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Agreements can constrain strategic games already under way, but cannot prevent a self-interest-first logic from
continually generating new ones.

Human history has no shortage of agreements. Ceasefires, alliances, arms control, trade arrangements, crisis
communication, international law, and domestic institutions have all served real purposes at different times. Nor can
the problem simply be described as “all agreements eventually fail.” Empirical research has even found that many
alliance commitments were honored within particular historical samples.[1]

The question is different: why can an agreement that was reasonable, effective, and even conscientiously observed
when signed not guarantee its passage through decades, generations, or longer merely because it was signed?

I. An agreement is an equilibrium in a particular time and place, not a natural constant across time
When an agreement takes shape, actors, interests, power, technology, risks, and expectations of the future stand in a
particular configuration. Both sides' willingness to comply usually means that, under those conditions, compliance
better fits their respective judgments than violation.

But time does not stop at signing. Parties alternate in office, leadership changes, societies may undergo major
transformations, national power rises and falls, new technologies alter existing security boundaries, and new actors
and interests emerge.

The future actors who must actually honor an agreement may therefore no longer be the same actors, in the relevant
sense, as those who formed it. Leeds's study of alliance commitments from 1816 to 1944 found changes in power and
in policymaking processes to be among important predictors of violation.[1] Research by Fearon and Powell on
commitment problems further explains that, even when an arrangement exists today that both parties prefer to
conflict, peace can become unstable if one side cannot credibly commit to future compliance, especially when the
future distribution of power is changing rapidly.[2][3]

An agreement is not eroded by its paper. It is repriced by the world that changes after it is signed.

Il. The real test is not when compliance is most advantageous
Compliance when both sides clearly benefit does not answer an agreement's hardest question. The real test comes
when one of the following first occurs:

e After a shift in power, breaking the rules may offer a greater advantage.

e When a crisis arrives, concealment, delay, or preemptive action may become advantageous.

e New leaders and social forces no longer understand old commitments as their own.

¢ After a technological leap, the objects governed by old rules have changed.

e Once a shared external opponent disappears, the former “we” separates again into distinct “I”s.

If an agreement's stability depends entirely on all participants continuing to find compliance more advantageous
under every future condition, its long-term stability rests on a demanding premise: future actors, interests, and power
structures must not change enough to alter that calculation.

The real test of an agreement is never when both sides have reasons to honor it. It is the first time one side believes

breaking it would be more advantageous.

lll. Agreements constrain existing strategic games; self-interest first keeps generating new ones
This is the distinction between external rules and underlying logic.

External constraints

Actors first form purposes: | want to win, be safe, lead, or control more resources. Agreements, laws, and institutions
then specify which means are prohibited and which boundaries cannot be crossed.
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This structure can be highly effective. The problem is that, as long as the primary logic of purpose generation remains
unchanged, rules face an internal pressure: if circumventing them better achieves the original purpose, why not
circumvent them?

Internal logic

The deeper change is not “I have already decided what to do, but am prohibited from doing it.” It is that, when a
purpose would destroy the conditions for oneself and others to continue existing, correct errors, exit, and choose
again, those consequences already have standing to change the purpose before it is locked in.

Cooperation, correction, and shared survival then cease to be merely external costs considered after a purpose forms.
They begin to enter purpose generation itself.

Agreements can constrain strategic games already under way, but cannot prevent a self-interest-first logic from
continually generating new ones. To change the long-term trajectory of these games, we must ultimately reach the
first-order logic that generates purposes.

IV. What must endure through time is not the same agreement

There is no reason to demand that an agreement made today remain word for word unchanged a century later.
Actors, technologies, and risks change. Replacing old rules with new ones does not itself mean civilizational
regression.

What matters is whether new agreements can form before old ones fail; whether new actors can rebuild shared
security after old actors change; whether a new equilibrium can emerge after a reversal of power without passing
through irreversible conflict; and whether channels of correction remain alive after a severe error of judgment.

What civilization must preserve is therefore not Agreement Persistence—the indefinite survival of an agreement's
text—but Correction Regeneration: the capacity to regenerate structures of correction.

Agreements may fail. Correction must not die.

This also means that long-term peace cannot be understood merely as containing today's conflict. The harder
question is whether peace and correction can regenerate again and again as new actors, interests, and eras emerge.

