The Autoimmune Turn:

When America’s AI Containment Apparatus Could No Longer Tell Self From Threat

Travis Gilly
ORCID: 0009-0007-2954-6313
Real Safety Al Foundation

Illinois, United States

Working paper, June 2026 (v1)

ABSTRACT

On Friday, June 12, 2026, the United States Commerce Department ordered Anthropic to suspend access
to its two most capable models, Claude Fable 5 and Claude Mythos 5, for every foreign national, a
category that reached the company’s own noncitizen employees. To comply with an order that broad,
Anthropic disabled both models worldwide for all users. It was the first time the United States applied
export controls to Al models themselves rather than to the chips that train them. This commentary argues
that the order is best understood as an autoimmune event. Export controls are an immune response, built
to deny capability to a foreign adversary. An autoimmune disorder is what happens when that response
loses the ability to distinguish self from threat and begins attacking the host. The order did exactly that.
It disabled an American firm’s flagship product, locked American customers and American-employed
engineers out of a model they helped build, and handed the strategic competitor a demand shock that
markets priced within hours. The specific outage may be temporary. The precedent it established, that any
United States frontier model can be withdrawn overnight by letter, is not. The argument proceeds in three
moves: the diagnosis, the demonstration that the apparatus turned on the firm that championed it, and
the claim that one policy has now manufactured both the supply of and the demand for the competitor’s
alternative.

Keywords: Al export controls; model weights; national security; Anthropic; open weight models; Al governance;
technology policy; United States and China Al competition; regulatory own-goal; Commerce Department

I. INTRODUCTION

On the afternoon of Friday, June 12, 2026, the United States Commerce Department sent a letter to Anthropic ordering
the company to suspend access to Claude Fable 5 and Claude Mythos 5, its two most capable models, for any foreign
national, on national security grounds (Axios, 2026; TIME, 2026). A United States official confirmed on the record
that the Commerce Department sent the letter (Bloomberg, 2026). The order reached not only foreign governments
and companies but every foreign national, including Anthropic’s own noncitizen employees and the firm’s global
customer base (Nextgov/FCW, 2026). Faced with a restriction that broad, and unable to manage it on a user by user
basis, Anthropic disabled both models worldwide for all customers in order to comply (Nextgov/FCW, 2026; TIME,
2026). Users reported the models going dark over the weekend.

Two features of the order are worth stating plainly at the outset. The first is that it was unprecedented in kind.
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The United States has used export controls for years to restrict the sale of the semiconductor chips that train advanced
models, but it had never before applied export controls to the models themselves (TIME, 2026). The second is the
stated trigger. The government cited a reported method for bypassing Fable 5’s safeguards against finding software
vulnerabilities. Anthropic responded that it had received only verbal notice of a narrow and non-universal bypass and
disagreed that this was grounds to recall the models (TIME, 2026). The order did not arrive in a vacuum. It followed an
already adversarial relationship in which the Pentagon had placed Anthropic on a blacklist after the company declined
to allow its models to be used for fully autonomous weapons, an arrangement that left the firm deemed too dangerous
for government use even before this order deemed it too dangerous for foreign use (TIME, 2026; Axios, 2026).

This commentary makes no argument about the partisan merits of the administration that issued the order. It
advances a clinical claim instead. The June 12 order is best understood as an autoimmune event, and the autoimmune
frame is not a rhetorical flourish but the most accurate available description of what the apparatus did and why the

damage will outlast the news cycle.

II. THE DIAGNOSIS: AN AUTOIMMUNE RESPONSE

An immune system performs one essential function. It identifies what is foreign and attacks it, while leaving the body’s
own tissue alone. Export controls are the policy version of that function. They identify a foreign adversary’s access
to a capability and move to deny it. The chip controls the United States imposed in October 2022 were the textbook
case. They were aimed outward, at a foreign body, with the explicit goal of denying the People’s Republic of China the

computational infrastructure to train frontier models.

An autoimmune disorder is the failure of that function. It is what happens when the system loses the ability to
tell self from nonself and the defense turns on the host’s own cells. The discrimination of self from nonself has long
been treated as the organizing principle of immunology, and autoimmunity as the breakdown of that discrimination
(Silverstein & Rose, 1997). By that definition, the June 12 order is not merely a policy with bad side effects. It is
autoimmunity in operation. The order reached any foreign national, a category so broad that it swept in Anthropic’s
own noncitizen workforce and the firm’s entire global customer base, and the breadth of that reach is what forced an
American company to shut down its own product to comply. The two postures the firm now occupies make the point
complete. Too dangerous for the government to use, by the Pentagon’s blacklist, and too dangerous for anyone outside
the country to use, by the Commerce order, at the same time. That is a body rejecting its own organ from both sides at

once.

