Anthropic's Claude surges in popularity amid Pentagon dispute over military AI use
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Anthropic’s conversational AI, Claude, has seen a sudden spike in users after the Pentagon moved to blacklist the company last week amid a dispute over how its models might be used by the US military. The app shot to the top of Apple’s free app chart in the United States on Saturday, surpassing OpenAI’s ChatGPT, and climbed the Android rankings in both the US and the UK, reflecting a rapid shift in user attention. According to industry download data and reporting, ChatGPT remained strong in several markets even as Claude surged.
The company’s infrastructure struggled to keep pace with the influx. Early on Monday thousands of users reported interruptions to Anthropic’s services, with outage trackers logging heavy disturbance before the firm said the issues had been resolved by late morning. Anthropic described the spike in traffic as unprecedented demand for Claude and said the incident was short-lived.
Anthropic also reported that sign-ups and paid subscriptions have jumped since the dispute with the Pentagon began. “Every single day last week was an all time record for Claude sign-ups,” the company said in a statement, and it has promoted features designed to ease migration from rivals, including a memory tool available to paid users that can import prior conversations so new users pick up where they left off.
The confrontation with the defence establishment centres on limits Anthropic places on military use. Chief executive Dario Amodei has refused to remove prohibitions that would allow Claude to be used for mass domestic surveillance or to enable fully autonomous weapons, arguing both raise unacceptable ethical and constitutional issues. The US Defence Department, while denying any intent to employ AI unlawfully, has said it must preserve the right to use contractor technology for “all lawful purposes,” a position that precipitated the government’s decision to cut ties.
The vacuum created by that break with Anthropic was quickly filled by OpenAI, which reached an agreement with the federal government after talks with Anthropic stalled. OpenAI’s chief executive, Sam Altman, said the company negotiated explicit limits disallowing use of its systems for autonomous lethal systems or mass surveillance. The contract has since been revised to more clearly distinguish between private personal data and commercially acquired or public information, a change officials say strengthens civil-liberties protections.
The dispute has prompted high-level comment from across the technology and national-security communities. Nvidia’s chief executive characterised the clash as troubling but not catastrophic for the industry, while retired US intelligence and cyber commanders have warned that branding a single American AI firm a supply-chain risk could damage long-running efforts to sustain trust between the Pentagon and Silicon Valley.
As the political fight continues, the episode underscores a wider dilemma for policymakers and companies: whether national security needs or tech firms’ ethical lines should shape the terms under which powerful AI models are developed and deployed. Government directives ordering agencies to stop using Anthropic’s products, and the parallel acceleration of contracts with other vendors, have intensified debate about how to balance operational imperatives with public concern over surveillance and autonomous weapons.
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