V. “Internal” is not a moral demand, but a change in where purpose generation begins
Self-interest first does not exclude cooperation, but generates strategic games from within.

Self-interest with others first does not exclude competition, but generates cooperation from within.

“From within” describes the first-order relational structure of purpose generation, not an absolute prediction of final
behavior. Self-interested actors can cooperate; actors who bring others in first can compete. The real difference is
where cooperation and competition enter the formation of purposes.

This does not require actors to abandon their own interests, promise permanent peace, yield unilaterally, or abolish
defense.

It concerns the order of purpose generation: before one's own purpose is locked in, can affected others, shared
consequences, and conditions for future correction already enter and genuinely change it?

In a self-interest-first structure, cooperation can emerge, but often must first be shown to benefit me. Once returns,
deterrence, or countermeasures disappear, the reason for cooperation may disappear with them.

Under self-interest with others first, others need not first become “me,” prove they can repay me, or prove they can
harm me before gaining causal standing to alter a purpose. Self-interest and defense remain, but one's own interests
no longer presume first-mover priority in purpose generation.

This is therefore not a new agreement placed on top of an old logic. It attempts to change why each future generation
of actors would regenerate cooperation, correction, and conditions for shared survival as it forms its purposes.
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VI. Al and AGI make this question newly urgent

When human capabilities were limited, even problematic purposes encountered distance, organizational costs,
insufficient information, execution speeds, and resource constraints that left rules time to catch up. Al, AGI, and
stronger intelligence may weaken these natural impediments together.

If future intelligence inherits only a structure of completing goals and allowing rules to correct afterward, greater
capability will require downstream rules to keep chasing faster, more complex execution of purposes.

The deeper choice is to give future intelligence not only more rules, but also questions that enter purpose generation
itself: should new consequences reopen the original purpose? Who should be seen before a purpose is locked in?
Which actions would eliminate conditions for future correction?

What civilization needs to pass to future intelligence may not be an eternally fixed set of answers, but the underlying
way answers are generated.

VII. An open boundary: our task is not to find every possible path for the world
This essay does not undertake to prove that no second path could possibly exist in the universe, still less to prove that
a second path does exist.

Anyone who believes external agreements, mechanism design, deterrence, distributed governance, or an entirely
different approach can endure changes of actors, shifts in power, technological leaps, and crises while preserving
correction and shared survival over the long term, without touching the underlying purpose-generation logic
discussed here, may set out that approach in full.

We permit and invite such exploration. A genuinely distinct path can enter public discussion and examination. Where
necessary, we can also help clarify it and unpack its causal relationships and failure conditions.

But substantiating those alternatives and exhausting every possible path on the world's behalf is not this essay's task.
Its continuing task is to clarify the problems and causal relationships already identified and advance the direction
already developed into reality.

We do not find every path on the world's behalf, but welcome every path that emerges.

VIII. What matters is not more people accepting the same answer

Open discussion is not intended to turn “the only path” into a count of affirmative votes. With more participants,
what should increase is independent reasoning by different actors: different experiences, disciplines, positions of
interest, cultures, and counterexamples entering the same question.

Some may retrace the causal chain and reach the same result, deepening understanding. Some may identify a break
in the logic, prompting revision. Some may propose a better path, resolving the problem. Some may turn an
unresolved question into real action, bringing ideas into the world.

What matters is not more people believing the same answer, but more people genuinely thinking through the same
question.

IX. Conclusion: civilization needs a logic that can regenerate peace
Human history repeatedly establishes agreements and repeatedly confronts new actors, interests, and distributions
of power. Agreements therefore remain necessary, but an agreement itself is not the root of stability.

If civilization adds rules only after conflicts arise, downstream institutions must forever chase upstream purposes. If
purpose generation itself begins to bring others, shared consequences, and future correction into consideration
earlier, rules and agreements may increasingly become practical expressions of that internal logic, rather than
external brakes forever opposing it.
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Truly stable peace is not a strategic game held down by rules. It is the capacity, even after new actors emerge, to
regenerate reasons not to push one another into irreversibility.

This is not a promise of perpetual peace. It moves the question further upstream: perhaps what we actually need to
change has never been a particular agreement, but why future actors will generate the same kind of strategic game
again.
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