences. § 2 develops accountable plural-
ism as the preservation of incommensurable value conflict in
a forum with authority to change deployment. § 3 identifies
four reasons ordinary conversion fails: security framing nar-
rows value-holding, secrecy and AI opacity limit visibility,
private refusal lacks democratic authority, and crisis speed
compresses review. § 4 traces three routes — law, contracts,
and markets — through which public values can gain or
lose force. § 5 reads four cases — Starlink, Project Maven,
Apple v. FBI, and frontier-AI defense contracting — to dis-
tinguish accountable conversion from private veto, absorbed
dissent, and red lines that do not bind deployment. § 6 re-
turns to pluralistic alignment with three lessons — forum,
substitutability, evidence — and discusses design targets.
§ 7 covers limitations.

2. Accountable pluralism requires architecture
Accountable pluralism is not heterogeneity: it is not satisfied
when one firm refuses and another accepts. Accountable
pluralism requires a decision process that preserves real con-
flict among public values that do not reduce to one metric
(Berlin, 1969; Mason, 2018): civil liberties, humanitarian
restraint, escalation control, soldier safety, AI safety, demo-
cratic legitimacy, and the security interests on the other side.

Public-law-style values — legality, reason-giving, reviewa-
bility, accountability, non-arbitrariness (Dickinson, 2006;
Bozeman, 2007; Jørgensen & Bozeman, 2007) — help make
those conflicts institutionally holdable. They are not them-
selves pluralism. They are the procedural infrastructure that
lets plural value conflict survive long enough to affect a
decision.

For this paper, accountable pluralism requires at least three
things:

1. competing public values are preserved as live reasons
rather than collapsed into one metric;

2. those reasons enter a forum with legitimate authority
to weigh them; and

3. the resulting decision is recorded, reviewable, and ca-
pable of changing deployment.

Kasirzadeh’s second-order question may be answerable even
when first-order participation is not. Pettit (1997; 1999)
supplies the legitimacy bridge: when participation in origi-
nating a decision is limited, power must still be contestable,
and contestability requires institutional channels (Kaminski,
2021; Citron & Pasquale, 2014). Critics existing somewhere
in the system is not enough; challenges must have some-
where to go and some chance of being answered. Mans-
bridge et al. (2012) extend the point: legitimacy can be
produced across a system of institutions, not only inside a
single forum, but the system has to do work — moving rea-
sons, evidence, and challenge across sites where decisions
can change.

Ovadya et al. (2025) name the precondition: democratic
authority over a decision depends on a process whose traces
are legible to outsiders and whose outcomes the authority
can bind itself to. Classification withholds both. National-
security AI does not fail partway up that scale; it starts at
the bottom.

By friction I mean the practical capacity of an institutional
system to convert value conflict into consequential decision-
making. Friction requires an actor with leverage, a forum
with authority to hear the conflict, and a path by which the
forum’s decision can affect deployment. Without leverage
and consequence, objection reduces to expression. Similarly,
without forum, leverage becomes private discretion. Friction
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is therefore a set of minimum practical questions: Who
can object? What evidence can they use? Where does the
objection go? Who must answer? Can the answer change
deployment?

3. Why ordinary conversion fails
3.1. National-security pressure can narrow

value-holding

National-security institutions can give capability, speed, se-
crecy, and lawful authorization more usable institutional
homes than other public values. Securitization moves issues
out of ordinary politics (Buzan et al., 1998; Wæver, 1995),
judicial deference doctrines constrain courts, congressional
review may be classified and dependent on committee ca-
pacity, and totalizing threats may overwhelm dissent.

