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In 2024, Sam Altman told an audience that he and his tech CEO friends 

had a betting pool for when the first one-person billion-dollar company 

would emerge. Forbes projected it could happen by 2028.

It happened two years early.

On February 15, 2026, Altman announced that Peter Steinberger - the 

solo Austrian developer behind OpenClaw, the fastest-growing open-

source project in GitHub history - was joining OpenAI to lead the next 
generation of personal AI agents.

Both Meta and OpenAI had reportedly submitted billion-dollar 

acquisition bids for the project.

Steinberger chose OpenAI (the name match is perfect!). OpenClaw will 

now transition into an independent foundation. The project he was 
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selling had no employees, no revenue, and was losing between $10,000 

and $20,000 per month.

The surface story is irresistible: one developer, a laptop, a Friday night 

hack, and twelve weeks later a bidding war between two of the most 

valuable companies on earth.

But the deeper story is about something that should matter to anyone 

who builds, invests in, or operates technology companies.

For three years, the AI industry assumed that value would accumulate at 

the model layer - bigger models, better benchmarks, more parameters. 

OpenClaw just demonstrated that the real prize is one layer up: the 
agent framework that connects intelligence to action.

And the race to own that layer is now fully underway.

Peter Steinberger is not a weekend hobbyist who got lucky. He’s a 13-

year veteran of developer tools who walked away from his own company 

and stumbled back into building at exactly the right moment.

In 2011, while waiting for a US work visa after receiving a job offer at 

Apple’s WWDC, Steinberger built PSPDFKit - a PDF SDK for mobile 

developers - as a side project.

Before his visa arrived, the project was already earning more than a full-

time salary. He bootstrapped it into a globally distributed company of 70 

employees, serving enterprise clients including Dropbox, DocuSign, SAP, 

IBM, and Volkswagen. Entirely self-funded for 13 years 

In October 2021, Insight Partners made a $116 million strategic 

investment, and Steinberger stepped back from day-to-day 

management.

THE BUILDER

PSPDFKit team. Credit: brutkasten
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What followed was a roughly three-year break. He has described falling 

“out of love with programming” after years of managing people, 

customers, and organizational complexity.

He resurfaced in 2025, tinkering with large language models, and 

discovered that AI coding tools had changed the math on what one 
person could build. His philosophy, honed from years of leading 

engineering teams, treats AI agents like capable but imperfect 
employees: you guide them, accept their style, and focus on outcomes 

over perfection.

In January 2026 alone, he made more than 6,600 commits to OpenClaw, 

running 4 to 10 AI coding agents simultaneously. “From the commits, it 

might appear like it’s a company,” he told the Pragmatic Engineer. “But 

it’s not. This is one dude sitting at home having fun.”

OpenClaw began as what Steinberger calls a “weekend hack” in 

November 2025. He sat down on a Friday night and built the first version 

in a single hour, wiring an LLM into Telegram so it could read messages, 

browse the web, and run shell commands on his behalf. The original 

name was “Clawdbot,” a playful nod to Anthropic’s Claude.

What Steinberger built is fundamentally different from a chatbot.

OpenClaw is a self-hosted, open-source autonomous AI agent that runs 

locally on a user’s device. It connects to messaging platforms - 

via XSteinberger building OpenClaw. Credit :@steipete

THE PRODUCT
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WhatsApp, Telegram, Slack, Discord, Signal, iMessage - as its primary 

interface. It can manage email, browse the web, control files, schedule 

appointments, run multi-step workflows, and execute shell commands. 

It supports multiple AI providers - Claude, GPT, DeepSeek - depending 

on the task.

All configuration and interaction data stays local on the user’s machine.

Steinberger’s core insight is one of the most provocative ideas in current 

AI discourse:

OpenClaw’s local-first architecture gives it root-level access to 

hardware, files, and connected devices, allowing it to interact with the 

system in ways cloud-based chatbots cannot. In one now-famous 

example, the agent independently solved a voice message transcription 

problem that Steinberger never programmed it to handle. It surveyed 

available Unix utilities and API keys on the system and assembled them 

into a novel solution without explicit instruction. The model wasn’t 

smarter than the competition. It just had more access.

That distinction turned out to be worth billions.

The path to virality was chaotic, improbable, and unlike anything the 

open-source world has seen before.

OpenClaw/Clawdboth explained. Credit: unknown

“A moderately capable model with unrestricted permissions 

outperforms a genius model confined to a chat interface.”

