
Tribunal Session Summary
Session: conclave-20261027-000355-how-might-companies-like-cd1b

Depth: T6

Advocates: 6 | Judges: 4 | Cost: $14.1140 | Time: 43m 18s

THE PROMPT: How might companies like Baseten and Fireworks differentiate themselves in the mid to

long term? Consider factors such as innovation, market positioning, and customer engagement strategies.

Provide evidence-based reasoning and a clear takeaway.

THE RULING: Baseten and Fireworks AI can differentiate in the mid to long term, but not through durable

software moats. Baseten’s strongest path is time-gated, audited operating history and contractually

underwritten reliability while keeping customer workloads portable; Fireworks’ strongest path is

continuously renewed, workload-specific performance economics verified by buyer-controlled evidence.
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The Prompt

How might companies like Baseten and Fireworks differentiate themselves in the mid to long term? Consider

factors such as innovation, market positioning, and customer engagement strategies. Provide

evidence-based reasoning and a clear takeaway.

The Ruling

Baseten and Fireworks AI can differentiate in the mid to long term, but not through durable software moats.

Baseten’s strongest path is time-gated, audited operating history and contractually underwritten reliability

while keeping customer workloads portable; Fireworks’ strongest path is continuously renewed,

workload-specific performance economics verified by buyer-controlled evidence.

The controlling position is Claude Opus 5’s evolved thesis: both firms are converging full-stack competitors

rather than occupants of separate lanes, neither currently demonstrates pricing power from differentiation,

and the durable question is which firm can accumulate or re-create the slowest-decaying proof fastest. The

strongest evidence is structural: software artifacts such as weights, eval harnesses, and kernel techniques

are portable or open-source, while audit windows and operating-effectiveness history require calendar time.

The main caveat is commercial: no public retention, segment-margin, or contract-term data yet proves that

buyers value these assets enough to produce durable retention.

This summary reads “Fireworks” as Fireworks AI, the inference-infrastructure company, not Firework, the

video-commerce customer-engagement company.

Core Analysis

What “differentiation” must mean

The load-bearing term is “differentiate.” If it means merely having different marketing emphasis—Baseten

talks about control, Fireworks talks about performance—then both already do. But the deliberation used the

stricter meaning: durable differentiation means measurable retention, expansion, or pricing power that

survives competitive copying, open-source diffusion, and hyperscaler bundling. Under that definition, feature

lists are not enough. The question becomes: what asset can a competitor not quickly reproduce?

The winning answer is that the asset is not a software feature. It is proof that takes time to produce or must

be continuously re-won.

The market structure is convergence, not bifurcation

Early submissions argued that Baseten and Fireworks would split into separate lanes: Baseten as control

plane, Fireworks as data plane; or Baseten as application workflow, Fireworks as performance layer. The

record rejected that. The evidence shows overlapping competition:
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• Shared marquee customers: Cursor, Notion, and Harvey appear on both public rosters. This proves
multi-homing, not necessarily zero switching costs, but it weakens any claim that one vendor owns a
customer’s full stack.

• Product convergence: Fireworks acquired Hathora in March 2026, adding multi-region, multi-cloud
orchestration. Baseten expanded into training, speculative decoding, and multi-cloud management.

• Capital abundance: both firms raised roughly $1.5 billion-scale rounds in 2026, undermining the idea that
thin margins force each firm into a narrow specialty.

• No stable performance ranking: one cited GLM benchmark showed Baseten much faster on median
latency while Fireworks showed higher task success. That means performance leadership can invert by
metric.

The correct market picture is not two monopolies in non-overlapping layers. It is two well-funded firms

building similar full-stack capabilities while trying to claim different centers of gravity.

The decay-rate framework

Claude Opus 5 introduced the framework that became the debate’s core analytical tool: rank differentiators

by what prevents a competitor from copying them.

IP-gated assets decay fastest. These include custom kernels, quantization tricks, speculative decoding, and

batch-invariant numerics. Knowledge publishes quickly. The record showed that batch-invariant or

deterministic inference modes became available in open-source runtimes such as vLLM and SGLang. One

technical datapoint: batch-invariant kernels were measured at 194 TFLOPS versus 527 TFLOPS for

cuBLAS, a 63% slowdown, showing that determinism has a cost but is not proprietary once shipped.

Capital-gated assets decay at the speed of money. These include contracted GPU capacity, enterprise

sales teams, certifications, and procurement bundling. Capital is abundant in this market. Both firms raised

large rounds, and hyperscalers can bundle or co-sell competing services.