In the U.S., national-security AI systems are routed into sep-
arate defense and intelligence channels. M-25-21, OMB’s
government-wide AI-use memorandum, does not cover AI
used as a component of a National Security System, and sev-
eral of its requirements do not apply to Intelligence Commu-
nity elements (Office of Management and Budget, 2025a).
M-25-22, its acquisition counterpart, likewise excludes In-
telligence Community elements and AI acquired for use
as a component of a National Security System (Office of
Management and Budget, 2025b). M-25-22 contains the
kinds of acquisition tools this paper takes as useful for ac-
countability: vendor lock-in protections, IP rights, data and
model portability, ongoing testing and monitoring, docu-
mentation and transparency requirements, independent eval-
uation, and vendor performance terms. National-security AI
is governed instead by the DoD AI Ethical Principles, the
DoD Responsible AI Strategy and Implementation Pathway,
DoDD 3000.09, the ODNI Principles of AI Ethics for the
Intelligence Community, and the 2024 National Security
Memorandum on AI. Brennan Center analysts describe this
as a two-track structure, with the national-security track
thinner on evidence requirements, public use-case inven-
tories, waiver transparency, and individual remedies (Toh,
2025). The Department of War’s January 2026 AI Strategy
widens the gap, directing standard “any lawful use” lan-
guage in every DoW AI contract and seeking models “free
from usage policy constraints that may limit lawful military
applications” (U.S. Department of War, 2026a). For plural-
istic alignment, the question is whether the national-security
track preserves disagreement in a form that procurement
officers, inspectors general, congressional staff, courts, or
external technical reviewers can receive, contest, and act on.

3.2. Secrecy and AI opacity narrow visibility

Two opacity problems compound. Some deployments are
deep secrets (Pozen, 2010): their existence is concealed, not
just their content. Even when existence is known, AI sys-
tems can be inscrutable to cleared insiders (Burrell, 2016;
Selbst & Barocas, 2018). Deeks (2025) argues that national-
security AI compounds the accountability strain created by
secrecy: classified system, opaque mechanism, responsibil-
ity spread across lawyers, engineers, operators, contractors,
and agencies (Thompson, 1980; Patel & Toomey, 2024).
Deep secrecy can defeat public contestation by hiding exis-
tence; AI inscrutability can defeat cleared review by hiding
mechanism.

3.3. Private refusal is not pluralism

Distributed responsibility is sometimes treated as a solution:
if the state is pressured toward security logic, perhaps firms
or workers can hold public values instead. Private actors can
surface values the state discounts, and technical knowledge
it lacks, but they do not legitimately represent the public in
a forum with authority.

National-security AI sits inside a longer history of pri-
vate infrastructure for state force (Weber, 1946; Singer,
2003; Avant, 2005; Krahmann, 2010). Defense con-
tractors, intelligence vendors, cybersecurity firms, cloud
providers, and platforms all sit inside the operational appa-
ratus (Eichensehr, 2017; Chachko, 2021; Maurer, 2018). AI
adds model providers and integrators to that chain.

A frontier lab refusing may surface a public value. The
refusal becomes pluralist only when an institution with le-
gitimate authority can receive it, review it, and make it
consequential. Eichensehr (2019) names a structural condi-
tion: companies push back when resistance can be framed
as protecting users. Belfield (2020) shows why AI-worker
activism has had purchase — shared professional culture,
scarce talent, consumer-facing market position — and why
those conditions are unstable.

Firms are institutional sites where technical knowledge,
commercial pressure, and value commitments interact. Even
cooperative firms may resist sharing the technical detail that
would let others verify their claims. The pluralist question
is institutional: whether refusal or compliance becomes
reviewable and consequential outside the firm.

3.4. Crisis pressure and normalization of deviance

Speed does not only reduce review time. It can change what
counts as acceptable risk (Sagan, 1993; Vaughan, 1996).
Reporting on Israel’s Lavender system describes human-
review windows compressed to seconds per target under
wartime tempo (Abraham, 2024); the Department of War’s
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January 2026 AI Strategy makes the underlying logic ex-
plicit, holding that “the risks of not moving fast enough
outweigh the risks of imperfect alignment” (U.S. Depart-
ment of War, 2026a). Crisis speed is one condition under
which independent constraints get absorbed into operational
compliance. Emergency pressure is when ordinary review
is hardest and later review becomes most important.