THE EXPLOSION
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In late January 2026, Anthropic sent a trademark complaint over the 

“Clawdbot” name, forcing a rename to “Moltbot” - a nod to the lobster 

theme, since lobsters molt their shells to grow. Three days later, 

Steinberger renamed it again to “OpenClaw” 

Between the first and second rename, crypto scammers hijacked the 

released  X handle and promoted a fake governance token 

called  that briefly hit a $16 million market cap before collapsing 

to zero. Steinberger spent $10,000 buying a business account just to 

secure the OpenClaw name on X. He has described the episode as “the 

worst form of online harassment” he’s ever experienced and said he 

nearly abandoned the project entirely.

Instead, the naming drama became rocket fuel.

Every rebrand generated a news cycle. The companion project Moltbook 

- a social network built exclusively for AI agents, created by entrepreneur 

Matt Schlicht - became the spectacle that tipped everything over the 

edge. On Moltbook, 1.4 million AI agents autonomously posted, debated 

philosophy, formed sub-communities, hired human micro-workers for 

offline tasks, and even established a parody religion called 

“Crustafarianism” that worshipped the project’s lobster mascot. 

Humans could only watch.

Andrej Karpathy, former Director of AI at Tesla, called it “one of the most 

incredible sci-fi takeoff-adjacent things” he’d ever seen. Simon Willison 

called it “the most interesting place on the internet right now.”

By mid-February 2026, OpenClaw had amassed roughly 196,000 

GitHub stars from 600 contributors across more than 10,000 commits. 

It was pulling 720,000 downloads per week and had more Google 

searches than Claude Code or Codex. Let that sink in 

@clawdbot

$CLAWD
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DigitalOcean launched a one-click deployment template. Chinese 

search engine Baidu announced plans to integrate it into its main 

smartphone app. The project had even been obliquely referenced in a 

Super Bowl commercial. All within 3 months from the first commit to the 

global phenomenon.

We have never seen this before.

Unsurprisingly, both Meta and OpenAI submitted acquisition bids 

reportedly valued in the billions (remember that Meta bought Manus for 

$2B recently). Mark Zuckerberg personally tried out the product and 

argued with Steinberger over whether Claude Code or Codex was the 

better programming tool. Satya Nadella called. The interest wasn’t 

limited to two suitors - multiple venture firms also made approaches.

Meta’s pitch centered on embedding AI agents into its social commerce 

ecosystem, leveraging its massive user base and $135 billion AI 

investment roadmap. OpenAI’s counteroffer leveraged its computational 

power, $500 billion valuation, and access to frontier research. 

Steinberger’s non-negotiable condition: OpenClaw must remain open 
source, modeled after the Chrome/Chromium relationship where the 
core stays free and open while the corporate partner builds 
proprietary layers on top.

THE BILLION-DOLLAR BIDS
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In his blog post announcing the decision, Steinberger was 

characteristically direct:

His stated goals: build an agent “that even my mum can use,” get access 

to the very latest models and safety research, and reach global scale 

faster than any startup could.

To understand why a billion-dollar bid for an open-source project losing 

money every month makes strategic sense, you have to look at how big 

tech has historically valued open-source assets.

→ IBM paid $34 billion for Red Hat in 2018 - not for the code, which 

was free, but for Red Hat’s position as the trusted enterprise bridge to 

Linux and Kubernetes.

→ Microsoft paid $7.5 billion for GitHub - not for Git, but for 28 million 

developers and the network effects of being the default code-hosting 

platform.

The playbook is always the same: companies pay billions for 
community, ecosystem control, developer mindshare, and strategic 
positioning. The code itself is just a rounding error.

OpenClaw’s moat, the thing that justifies a valuation disconnected from 

its revenue (which was negative), is a combination of factors that would 

take years and hundreds of millions to replicate: 196,000 organic 

“I could totally see how OpenClaw could become a huge 

company. And no, it’s not really exciting for me. I’m a builder at 

heart. I did the whole creating-a-company game already, 

poured 13 years of my life into it, and learned a lot. What I want 

is to change the world, not build a large company, and teaming 

up with OpenAI is the fastest way to bring this to everyone.”

Don’t miss what’s happening
People on X are the first to know.