The most literal expression of the failure is found in who the order locked out. One industry estimate places
roughly 40% of the United States based artificial intelligence workforce as having been born in China, and the directive
bars many of those engineers from the systems they helped build (CNBC, 2026). The antibody attacked the cells that
produced the organ. In this case that is not a figure of speech. It is the operational result of an order that could not
separate the threat it was aimed at from the host it was supposed to protect.

III. THE MECHANISM AND ITS ARCHITECT

There is a further detail that turns the diagnosis from unfortunate to instructive. Anthropic was, for the year preceding
this order, the loudest voice in Washington calling for harder export controls. The company urged the White House to
tighten the diffusion rules governing advanced chips (The Register, 2025). It formally recommended hardened chip
export controls in its policy submission to the administration (TechCrunch, 2025). Its chief executive publicly rebuked
officials who, in his telling, treated the matter as an economic question of diffusing technology rather than a national

security question of building the most powerful technology in the world (The Hill, 2025). The containment apparatus
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that disabled Fable 5 and Mythos 5 is, in its essential logic, the apparatus Anthropic spent a year sharpening.

The point of noting this is not that the company is a hypocrite, and the argument does not depend on treating
Anthropic as a villain. The point is structural. A containment doctrine built on the premise that capability is the thing to
be denied does not reliably stay pointed outward. Once the operating assumption becomes that the model is itself the
dangerous article, and the government’s stated worry here was precisely a bypass that would let the model find software
vulnerabilities, the same logic reaches any sufficiently capable model, including the one built by the domestic champion
who argued for the doctrine in the first place. The architect built a mechanism with no working test for self and nonself,
and the mechanism behaved exactly as such a mechanism must. An immune system that cannot distinguish the host’s

cells from a pathogen will attack whatever expresses the trigger, regardless of whose tissue carries it.

This reading is not the author’s alone. After the order, the cybersecurity researcher Peter Girnus made the same
structural point in public, observing that a company that repeatedly frames its own product as too dangerous to release
should not be surprised when the government takes it at its word, and that Anthropic “wrote the legal predicate
themselves and called it a brand” (Kahn, 2026).

IV. THE PERMANENT WOUND

It is important to separate the outage from the precedent, because they have very different lifespans. Anthropic has
called the order disproportionate and pledged to restore access as soon as possible (TIME, 2026). The specific blackout
will most likely end, and Fable 5 and Mythos 5 will probably return. If the analysis stopped there, the episode would
read as a costly weekend and little more.

The analysis does not stop there, because a capability, once demonstrated, cannot be un-demonstrated. Before
Friday, the proposition that the federal government could withdraw a frontier model overnight by Commerce letter was
a hypothetical. After Friday it is a documented event. Every enterprise, every developer, and every government buyer
now building on a United States closed frontier model must price a nonzero probability that the model can be withdrawn,
restricted, or repriced by executive action, on short notice, on national security grounds the buyer has no standing to
adjudicate. That risk premium does not attach to one vendor. It attaches to the category. Reporting already notes that
OpenAl, Google, and Meta are on notice, and that government attention is increasingly fixed on model weights as the
asset to be controlled (Traders Union, 2026). That focus tracks a body of security scholarship that treats model weights,
the learnable parameters encoding a model’s capability, as a critical asset with national security implications (Nevo et
al., 2024). The precedent persists after the order lifts, in the way a structural fact persists after the headline fades. The
lasting damage is not that one model went dark for a weekend. It is that the overnight withdrawal of a United States

frontier model is now known to be possible and known to be usable.

V. MANUFACTURING THE ALTERNATIVE

The strategic cost of the order is best seen by looking at supply and demand separately and then together.

On the supply side, and independent of this order, open weight models from Chinese laboratories had already
become competitive and were taking share. One asset manager estimates that open weight models from Chinese labs
now hold roughly 25% in some segments and exert continued global price pressure, attributing part of the underlying
efficiency gain to export controls that forced it (Man Group, 2026). That is the background condition against which the
order landed.