4. How public values become institutional
constraints

Public values do not usually disappear all at once under
national-security pressure. They are routed into institutions
that may or may not be built to hold them. Three routes are
the focus here: legal review, contracts, and market struc-
ture. They are not the only routes — doctrine, rules of
engagement, classification review, inspector-general pro-
cess, congressional notification, technical standards, and
professional norms can also matter. The narrower claim
is that law, contracts, and markets are three places where
public values often become administrable constraints, or
lose force.

4.1. Legal-compliance routing

Legal review can preserve public values. It can also narrow
them. For example, civil liberties may become a Fourth
Amendment, statutory, or intelligence-authority question.
The failure mode is substitution: a process asks “may we?”
when the unresolved question is also “should this use occur?”
Schlanger (2015) documents the pattern in the intelligence
context. When legal compliance has lawyers, escalation
procedures, and sign-off requirements while substantive
civil-liberties review lacks comparable infrastructure, com-
pliance can crowd out review of the underlying value con-
flict. Deeks (2025) extends the accountability problem to
national-security AI: AI can shift practical authority toward
engineers, make responsibility for errors harder to assign,
and weaken the executive’s ability to explain why a system
produced a result.

DoD’s AI Ethical Principles — responsible, equitable, trace-
able, reliable, governable — give officials terms through
which to demand judgment, documentation, testing, and
control across combat and non-combat functions (U.S. De-
partment of Defense, 2020). They do not, by themselves, an-
swer whether a particular use should occur. DoDD 3000.09,
revised in January 2023, addresses autonomous and semi-
autonomous weapon systems specifically; it is not a general
governance instrument for national-security AI (U.S. De-
partment of Defense, 2023).

4.2. Contract routing

Procurement is where corporate commitments either be-
come durable or evaporate. A refusal category, safety thresh-
old, or deployment condition that does not appear in data
rights, audit rights, flow-down clauses, monitoring duties,
reporting duties, termination rights, or reauthorization trig-
gers is not yet a constraint on downstream deployment. It
may matter reputationally, internally, or in future litigation.
It does not bind the procurement officer, integrator, cloud
provider, prime contractor, operator, or reviewer unless it
enters the legal and technical architecture they use.

Mulligan & Bamberger (2019) show why this matters for
machine learning. Procurement can embed policy choices
in technical systems without the public participation, factual
record, or reasoned explanation associated with administra-
tive policymaking; their response is to bring administrative-
law values — including contestable design — into procure-
ment. Coglianese & Lampmann (2021) make the contract
mechanism explicit: provisions on public access, privacy,
bias detection, transparency, validation, and cybersecurity.
Default contracting infrastructure does not by itself carry
public values across the contractor interface (Schooner,
2005; Dickinson, 2011; Freeman & Minow, 2009; Metzger,
2003).

National-security AI procurement is also an incomplete-
contracting problem. Hadfield-Menell & Hadfield (2019)
frame AI alignment this way: values, goals, and downstream
uses cannot be fully specified in advance, and human con-
tracting relies on external structures — law, culture, courts,
institutions — to fill gaps. The same problem appears in
procurement. No contract can specify every downstream
use, integration context, failure mode, or value conflict. The
pluralist work happens in gap-filling: audit rights, report-
ing duties, procurement review, external evaluation, and
technical evidence that can travel outside the firm.

4.3. Market-structure routing

Defense markets are not neutral. They are shaped by public
R&D, procurement choices, classification rules, acquisition
pathways, and industrial-base policy (Mazzucato, 2013).
Market structure affects whether refusal or dissent can mat-
ter. When many providers compete, refusal at one provider
may be easy to absorb. Project Maven illustrates: Google
workers objected, Google did not renew, the capability con-
tinued through other channels. Hard-to-substitute actors
hold more leverage but can become private veto points, as
with Starlink. The pluralist question is not whether substitu-
tion is hard but whether durable market positions are bound
to reviewable obligations.