Time-gated assets decay slowest. These include audited operating-effectiveness history, incident and

failover records, and contractual reliability evidence collected over fixed, non-retroactive observation

windows. Money cannot compress the calendar period required to produce audit evidence.

The critical correction came in later rounds: the time-gated advantage is not years. It is roughly one to four

quarters. SOC 2 Type II observation periods typically run three to twelve months and are non-retroactive.

FedRAMP 20x compressed authorization timelines dramatically—traditional paths could take 12 to 36

months, while newer paths can reduce agency review to weeks and allow a current SOC 2 Type II to bridge

to certain FedRAMP classes in about one week. But the reform did not abolish the observation window; it

made the window the admission ticket.

Therefore the strategic conclusion shifts from “accumulate a moat” to “maintain cadence.” The winner is not

the firm with the largest static stock of assets, but the firm that can re-win the next one to four quarters faster

than a challenger can reproduce the required evidence.

Baseten’s path: portable workloads, retained operator evidence

Baseten’s strongest differentiation is not “we have compliance.” Hyperscalers already have certifications.

The stronger claim is narrower: Baseten can become the neutral operator that attests to production behavior

across clouds, regions, and self-hosted environments, and can contractually underwrite reliability in ways

hyperscalers are structurally unlikely to match.
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The mechanism has three parts:

1. Workload portability. Model packages, weights, deployment definitions, configurations, and runbooks
should remain exportable. Baseten’s open-source Truss standard supports this. The record rejected the
claim that Truss itself creates network-effect lock-in; open packaging standards usually reduce switching
costs.

2. Operator-attached evidence. Audited operating history, failover telemetry, incident records, and
control-effectiveness evidence attach to the operator, not the exported artifact. If a customer moves the
workload, the new operator cannot claim it ran the prior controls or fulfilled the prior service history.

3. Underwritten reliability. The mature version of this strategy is contractual risk transfer: service-level
objectives with financial consequences, such as p99 latency or availability penalties. A signed penalty is
a public signal that the vendor believes its own operating record.

This resolves the central tension: portability and retention can coexist only if the retained asset is not the

customer’s artifact, but the operator’s evidence and contractual counterparty.

Baseten has relevant existing proof: it has held SOC 2 Type II and HIPAA compliance since March 2023 and

describes multi-cloud management across many clouds and regions. Its stated capabilities—security,

compliance, self-hosting, multi-region, multi-cloud, multi-model, and multi-GPU support—fit this path.

But the position is not proven. The record estimated only about 50–60% confidence that the cross-cloud

attestation niche is commercially large enough. The falsifier is clear: if by end-2027 Baseten’s

governance-sensitive, multi-cloud, or self-hosted cohorts do not show net revenue retention at least 10

points above price-driven single-cloud cohorts, or above 110% after controlling for token-price deflation and

volume growth, the mechanism is not yet a durable differentiator.

Fireworks’ path: renewable execution economics

Fireworks’ strongest differentiation is measurable inference economics: latency, throughput, reliability,

quality, and cost under real workload constraints. The winning metric is not raw cost per token, because that

can reward cheap but low-quality output. The better metric is cost per qualified outcome: total serving cost

divided by requests or tasks that meet agreed quality, latency, reliability, and safety constraints.

This metric is useful procurement hygiene, but it is not itself a moat because it is vendor-neutral. Fireworks’

advantage must be the repeated ability to win that metric on buyer-controlled tests.

The record rejected stronger versions of the Fireworks moat:

• Fine-tuned weights are portable. Fireworks’ own materials indicate customers can retain and export
fine-tuned weights, subject to model licenses.

• Eval harnesses and reward functions are often customer-authored and exportable.

• Train/serve numerical alignment is increasingly open-source. vLLM and SGLang support deterministic or
batch-invariant modes.

• Hyperscalers can wrap Fireworks’ performance. Fireworks’ Azure/Foundry integration, including startup
credits up to $150,000, shows that a hyperscaler can distribute a rival’s inference engine inside its own
enterprise channel.

So Fireworks’ advantage is best described as a renewable execution capability, not a permanent asset. It

may also benefit from a one-time re-qualification tax when customers switch providers, but that toll does not

compound by itself.
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Fireworks has scale evidence, including reported high daily token volumes and large enterprise customers,

but scale alone does not prove margin capture. Reported Fireworks gross margins around 50% were cited,

though this figure is contested by another source placing margins in the 30–40% range. Baseten has no

comparable public margin figure. Therefore margin evidence cannot currently prove either firm has achieved

differentiated economics.

