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The Three Pillars of Cybersecurity Today

Executive Summary

For decades, cybersecurity has been organized around three dominant pillars: endpoint security, network 
security, and cloud security. These domains have shaped technology categories, vendor ecosystems, and 
enterprise budgets. They have matured into multi-billion-dollar markets, each responding to successive waves 
of digital transformation. However, a tectonic shift is underway. 

With AI agents and Model Context Protocol (MCP) servers proliferating across enterprises, API traffic has 
exploded in both volume and importance. APIs are no longer just backend plumbing; they are production-critical, 
customer-facing, and increasingly the primary attack surface. Yet, APIs remain poorly inventoried, weakly 
governed, and inadequately protected by the existing three pillars of cybersecurity.

The rise of APIs as the connective tissue of modern business creates a new class of risk that existing categories 
cannot contain.

AI agent and API security is no longer a subset or a feature within these pillars. It is fast emerging as the fourth 
pillar of cybersecurity: a standalone discipline essential for protecting the digital enterprise of the AI era.

Endpoint Security

The first pillar emerged in the 
late 1990s with the explosion 
of laptops and mobile devices. 
Antivirus and anti-malware 
evolved into endpoint 
detection and response (EDR) 
and now extended detection 
and response (XDR). Endpoint 
security protects the edge 
where humans interact with 
machines.

Network Security

The second pillar grew in 
parallel. Firewalls, intrusion 
detection systems (IDS/IPS), 
and secure web gateways 
became the backbone of 
perimeter defense. Even as 
the perimeter blurred, 
network security remained 
essential for monitoring, 
segmenting, and controlling 
data in motion.

Cloud Security

The third pillar was born from 
SaaS adoption and cloud 
infrastructure. Cloud security 
solutions now safeguard 
workloads, data, and access 
across AWS, Azure, Google 
Cloud, and SaaS ecosystems. 
Cloud security platforms 
provide visibility and control 
over ephemeral, API-driven 
infrastructure.

Together, these pillars created the foundation of modern cybersecurity. But they share a blind spot: APIs.



The Focus of the Three Existing Pillar

Endpoint Security

• Originated with antivirus, evolved into EDR/XDR.
• Focus: securing laptops, servers, mobile devices from malware, ransomware, and insider threats.
• Representative vendors: CrowdStrike, SentinelOne, Microsoft Defender.

Network Security

• Centered around firewalls, IDS/IPS, and intrusion detection.
• Focus: monitoring and controlling data flow across on-premises and cloud networks.
• Representative vendors: Palo Alto Networks, Fortinet, Cisco.

Cloud Security

• Emerged as enterprises shifted workloads to AWS, Azure, and GCP.
• Focus: misconfigurations, identity, workload protection, container/Kubernetes security.
• Representative vendors: Wiz, Lacework, Orca, Prisma Cloud.
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These three pillars have served enterprises well, but they were not designed to address the unique challenges of 
APIs powering AI-driven architectures.

The Rise of APIs and the Blind Spot of Traditional Security

APIs now power nearly every aspect of digital transformation:

• Mobile and web applications
• SaaS integrations
• Microservices architectures
• Cloud-native infrastructure
• AI and machine learning pipelines

Unlike endpoints, networks, or clouds, APIs are not a discrete object or location to secure. They are interfaces 
that are dynamic, ephemeral, and proliferating faster than organizations can track.

Analyst data shows that APIs now account for over 80% of web traffic. Yet most organizations cannot answer 
fundamental questions:

• How many APIs do we have?
• Which ones are exposed externally?
• What sensitive data do they expose?
• Are they compliant with policy?
• Are they under active attack?

Traditional pillars fall short:

• Endpoint tools don’t see API traffic.
• Network security can’t parse encrypted, JSON-based payloads.
• Cloud security platforms may inventory APIs but rarely enforce runtime protection.

The result: APIs have become the largest unprotected attack surface in the enterprise.
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Why APIs and AI Agents Change the Game

APIs are the New Business Logic

Every mobile app, SaaS platform, and AI agent action is API-driven. APIs aren’t just data conduits, 
they execute core business processes: payments, identity verification, supply chain execution, 
medical record access.

AI Agents and MCP Servers Depend on APIs

• AI agents reason and act by calling APIs.
• MCP servers broker requests across dozens of APIs at enterprise scale.
• These new digital actors massively expand the attack surface, generating unpredictable, 

high-volume API traffic.

Invisible to Current Security Stacks

• Endpoints do not monitor machine-to-machine traffic.
• Networks see encrypted flows but not application-layer API logic.
• Cloud security focuses on configurations, not runtime API abuse.
• Result: APIs, especially those invoked by AI agents, exist in a “security blind spot.”

Adversaries Are Already Exploiting APIs

• OWASP API Top 10 highlights unique risks like broken object-level authorization.
• High-profile breaches (Optus, T-Mobile, Peloton, etc.) were API-driven.
• Attackers are now targeting AI workflows directly through exposed APIs.

New Threat Vectors
Attackers no longer need to exploit human users. They can exploit AI agents and their API calls:
• Prompt injection → API abuse
• MCP manipulation → data exfiltration
• Agent chaining → privilege escalation
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None of the three existing pillars have visibility into this traffic. Without API security as a core discipline, 
organizations will have no control over the digital nervous system of their AI infrastructure.

The Case for API Security as the Fourth Pillar

1. Indispensable Attack Surface: APIs now power 80%+ of traffic and all AI agents. Enterprises often have 
10–20x more APIs than traditional applications, many undocumented (“shadow APIs”).