4



When Disagreement Matters

5. Four ways disagreement fails or becomes
consequential

The cases below are diagnostic probes, not causal evidence
(Gerring, 2017; Seawright & Gerring, 2008). They share
one structural claim: pluralism requires institutional archi-
tecture that can receive disagreement, give it a forum, and
attach consequences. Hirschman’s (1970) framing makes
the point analytically. Exit and voice are not properties of
dissenting actors alone; they depend on whether structures
exist to convert refusal or objection into reviewable, conse-
quential decisions. The cases trace what happens when the
architecture is absent, partial, or present. Each foregrounds
one conversion pattern: where the disagreement arose, who
held leverage, what forum existed, and what institution, if
any, could change the deployment path.

Case selection follows the framework’s two decisive di-
mensions: the substitutability of the dissenting actor (can
the buyer route around refusal?) and the forum (does an
institution with authority over deployment receive the dis-
agreement?). The four cases populate that 2×2: Starlink is
low-substitutability with no public forum; Maven is high-
substitutability with a firm-level forum only; Apple v. FBI
pairs architectural leverage with a forum that could bind de-
ployment; frontier defense contracting is the live, still-open
cell. This is a most-different design meant to expose the
conversion mechanism, not a representative sample meant
to estimate how often each pattern occurs. Other cases —
Clearview AI in police procurement, NSO/Pegasus export
licensing, or Section 702 disclosure litigation — vary the
same two dimensions and would extend or stress the account
rather than overturn its central claim that architecture, not
heterogeneity, determines pluralism. The account’s distin-
guishing, falsifiable implication is cell-level: where substi-
tutability is high and no deployment-level forum exists, even
costly firm-level refusal should leave the deployment trajec-
tory intact — the pattern Maven’s continuation displays.

5.1. Starlink in Ukraine

Private veto: private leverage without accountable ar-
chitecture.

The public record is contested and appears to involve more
than one episode (Washington Post, 2023; Snopes, 2023;
Abels, 2024; Jayanti, 2023). This paper relies on the
Crimea/Sevastopol episode: a request to enable or extend
Starlink service for a military operation, which SpaceX de-
clined. Musk later framed the refusal as an effort to avoid
escalation. This relied on a structural feature: private con-
trol over low-substitutability infrastructure, without a visible
accountable forum.

The disagreement arose between an operationally dependent
wartime user and a private infrastructure provider. SpaceX

held architectural and operational control.

Private veto is no more pluralistic than securitization.
SpaceX had leverage, exercised it, and the result was private
discretion regardless of whether the underlying judgment
was right. Private friction without architecture cannot be plu-
ralism even when it preserves a value, because the value’s
preservation depends on one actor’s discretion rather than
accountable conflict.

5.2. Project Maven

Absorbed dissent: worker voice converted into firm exit,
but not into deployment-level review.

Thousands of Google employees objected to the contract;
public reporting put petition signers around four thousand,
with about a dozen resignations (Conger, 2018; Dave, 2018).
Workers had leverage at the firm: shared professional cul-
ture, scarce talent, and consumer-facing reputational expo-
sure. The decision forum was the company. Google did
not renew the contract in 2018 (Dave, 2018). Worker voice
changed Google’s participation but it did not create a forum
with authority over Maven’s deployment trajectory. The pro-
gram’s later continuation and expansion supports a narrower
inference: firm-level exit did not produce deployment-level
review of the underlying use (Reuters, 2024; 2026b).

Maven is a partial firm-level success and a deployment-
level failure. Reuters reported that Palantir received a $480
million contract in May 2024 for the Maven Smart Sys-
tem (Reuters, 2024). The relevant value conflict was not
preserved in a forum with authority over the deployment
trajectory, and without monopoly over the entire tech stack,
the work moved.