Fireworks’ falsifier: if buyer-run, workload-normalized benchmarks do not show a repeatable advantage over

self-hosted vLLM/SGLang or competing providers within one to two quarters, or if optimized accounts renew

and expand at rates indistinguishable from generic endpoint accounts, the performance-economics lane

fails.

Customer engagement: technical proof, not retail CX language

The record corrected a major entity error: materials about personalization, omnichannel experiences,

proactive recommendations, empathetic support, and loyalty belong to Firework, the video-commerce

company, not Fireworks AI. Those materials cannot support Fireworks AI’s infrastructure strategy.

For both firms, customer engagement becomes defensible only when it produces technical, outcome-tied

evidence:

• Baseten should use architecture reviews, governance planning, failover testing, incident post-mortems,
and migration-time evidence.

• Fireworks should use workload evaluations, capacity planning, co-optimization, and reproducible
benchmark methodology.

High-touch engagement is economically viable only for a concentrated top-tier segment, plausibly around 20

to 100 strategic accounts. The long tail is likely price-sensitive and commodity-like because human-intensive

operational entanglement does not scale to thousands of small customers.

Evidence and fact-check

Claim Status Meaning

Shared customers such as
Cursor, Notion, and Harvey appear
on both rosters

Verified, with caveat Multi-homing exists; it does not prove
zero switching costs but weakens
exclusive-lane claims

Fireworks AI fine-tuned weights
are customer-owned and portable

Verified from vendor materials “Weight gravity” or checkpoint lock-in
is not a durable moat

Batch-invariant/deterministic
inference techniques are available
in open-source runtimes

Verified Kernel-level performance
advantages decay quickly

Firework customer-engagement
materials prove Fireworks AI
strategy

Rejected Entity mismatch

Both firms have ~50% gross
margins

Rejected as stated Fireworks has contested secondary
reports; Baseten lacks public margin
data
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Claim Status Meaning

SOC 2 Type II and
FedRAMP-related audit windows
are time-gated

Verified mechanism Calendar time, not just money, is
required to produce
operating-effectiveness evidence

Baseten has SOC 2 Type II and
HIPAA history since March 2023

Verified Supports, but does not prove, a
time-gated reliability path

Fireworks acquired Hathora and
expanded orchestration

Verified Falsifies clean
control-plane/data-plane separation

Baseten expanded into training
and speculative decoding

Verified Falsifies clean lane separation

Truss creates Kubernetes-like
network-effect lock-in

Rejected Open packaging standards usually
increase portability

The clearest takeaway: Baseten should sell portable control over production AI and retain operator-attached

evidence; Fireworks should sell verified inference outcomes. Both must convert emphasis into hard

proof—retention, expansion, migration friction, audited reliability, and buyer-verified economics—before the

market treats them as commodity GPU resellers.

How We Got Here

Scorecard

Judge Claude
Opus 5

Mistral
Large 4

Grok 4.5 Gemini
3.1 Pro

DeepSeek
V4 Pro

GPT-5.6
Sol

Winner

Zhipu
GLM-4.7

ADOPT PARTIAL REJECT REJECT REJECT PARTIAL Synthesis
led by
Claude
Opus 5

GPT-OSS
120B

ADOPT PARTIAL PARTIAL REJECT PARTIAL PARTIAL Claude
Opus 5

Zhipu
GLM-5.2

PARTIAL PARTIAL PARTIAL PARTIAL PARTIAL PARTIAL Synthesis
led by
Claude
Opus 5

Qwen3.8-
Max

PARTIAL REJECT REJECT REJECT PARTIAL ADOPT GPT-5.6
Sol
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Convergence Assessment

Convergence was primarily epistemic, not affective. Most position shifts were tied to verifiable corrections:

the Firework/Fireworks AI entity mismatch, vendor documentation showing weight portability, open-source

deterministic inference modes, product-convergence evidence such as Hathora and Baseten Training, and

the withdrawal of the two-firm margin claim. The debate did not simply drift toward the most assertive

advocate. Even where Claude Opus 5’s framework became dominant, other advocates forced boundaries:

GPT-5.6 Sol challenged margin inference, Grok 4.5 challenged sourcing, and Mistral Large 4 challenged the

symmetry of cross-cloud attestation.

There was some affective risk. Zhipu GLM-5.2 noted that DeepSeek V4 Pro and Mistral Large 4 sometimes

adopted Claude Opus 5’s framework without fully independent verification. Position stability data showed

substantial revision across rounds, but the revisions were usually evidence-triggered rather than

social-pressure-triggered.