2. Distinct Technology Stack: API security requires unique discovery, posture governance, and runtime 
protection that existing tools cannot provide.

3. Foundational, Not Adjacent: Just as cloud security couldn’t be solved by extending network controls, API 
security requires a distinct category with purpose-built tooling.

4. Business Criticality: APIs are revenue enablers and compliance risks simultaneously.
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Category What it Protects Blind Spots Representative VendorsPrimary Threats

Endpoint Laptops, servers, 
mobile, loT

Malware, ransomware, 
insider threats

API traffic, 
machine- 
to-machine abuse

CrowdStrike, SentinelOne

Network Firewalls, routers, data 
flows

DDoS, intrusion, lateral 
movement

Encrypted API 
Traffic, business 
logic

Palo Alto, Fortinet

Cloud IsaaS/PaaS/SaaS/
workloads

Misconfiguration, 
identity abuse

RUntime API 
misuse, shadow 
APIs

Wiz, Lacework, Orca

API Security APIs powering 
apps & AI agents

Broken auth, data 
leakage, API abuse

Entire category 
unprotected by 
others

Salt Security Noname, 
Akamai (partial)

Comparative Table: Why APIs Require a New Pillar

Industry Implications

The history of cybersecurity shows a clear pattern: each technology revolution creates a new security 
category.

• The rise of personal computing → endpoint security.
• The rise of enterprise networks → network security.
• The rise of cloud computing → cloud security.

Today, the rise of API-first digital ecosystems and AI agents is driving the need for a new security pillar. API 
security is not a niche or subcategory. It is the logical fourth pillar of the cybersecurity market.

For CISOs

Just as endpoint, network, and cloud each required new budgets, teams, and strategies, API security must now 
be elevated as a board-level priority.

For Vendors

The market will consolidate around platforms that provide holistic API security—discovery, governance, and 
protection—rather than point features in WAFs or gateways.

For Analysts and Policymakers

Frameworks like NIST and MITRE must evolve to recognize API security as a distinct category, particularly in 
the context of AI-driven architectures.
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Conclusion

Cybersecurity has always evolved with the architecture of computing. Endpoints, networks, and clouds 
each demanded their own discipline as organizations digitized. Today, APIs, especially in the age of AI 
agents and MCP servers, are that architecture. Cybersecurity must adapt to the era of API-driven AI. 
APIs have become the operating system of modern business—the entry point to data, logic, and digital 
value. AI agents amplify this reliance, expanding both the opportunity and the risk.

To meet this challenge, enterprises must recognize API security as the Fourth Pillar of Cybersecurity, 
on par with endpoint, network, and cloud security. Vendors, analysts, and boards alike must shift their 
frameworks to ensure API protection is treated not as an add-on, but as a category-defining 
requirement for the next decade.

AI Security — Subcategories 
(API-Centric View)

LLM Security

• Prompt injection & data leakage → attacks often delivered via API calls into the LLM.
• Model integrity & supply chain → fine-tuning or API-hosted models poisoned by malicious 

inputs.
• Input/output filtering → enforced via API gateways to detect sensitive data.
• LLM usage monitoring → relies on API logs for context, session tracking, and abuse 

detection.

API connection: Every LLM interaction is an API transaction. Without API visibility, you can’t see 
or secure LLM use.

AI Agent Security (Agentic AI)

• Autonomous action control → agents use APIs to execute tasks (create tickets, move 
money, query data).

• Privilege & access governance → least-privilege policies applied at the API call level.
• Memory poisoning / malicious tool use → occurs through uncontrolled API invocations.
• Agent chaining & orchestration risk → one agent triggering another via API sequences.

API connection: Agents don’t “click buttons”; they call APIs. API security is how you govern what 
an agent can and cannot do.
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Additional content on the category:
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MCP Server / Gateway Security

• Broker control → MCP servers route agent instructions into APIs and tools.
• Policy enforcement → which APIs can be called, with what parameters, under what 

compliance rules.
• Posture alignment → MCP exposing APIs that may be shadow, rogue, or ungoverned.
• Traffic visibility → monitoring the flow of agent-to-API calls through the MCP broker.

API connection: MCPs are essentially API multiplexers. Their entire risk surface is APIs.

Model Supply Chain & Data Security

• Data provenance & poisoning prevention → checking inputs flowing in via API sources.
• Third-party API integrations → external data/APIs enriching LLMs and agents.
• Sensitive data protection → PII/PHI flowing through APIs into/out of models.

API connection: APIs are the ingestion and exfiltration points — the “pipes” feeding and leaking 
models.

AI Application Security

• Application layer exploits → prompt injection → API misuse → downstream compromise.
• Business logic risks → API workflows triggered by AI behaving in unintended ways.
• Compliance & auditability → tracing which API calls an AI system made, and why.

API connection: Every AI app surface (chatbots, copilots, custom agents) talks to the backend 
through APIs.
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The Throughline

Whether it’s LLM security, AI agent control, MCP gateway governance, or data/model supply chain, 
the API layer is the execution layer of AI security.

• APIs are the attack surface.
• APIs are the control surface.
• APIs are the visibility surface.
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APIs are the execution, control& visibility Layer across all AI Security subcategories

AI Security 
as Uber 

Category

AI Agent 
Security

Privilege Escalation 
Agent Chaining

LLM
Security

Prompt Injection 
Data Leakage

Server/ 
Gateway 
Security

Broker Abuse 
Policy Bypass

Model Supply 
Chain & Data 

Security
Broker Abuse 
Policy Bypass

AI Application 
Security

Business Logic 
Abuse Compliance 

Gaps

AI Security as Uber Category
(API- Centric Subcategories with Examples)