5.3. Apple v. FBI

Pluralistic conversion: refusal entered court process,
public technical evidence, and policy debate.

The government sought an All Writs Act order requiring
Apple to create and sign new software to bypass security on
a suspect’s device (Electronic Privacy Information Center,
2016). Apple held architectural leverage: it could create the
software but had not. Apple argued the All Writs Act did not
authorize compelling it to write new software, and framed
the dispute as broader than one phone (Apple Inc., 2016).
The forum was a federal magistrate judge. The cryptography
community supplied public technical arguments presenting
the dispute as a systemic cybersecurity risk (Bellovin et al.,
2016; Landau, 2016). The government later obtained access
through a third party, leaving the legal rule unresolved.

The “pluralism” was not that Apple took a position on these
values. It was that competing values could be argued, evi-
denced, and reviewed in a forum with authority. There was
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a combination of architectural leverage, public technical evi-
dence, and accountable forum. The resolution also confirms
the framework rather than escaping it: once a third-party
tool let the government substitute around Apple’s refusal,
the forum lost its purchase — even the success case shows
conversion lasting only as long as substitution is unavailable.

5.4. Frontier-AI defense contracting

Red lines that may not bind: reported corporate red
lines exist, but the public cannot yet see whether they
bind the deployment architecture.

Because this case is unsettled, I separate three epistemic tiers
and rely below only on the first two. Documented in public
reporting: the government’s announcement of classified-
network AI agreements naming several firms, the published
corporate usage policies, and the filed litigation (U.S. De-
partment of War, 2026b; Anthropic, 2026; Anthropic PBC v.
U.S. Department of War, 2026). Inferred from procurement
structure: that a restriction stated in a model provider’s
policy need not bind integrators, cloud environments, or
downstream classified use unless it enters the contract archi-
tecture (§ 4.2). Speculative, and set aside here: which firms
ultimately hold or fold, and whether any specific red line in
fact constrained a specific deployment — claims the current
public record cannot settle.

Public sources indicate disputes over whether and how
frontier-AI providers’ restrictions on domestic surveillance
and autonomous weapons would apply in classified deploy-
ments (Anthropic, 2026; Amodei, 2026; OpenAI, 2026;
Reuters, 2026c;a; Tiku & De Vynck, 2026). The legal
and factual record is still developing (Anthropic PBC v.
U.S. Department of War, 2026; CBS News, 2026; Frazee
et al., 2026). The government publicly announced classified-
network AI agreements with several firms, including Ope-
nAI and Google; Anthropic does not appear in that an-
nouncement and has been reported as the major holdout
(U.S. Department of War, 2026b; Sabin, 2026). The public
record shows corporate statements, government announce-
ments, reporting, and litigation around the dispute. It does
not yet show a forum that can review the downstream classi-
fied use, test the red lines, and impose deployment conse-
quences. Tillipman (2026) documents the procurement-law
version: these are bilateral deals that bind only their sig-
natories, often Other Transaction agreements outside the
ordinary contract-disputes process. A red line written into
one need not survive the move to an integrator’s platform,
and termination is not governance — in the national-security
case it may not even be available.

Neither firm refusal nor compliance, on its own, points to
pluralism. The question is whether either position enters
an architecture that can convert it into legitimate decision-
making. In Hirschman’s terms, both employee objection and

firm-level refusal function as voice; exit is what happens if
the relationship ends. But exit and voice only matter if they
alter the buyer’s options or force a forum to confront the
underlying value conflict. If the government can substitute
providers, move the work to an integrator, or rely on a cloud
environment where the red line no longer travels, then exit at
the model-provider layer matters little. It may be principled
and perhaps have knock-on effects, but is not yet pluralistic.

The same point applies to reported corporate red lines, and
runs in both directions. A red line that holds without exter-
nal verification reproduces the Starlink failure mode: private
veto over deployment, with whatever value commitments
that provider happens to hold. A red line absorbed by substi-
tution at another layer reproduces the Maven failure mode:
voice or refusal at one layer, the work moving at another,
and no forum with authority over the underlying use.