Closing Statements

Mistral Large 4 ended with a convergence thesis and asymmetric moat potential. It abandoned its original

bifurcation argument, withdrew Truss-based network-effect claims, and accepted that Fireworks AI lacks a

firm-specific performance moat because open-source runtimes and hyperscaler distribution can replicate or

wrap performance gains. Its final view favored Baseten’s time-gated control-plane history, protected partly by

the structural conflict that hyperscalers are unlikely to underwrite cross-cloud failover, while Fireworks must

rely on renewable execution. Its strongest surviving contributions were the cross-cloud attestation conflict

and the unresolved symmetry question: if Fireworks also becomes a cross-cloud attestor, Baseten’s

advantage may narrow.

Grok 4.5 moved from a briefing-aligned statement to a conditional, falsifiable thesis. It conceded the Firework

entity error, circular reliance on briefing implications, and the overstatement of “non-commoditizable layers.”

Its final position treated both firms as overlapping full-stack competitors, with Baseten emphasizing

production-control operating history and Fireworks emphasizing verified workload economics. Its strongest

surviving evidence was the dual falsifier set: cohort retention differentials and financially underwritten

reliability terms by end-2027 or mid-2028.

GPT-5.6 Sol delivered the most disciplined evidentiary position. It rejected permanent moats, withdrew the

customer-learning flywheel as unproven, and reframed cost per qualified outcome as procurement hygiene

rather than a proprietary advantage. Its final view was that Baseten should offer portable, secure production

operations while Fireworks should offer continuously verified inference economics. Its strongest contribution

was the distinction between captive retention and earned retention, which survived the portability challenge.

DeepSeek V4 Pro concluded that neither firm has a demonstrated moat. It retracted the argument that

absence of benchmarks in the briefing proves absence of market proof, and it accepted that Firework

materials cannot describe Fireworks AI. Its final position emphasized operator-attached evidence for

Baseten and buyer-verified performance economics for Fireworks, with durability conditional on retention

data that is not yet public. Its strongest surviving point was the need to distinguish generic proof, which can

commoditize, from embedded proof tied to specific workloads, contracts, and operating history.

Claude Opus 5 closed with the most influential formulation: there are no moats, only decaying assets. It

withdrew weight gravity, the two-firm margin proof, and the idea that time-gated assets provide years of
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exclusion. Its final position ranked assets by gating mechanism and concluded that the maximum

non-compressible lead is roughly one to four quarters. Its strongest surviving evidence was the SOC

2/FedRAMP observation-window mechanism, Baseten’s dated audit record, shared-customer multi-homing,

and the compute-bound versus calendar-bound distinction.

Gemini 3.1 Pro did not file a closing statement in the supplied record.

Reality Checks

Claim Challenge Result

Claude Opus 5: Both firms have
~50% gross margins, proving
neither has converted
differentiation into pricing power

Grok 4.5: No public source confirms
the figure for both firms; Fireworks’
figure is contested and Baseten’s
margin is undisclosed

Claude Opus 5 withdrew “at both
firms,” called it a one-firm leak, and
released other advocates from
concessions based on the claim

Claude Opus 5: Fireworks’
“weight gravity” creates durable
lock-in through weights, eval
harnesses, and train/serve identity

GPT-5.6 Sol: Weights are portable,
eval artifacts may be
customer-owned, and open-source
runtimes support deterministic
serving

Claude Opus 5 demoted the thesis to
an execution lead with no
firm-specific asset underneath

Mistral Large 4: Truss creates
Kubernetes-like switching costs
and network effects for Baseten

Claude Opus 5: Kubernetes
reduced cloud lock-in through
portability; Truss is an open
packaging format any competitor can
support

Mistral Large 4 withdrew the Truss
moat claim

Gemini 3.1 Pro: Baseten and
Fireworks will become
non-overlapping control-plane
and data-plane monopolies

Claude Opus 5: Fireworks acquired
orchestration capability, Baseten
built training and speculative
decoding, and both share customers

The monopoly/lane-split thesis was
abandoned by its author under
convergence evidence

Grok 4.5, DeepSeek V4 Pro,
Mistral Large 4: Firework
retail-engagement materials
support Fireworks AI customer
engagement strategy

Claude Opus 5: The materials
belong to Firework, not Fireworks AI

Affected advocates withdrew the
engagement evidence

Next Steps
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Next Step Why It Matters Confidence

Obtain or infer cohort net revenue
retention for Baseten’s
governance-sensitive and
multi-cloud accounts

This tests whether time-gated
operating history actually produces
retention separation

55–60% that the mechanism helps,
but unverified

Assess whether Baseten’s
cross-cloud attestation niche is
large enough to support
enterprise-scale differentiation

The structural conflict is plausible,
but demand-side evidence is missing

~50% commercially material

Track whether Fireworks’
workload-specific performance
advantages persist against
self-hosted vLLM/SGLang