On the demand side, the order is a demand shock for exactly those alternatives, and the market performed the

analysis in real time. Zhipu, which markets itself internationally as Z.ai, saw its Hong Kong listed shares jump as much
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as 48% on Monday before closing up roughly 33% (CNBC, 2026; Quartz, 2026). On the same Saturday that Anthropic’s
models went dark, Zhipu announced GLM-5.2, its most capable open model, to be released that week under an open
license with no usage restrictions, and framed the release as a direct rejoinder to an era in which capability belongs to a
few and can be withdrawn at any time (CNBC, 2026). The analyst response followed the same logic. JPMorgan raised
its price target on the company, and Bank of America initiated buy ratings on Zhipu and a domestic peer, arguing that as
United States providers raise prices, Chinese alternatives win the buyers who want capability without United States
pricing power and without United States political exposure (CNBC, 2026; Quartz, 2026). One analyst note named the
mechanism directly, describing a demand shock for available and affordable models now that United States frontier
access has become politically reversible (Invezz, 2026). The conclusion writes itself. One government produced both
halves of the same transaction. The chip regime helped manufacture the competitor’s supply, and the model order is

manufacturing the customer’s demand, and both arrows point at the same ecosystem.

Two disciplines belong on this claim, because without them it overreaches. The first is that the enterprise migration
is a forecast, not an accomplished fact. What is documented is the order, the unprecedented model level control, the
market reaction, and the structural incentive now in place. Mass migration of enterprise customers is a prediction, and it
is a falsifiable one. The same analysts who name the demand shock also name the condition that would reverse it, a
thaw between the United States and China or a softening of controls that removes the urgency to switch (Invezz, 2026).
If that thaw arrives and the migration stalls, the prediction is wrong, and it should be labeled as a prediction so that it
can be held to that standard.

The second discipline is that this is a diagnosis of an own-goal, not an endorsement of the alternative. Fleeing
to Chinese open weights trades one government’s reach for another’s. Developers who adopt GLM face data access
obligations under China’s National Intelligence Law, a different kind of government risk that does not disappear because
the model is open (Tech Times, 2026). The argument here is not that the alternative is safe. It is that United States
policy is now driving demand toward the strategic rival’s stack, which is a strange and self-defeating outcome for a
policy whose entire stated purpose is to preserve American advantage.

VI. THE SHAPE OF THE MISTAKE

It is worth being precise about what the failure is, because the lesson is not that the United States should stop restricting
dangerous capability. A narrow, fast, targeted control aimed at a specific actor and a specific access path, with notice, is
an ordinary and defensible immune response. The error in the June 12 order is breadth without discrimination. An
order that reaches any foreign national, with no mechanism to separate the adversary it targets from the host’s own
employees and customers, is not a scalpel. It is a response that cannot tell self from threat, which is the defining property

of autoimmunity rather than immunity.

There is precedent for the limits of this approach. In the 1990s the United States treated strong cryptography
as a munition and restricted its export. The controls were ultimately relaxed as encryption spread worldwide, and
in the litigation that surrounded them the Sixth Circuit held that the regulated artifact, encryption source code, was
protected expression rather than simply a controllable weapon. See Junger v. Daley, 209 F.3d 481 (6th Cir. 2000). The
structural lesson was that a capability which is fundamentally information, reproducible and distributable at almost no
cost once it exists, is difficult to contain by export restriction, and the attempt tends to disadvantage domestic firms
without a durable security gain. Model weights are not cryptographic source code, but the parallel is close enough to be
instructive: the capability already exists, competitors can reproduce it, and the government cannot fully contain it by
restricting a single domestic provider.

The error of breadth is compounded by an error of sequence. The action was reactive. It was triggered by a reported
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bypass and executed by letter within hours, rather than produced by a deliberate process that anticipated the second
order effects now visible in the market. A containment policy that surprises its own champion, disables a domestic
flagship, locks out the engineers who built it, and rallies the competitor’s stock inside a single weekend is not executing
a strategy. It is reacting to an event and discovering the costs afterward. The remedy is not the absence of controls. It is
controls with a working test for self and nonself, and a process that runs before the letter goes out rather than after the

damage is already priced.

VII. CONCLUSION

An immune system protects the body by attacking what is foreign. When it loses the ability to tell the body’s own
cells from an invader, it does not stop attacking. It attacks the host. The June 12 order is that failure made concrete in
technology policy. A containment apparatus built to deny capability to a rival reached so broadly that it disabled an
American firm, barred American-employed engineers from their own work, and handed the rival a demand shock that

the market priced before the weekend ended.

The outage will pass. The precedent it set, and the demand it created, will not. The question the episode poses is
not whether the United States should defend its advantage in artificial intelligence. It is whether a system that cannot
distinguish its own tissue from a threat can defend anything at all, or whether it will go on attacking the host until
someone restores the test it lost. This is a diagnosis written at the bedside, while the patient is still on the table. The
prognosis depends entirely on whether the apparatus relearns the difference between self and threat before the next
letter is sent.
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