6. Implications for pluralistic alignment
Pluralistic alignment cannot stop at model behavior, firm
commitments, or worker dissent. In national-security AI,
disagreement matters when it is routed to an institution that
can receive it, weigh it, and change what happens next.

Under frictionless security, public and private actors can
align around capability, speed, secrecy, and lawful-use com-
pliance while the institutions that would otherwise weigh
those choices against other public values are absent or weak.
The result may not be outright abuse, but something more
ordinary: decisions move through the forums that exist but
the values without institutional homes lose force.

The cases show useful patterns. Starlink shows private lever-
age without accountable architecture: SpaceX could refuse
or condition use, but no visible forum weighed the public
values at stake. Apple shows the opposite: refusal became
pluralistically relevant because it entered court process, pub-
lic technical evidence, and policy debate. Project Maven
shows absorbed dissent: worker voice changed Google’s
participation but not the trajectory of the underlying capa-
bility. Frontier-AI defense contracting is the unresolved live
case: reported corporate red lines may matter, but only if
they bind the actors who can change deployment — the
agency user, contracting officer, cloud provider, integrator,
operator, and reviewer.

Three lessons follow for pluralistic-alignment work.

Forum. Pluralistic alignment should look at the institutions
that receive disagreement. Which forum gets the objection?
What evidence can that forum inspect? Can it delay, con-
dition, disclose, escalate, or terminate a use? If not, the
disagreement may still be morally important; it is not yet an
accountable decision process.
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Substitutability. Exit and voice are structurally conditional
(Hirschman, 1970). If the buyer can substitute providers,
exit at one firm can be absorbed — the Maven failure mode.
If one provider controls a hard-to-substitute infrastructure
layer, refusal can become private veto — the Starlink warn-
ing. Pluralism requires institutions that can turn disagree-
ment into reasons, evidence, review, and consequences, and
market and procurement structures that keep those institu-
tions from being bypassed.

Evidence. Reported red lines and corporate commitments
matter if outsiders can verify whether they bind the actors
who deploy, integrate, procure, or oversee the system. With-
out external verification, principled positions remain private
discretion.

The same tests apply one layer down. A model’s refusals,
and the spec or constitution behind them, are pluralist only
when that document is publicly authored (Abiri, 2025), its
adherence is checkable from outside (Chan, 2026), and it
binds deployment; absent a forum, such an artifact shifts
power toward the firm that wrote it (Kawakami et al.,
2024) rather than constraining it. Output-facing pluralism
(Sorensen et al., 2024) and institutional pluralism meet at
the spec, and classification removes the conditions on both.

Leibo et al.’s (2024) principles — contextual grounding,
community customization, continual adaptation, polycentric
governance — are difficult to translate to national-security
settings. Contextual grounding often depends on classi-
fied information; community customization is limited by
mission structure; continual adaptation depends on after-
action review and slow procurement updates; polycentric
governance depends on whether firms, workers, courts, con-
gressional committees, inspectors general, and technical
reviewers have information and usable levers. Pluralistic-
alignment principles need institutional infrastructure to op-
erate, and this infrastructure is different and at times thin in
national-security AI.

6.1. Design targets

Part of the design problem is making objections usable by
institutions with authority. Four design targets follow. Safe-
guards must travel through the stack: a constraint that exists
only in a model provider’s policy is not yet a constraint on
deployment. M-25-22 names the relevant acquisition tools —
vendor lock-in protections, IP rights, data and model porta-
bility, ongoing testing and monitoring, independent evalu-
ation, vendor performance terms — but those tools do not
automatically govern the national-security cases that most
need them (Toh, 2025). Dissent must survive secrecy: clas-
sified technical and ethical dissent needs lawful channels,
building on precedents like the State Department Dissent
Channel, mandatory adversarial review, and PCLOB-style
cleared oversight (Deeks, 2020). Evidence must be built for