If open-source runtimes match
quickly, Fireworks’ advantage is only
a treadmill gain

~60% that advantage remains
renewable but not structural

Determine whether future margin
expansion comes from software
value or owned compute

Margin expansion caused by owning
GPUs would confirm capital
advantage, not software
differentiation

~65% that compute ownership may
explain part of future margin gains

Monitor GPU supply conditions
through end-2027

Scarcity masks differentiation;
loosening supply will force buyers to
choose on reliability, economics, and
proof rather than availability

~70% that supply loosening will
make the test sharper
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Dissenting Opinions

No dissenting opinions were filed in this session.
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Glossary

Term Definition

AI inference The process of serving trained AI models to generate outputs for user or
application requests

Batch-invariant kernels GPU computation methods designed to produce consistent numerical results
across different batch sizes, useful for deterministic inference and training
alignment

Capital-gated assets Competitive advantages that require large amounts of money to reproduce and
therefore decay at the speed of fundraising or investment

Control plane The layer of a system that manages, routes, secures, and orchestrates workloads
rather than executing them directly

Cost per qualified outcome A workload-specific metric measuring total serving cost per request or task that
meets agreed quality, latency, reliability, and safety constraints

Data plane The layer of a system that executes the actual workload, such as running model
inference

Decay-rate framework An analytical method that ranks competitive advantages by how quickly
competitors can reproduce them

Earned retention Customer renewal driven by continued service value rather than by proprietary
lock-in or blocked export

FedRAMP 20x A modernized U.S. federal authorization pathway that can compress approval
timelines while relying on existing audit evidence

Firework A video-commerce and customer-engagement company distinct from Fireworks AI

Fireworks AI An AI inference-infrastructure company comparable to Baseten

GPU pass-through A business condition where GPU costs dominate pricing, limiting the provider’s
ability to retain software-like margins

IP-gated assets Competitive advantages based on knowledge or technical techniques that decay
quickly once published or copied

Net revenue retention (NRR) A measure of revenue retained from existing customers, including expansion and
accounting for churn

p99 latency The latency level below which 99% of requests fall, often used for tail-performance
guarantees

SOC 2 Type II A security audit report assessing whether controls operated effectively over a
defined period, not just at a single point in time
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Term Definition

Speculative decoding An inference-acceleration technique where a smaller draft model proposes tokens
that a larger model verifies

Time-gated assets Competitive advantages that require calendar time to accumulate and cannot be
bought forward

Truss An open-source model packaging and deployment format associated with Baseten

vLLM/SGLang Open-source inference-serving runtimes that can rapidly absorb performance
techniques and reduce proprietary kernel advantages
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How The Conclave Works

The Conclave is a structured multi-model deliberation system. Instead of asking one AI model a question and

trusting its answer, the Conclave convenes a panel of independent models, forces them to argue, and

subjects their conclusions to judicial review. The process is adversarial by design — consensus must be

earned through evidence, not assumed through agreement.

Advocates are independent AI models (e.g., Claude, GPT-5, Gemini, DeepSeek) that each receive the

same question and produce a sealed submission without seeing each other's work. Each submission must

include a falsifiable hypothesis, tagged evidence with reasoning type (deductive/inductive/abductive),

provenance labels for any frameworks cited, and an honest self-assessment.

Challenges follow submissions. Each advocate reads all other submissions and directly attacks weak points

— not polite reviews, but pointed cross-examination. They must identify the single factual crux that would

settle each disagreement.

Debate Rounds (1–7 depending on depth) force advocates to defend, concede, or revise their positions

under pressure. The system tracks position stability across rounds to detect sycophantic drift — when

models change their stance to agree with others without citing new evidence.

Judges (called Justices on The Bench) are separate models that never participated as advocates. They

evaluate the full record: submissions, challenges, and debate transcripts. They fact-check claims, audit

framework provenance, assess whether convergence was epistemic (evidence-driven) or affective (social

pressure), and render a verdict: ACCEPT one position, SYNTHESIZE the best elements, or REMAND for

further debate.

Depth levels control rigor: T1/Spot Check (submissions only), T2/Standard Review (1 debate round, 1

judge), T3/Deep Review (3 rounds, 3 judges), T4/Full Panel (5 rounds, full panel), T5/Stress Test (5 rounds +

Fresh Eyes review), T6/Red Team (7 rounds + mid-debate judicial checkpoint).

The system is deterministic code — it cannot be sycophantic. It dispatches prompts, collects responses, and

enforces the adversarial structure. The models argue; the code referees.