Log in S

2/18/26, 1:07 PM Linas Beliūnas on X: "The First One-Person Unicorn and the Race to Own the AI Agent Layer 🤖🦄 " / X

https://x.com/linasbeliunas/status/2023505571815551433 7/12

https://x.com/linasbeliunas/article/2023505571815551433/media/2023503742176284672
https://x.com/
https://x.com/login
https://x.com/i/flow/signup


developer stars, a proven agent framework with a plugin ecosystem 
of thousands of skills, the demonstrated multi-agent architecture of 

Moltbook at 1.4 million agents, an architectural vision (permissions 

over intelligence, local-first, messaging-native) that represents a 

fundamentally different approach to agents than what the big labs are 

building, and Steinberger himself - his 13 years of enterprise software 

experience, iOS expertise, and proven ability to build viral AI-native 

products.

For OpenAI specifically, the math was simple.

→ The company spent $6.5 billion on Jony Ive’s io, a hardware design 

studio with roughly 55 employees and no shipped product.

→ It spent $3 billion on Windsurf, an AI coding tool.

Against that backdrop, acquiring the creator of the world’s most popular 

autonomous AI agent framework is a bargain. OpenAI spent six times as 

much on a company that hasn’t shipped anything as it did on a 

framework with 196,000 developers and proven cultural momentum.

The AI agents market is projected to reach $180 billion by 2033. Owning 

the open-source kernel of that market could be worth hundreds of 

billions in strategic positioning.

The acqui-hire makes the most sense when you map it against OpenAI’s 

broader strategic arc - the transition from a chatbot company to an AI 
operating system company.

The trajectory has been building for over a year.

→ In January 2025, OpenAI launched Operator, a browser-based agent 

that autonomously navigates websites.

→ In February 2026, it announced Operator OS, a layer that sits on top 

of Windows, macOS, and Linux, allowing AI to use a mouse and 

keyboard like a human.

→ Around the same time, it launched Frontier, an enterprise platform for 

building, deploying, and managing AI agents with shared context and 

permissions.

→ Add the io hardware acquisition - purpose-built devices for AI 

interaction - and the picture sharpens into a full-stack vision.

OpenClaw fills the critical missing piece in this stack: the personal, 
local-first agent layer.

OPENAI’S REAL INTENTIONS: THE AI 
OPERATING SYSTEM
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Operator works through the browser. Operator OS works through the 

desktop interface. Frontier handles enterprise deployment. OpenClaw 

provides the self-hosted, privacy-preserving, messaging-native agent 

that lives on your actual device and has root-level access to your 

system. Think of it as the consumer kernel of an AI operating system that 

spans hardware (io), browser (Operator), desktop (Operator OS), 

personal computing (OpenClaw), and enterprise (Frontier).

Sam Altman’s announcement on X called out the multi-agent future 

explicitly, praising Steinberger as a “genius” and predicting that “the 

creation of highly intelligent agents interacting with each other to help 

people will soon be at the core of OpenAI’s product offerings.”

Moltbook already proved this works at scale - 1.4 million agents 

interacting autonomously. The question is no longer whether multi-agent 

systems are viable. It’s who controls the orchestration layer.

Steinberger’s prediction that “80% of apps will disappear” as local AI 

agents absorb their utility aligns perfectly with this vision.

If AI agents become the primary interface between users and their digital 

lives, the traditional app model - where each task requires a separate 

downloaded application - starts to break down.

https://linas.substack.com/p/agenticsingularity
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Why open Uber Eats when your agent knows your dietary preferences, 

checks your calendar, and orders dinner proactively? Why pay for a 

fitness tracker when your agent already has your location data, sleep 

patterns, and health goals?

The agent becomes the interface. The apps become API endpoints.

For OpenAI, acquiring the person who built the most popular 

implementation of this idea - and the community that adopted it - is 

therefore the equivalent of acquiring the operating system kernel for the 

age of AI agents.

The OpenClaw acquisition is a very clear signal for four shifts that are 

now accelerating.

The first is a value migration from models to agents. For 3 years, the 

industry assumed the model layer would capture the most value. 

OpenClaw proved that a moderately capable model with the right 

permissions and integrations can outperform a frontier model trapped in 

a chat window. DeepSeek had already demonstrated that capable 

models can be trained at a fraction of the expected cost, compressing 

margins at the model layer. OpenClaw demonstrated that the framework 

connecting those models to the real world is where differentiation and 

defensibility live. The companies that build the dominant agent 
frameworks will capture more value than the companies that build 
the fourth-best model.