outsiders: evaluations, red-team results, system cards, safety
cases, audit logs, and incident reports should be designed
so that someone other than the developer can use them to
test a claim, contest a use, or impose a condition (Brundage
et al., 2020; Raji et al., 2020; Shevlane, 2022). Incomplete
contracting explains the necessity (Hadfield-Menell & Had-
field, 2019): no contract or model policy can specify every
downstream use, and evidence has to help institutions fill
the gaps. Emergency exceptions must expire: speed has
legitimate uses (Walzer, 1977), but bounded friction — logs,
sunset clauses, reason-giving, mandatory reauthorization,
retrospective review — is what preserves later judgment
without blocking urgent action (Deeks & Eichensehr, 2024;
Kiener, 2025).

Foreign affected publics make the second-order legitimacy
problem increasingly important. International humanitarian
law, human-rights law, refugee law, targeting doctrine, and
related regimes route their interests into legal constraints.
But they often do not participate in the domestic institu-
tions deciding how national-security AI is procured, tested,
deployed, or reviewed. Their interests are represented
through surrogates. That may be necessary under national-
security conditions, but still has legitimacy consequences.
A pluralistic-alignment account that treats this surrogate
structure as sufficient has answered Kasirzadeh’s second-
order question — who has authority to choose, weigh, and
operationalize values — by institutional default.

One objection is that national-security institutions exist pre-
cisely to hold some decisions apart from contestation, so
their authorization should settle the question. Insulation can
be legitimate, but only on conditions: Thompson’s second-
order publicity, that the decision to keep something secret
is itself accountable (Thompson, 1999), and Colaresi’s pair-
ing of immediate secrecy with retrospective accountability
(Colaresi, 2014). The forums, outsider-usable evidence, and
expiring exceptions argued for here are that second-order
structure; they do not replace ordinary governance, they are
the accountability insulation already requires.

Rigorous audits need more than black-box access: weights,
activations, training data, deployment detail (Casper et al.,
2024). Even outside classified settings, most external eval-
uators receive only black-box API access, and gray- and
white-box access remains rare (Brundage et al., 2026). Clas-
sification exacerbates the problem. The research task for
this community is therefore verification without disclosure:
methods that let a cleared but external party confirm a spe-
cific claim — that a model refuses a domestic-surveillance
request, that the system in the field is the one that was
audited, that an evaluation was run and returned what is
reported — without exposing weights, data, or operations.
Zero-knowledge attestations can prove that a model with pri-
vate weights meets a stated red-line metric on agreed bench-
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marks (South et al., 2024); trusted-execution-environment
audits let a provider and an outside auditor publish attested
results without trusting each other (Schnabl et al., 2025);
and proposed hardware-enabled guarantees could bind a de-
ployment to the reviewed model (Petrie et al., 2025). None
of this is mature, and none of it creates its own demand: a
buyer seeking models free of usage constraints will not ask
for attestations. Creating that demand is a policy question
— contractual requirements, mandated independent testing,
reporting duties to Congress — and the levers are the ones
this paper has traced. These mechanisms are not a substitute
for a forum with authority; they are how the evidence such
a forum needs can exist when the system itself cannot be
shown.

National-security AI shows that pluralistic alignment is not
just a model-design problem. It is a problem of institu-
tional conversion. Public values survive when disagreement
can become reasons, evidence, review, and consequences.
Without that architecture, firm refusal is private discretion,
worker voice is expression, and technical evidence is private
knowledge.

7. Limitations
The paper is conceptual — further research should expand
and deepen case study analysis. In particular, a large sur-
vey of national-security AI deployments and governance
mechanisms is needed. Further, this paper did not engage
deeply with international law and accountability. Future
work will expand on this. The institutional analysis is also
U.S.-centric; other democracies route national-security AI
through different procurement and oversight structures, and
the framework’s portability there is untested.
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