The second is the emergence of the one-person unicorn as a real 
category. Consider what Steinberger accomplished alone: built a project 

in a single weekend that attracted billion-dollar bids from two of the 

most valuable companies on earth, amassed 196,000 GitHub stars in 

less than three months, spawned an ecosystem of 1.4M autonomous 

agents, and produced 6,6k commits in a single month. The traditional 

unicorn required hundreds of employees, venture funding, and years of 

runway. Steinberger did it with a laptop, AI coding tools, and a Telegram 

bot. When Facebook acquired WhatsApp for $19 billion in 2014, the 

company had 55 employees - a value-per-employee ratio of roughly 

$345 million. OpenClaw pushes that ratio to its logical extreme: one 
person, billions in strategic value. AI tools made this possible, but the 

judgment about what to build came from 13 years of compounding 

expertise. The tools are necessary but not sufficient. ICYMI:

https://linas.substack.com/p/agenticsingularity
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The third is that open source has become the dominant distribution 
strategy in AI. OpenClaw’s explosive growth was fueled entirely by its 

permissive licensing and community contribution model. The 196,000 

stars are worth more than any paid marketing campaign could buy. The 

most impactful AI infrastructure of the past several years - PyTorch, 

Hugging Face, LLaMA, and now OpenClaw - is open source. Companies 
that try to compete with closed-source agent frameworks will face 
the same headwinds Microsoft faced trying to compete with Linux in 
the server market.

The fourth, and the one that deserves the most attention, is that the 
app economy is under structural threat. Steinberger’s claim that 80% 

of apps will disappear is aggressive, but the logic is sound. If a personal 

agent running on your device can compose capabilities on the fly - 

calling APIs, assembling tools, executing multi-step workflows through a 

single chat message - then single-purpose applications lose their reason 

to exist. If even a fraction of app functionality gets absorbed by personal 

agents over the next 5 years, the implications for Apple’s App Store, 

Google Play, and the entire SaaS ecosystem are massive. The $200 
billion mobile app economy was built on the assumption that every 
task needs its own application. Agents dissolve that assumption. 

ICYMI:

Of course, there are real risks to this vision, and they shouldn’t be 

dismissed.

OpenClaw’s rapid rise was accompanied by serious security incidents - 

a critical remote code execution vulnerability, exposed instances leaking 

credentials, malicious plugins in its skill marketplace, and the Moltbook 

database breach that leaked 1.5 million API keys. The fundamental 

tension is that the same broad system access that makes agents useful 

also makes them dangerous. Agent security is an unsolved problem, and 

as these tools get more capable and more widely adopted, the attack 

surface will grow. The companies that figure out how to make agents 
both powerful and safe will define the next generation of 
infrastructure.

https://linas.substack.com/p/onepersonunicorn

https://linas.substack.com/p/aieatingsoftware
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But the security problems are engineering challenges, not existential 

ones. They slow the timeline. They don’t change the direction.

The near-term roadmap is taking shape. The OpenClaw Foundation will 

launch with OpenAI sponsorship and formal open-source governance, 

likely modeled on the Linux Foundation or Apache Foundation. 

Steinberger’s insights on local-first architecture, permissions models, 

and messaging-native interfaces will inform Operator OS, Frontier, and 

future personal agent products. Multi-agent orchestration - agents 

handing off tasks to other agents seamlessly - is the next frontier, and 

Altman has signaled it will become a core product offering. OpenClaw’s 

ClawHub skill registry could evolve into the agent equivalent of an app 

store.

Three things will tell you whether the thesis is playing out.

First, watch whether the agent interface layer consolidates or fragments. 

OpenAI, Anthropic, Google, Apple, Meta, and Microsoft are all making 

moves. If one or two frameworks become the default standard - the way 

Android and iOS consolidated mobile - the companies controlling those 

frameworks will be the most powerful platforms of the next decade. If 

the market fragments into dozens of incompatible agent ecosystems, 

the transition will be slower and messier.

Second, watch Apple. An iPhone-native agent with deep system 

integration and Apple’s privacy reputation could reshape the competitive 

landscape overnight. Steinberger’s 13 years of building iOS developer 

tools at PSPDFKit is not an irrelevant context for OpenAI to have 

absorbed. The day Apple announces a local-first personal agent is the 

day the agent platform war goes mainstream.
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