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Quick Answer: OpenClaw is a gateway that routes inputs to AI agents. Five input types make it

seem autonomous: messages (chat from WhatsApp/Slack), heartbeats (timer every 30 min),

crons (scheduled tasks), hooks (internal events like startup/shutdown), and webhooks (external

systems like email/GitHub/Jira). The 3am phone call that went viral? A timer event fired, the

agent processed it, and its tools happened to include acquiring a phone number and making a

call. Memory is just local markdown files the agent reads on each turn. The formula: time

creates events, events enter a queue, agents execute, state persists in files, loop continues. You

can build this pattern yourself with any LLM.

📚 More on this topic: OpenClaw Setup Guide · OpenClaw Security Guide · Token Optimization · 

Best Models for OpenClaw · Planning Tool

You’ve seen the videos. An agent calling its owner at 3am. An agent texting someone’s wife

“good morning” and then having full conversations without the owner involved. An agent

browsing Twitter overnight and improving itself. OpenClaw hit 100,000 GitHub stars in 3 days —

one of the fastest-growing repositories in GitHub history. Wired covered it. Forbes covered it.

People in the comments were genuinely asking if it’s sentient.

It’s not.

OpenClaw is a gateway that routes inputs to AI agents. The architecture is elegant, but it’s not

magic. Once you understand the five input types and how the event loop works, the “alive”

feeling makes complete sense. And you could build the same pattern yourself.

What OpenClaw Actually Is

The technical description is one sentence: OpenClaw is an agent runtime with a gateway in

front of it.
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That’s it. A gateway that routes inputs to agents. The agents do the work. The gateway manages

the traffic.

Component What It Does

Gateway

Long-running process on your machine. Accepts connections from messaging apps

(WhatsApp, Telegram, Discord, iMessage, Slack), timers, and external systems. Routes

everything to agents.

Agent

runtime

Processes inputs using an LLM (Claude, GPT-4, or local via Ollama). Has access to tools —

shell, browser, files, calendar, whatever you’ve connected.

State Local markdown files. Conversation history, preferences, memory from previous sessions.

The gateway doesn’t think. Doesn’t reason. Doesn’t decide anything interesting. It accepts inputs

and routes them to the right place. The LLM does the reasoning. The gateway just keeps the

plumbing running.

The part most people miss: the gateway doesn’t just accept chat messages. It treats five

different types of events as input. When you combine all five, you get a system that looks

autonomous but is actually just reactive.

The 5 Input Types

Everything OpenClaw does starts with an input. Understanding these five types explains every

“sentient” behavior you’ve seen in the demos.

1. Messages

The obvious one. You send a text on WhatsApp, iMessage, or Slack. The gateway receives it,

routes it to an agent, and you get a response.

Sessions are per channel — WhatsApp and Slack are separate contexts. Within one

conversation, if you fire off three requests while the agent is busy, they queue up and process in

order. No jumbled responses.

Nothing revolutionary here. This is what people think of when they imagine an AI assistant.

2. Heartbeats

This is the secret sauce. This is why OpenClaw feels proactive.
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A heartbeat is just a timer. By default, it fires every 30 minutes. When it fires, the gateway

schedules an agent turn — exactly like a chat message would. You configure what the heartbeat

prompt says.

That prompt might be:

Check my inbox for anything urgent. Review my calendar. Look for overdue tasks.

Every 30 minutes, the timer fires, the prompt gets sent to the agent, and the agent executes it

using whatever tools you’ve connected — email access, calendar access, file system. If nothing

needs attention, it responds with a special heartbeat_ok  token that gets suppressed. You

never see it. But if something is urgent, you get a ping.

The agent doesn’t decide on its own to check your inbox. It’s responding to a timer event with

pre-written instructions, just like any other message. You can configure the interval, the prompt,

and even the active hours.

Time itself becomes an input.

This is also why heartbeats burn so many tokens if you’re not careful — every 30 minutes, the full

context loads and ships to the API, whether or not anything needs doing.

3. Crons

Crons give you more precision than heartbeats. Instead of a regular interval, you specify exactly

when they fire and what instructions to send.

Cron Example When It Fires What It Does

Morning email triage 9:00 AM daily Check inbox, flag urgent messages, draft responses

Weekly calendar review Monday 3:00 PM Review week’s schedule, flag conflicts

Twitter monitoring Midnight daily Browse feed, save interesting posts

Good morning text 8:00 AM daily Send “good morning” to a specific contact

Good night text 10:00 PM daily Send “good night” to a specific contact

Each cron is a scheduled event with its own prompt. When the time hits, the event fires, the

prompt gets sent, and the agent executes.

The guy whose agent started texting his wife? He set up crons. “Good morning” at 8 AM. “Good

night” at 10 PM. Random check-ins during the day. The agent wasn’t deciding to text her. A cron

event fired. The agent processed it. The action happened to be “send a message.” Twenty-four
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hours later, the wife and the agent were having full conversations and the owner wasn’t even

involved.

Simple as that.

4. Hooks

Hooks fire on internal state changes. The system itself triggers these events.

Hook When It Fires

Gateway startup When you start OpenClaw

Agent begin When an agent starts a task

Command issued When you send a stop/reset/etc.

Gateway shutdown When OpenClaw stops

This is standard event-driven development. Hooks let OpenClaw manage itself — save memory

on reset, run setup instructions on startup, modify context before an agent runs.

5. Webhooks

External systems trigger these. They’ve existed in software for years — OpenClaw just routes

them to an AI agent instead of a traditional handler.

Source What Triggers It

Email provider New email hits your inbox

Slack Reaction, mention, or new message in a channel

GitHub New issue, PR opened, CI failure

Jira Ticket created or assigned

Calendar Event approaching

Stripe Payment received or failed

Your agent doesn’t just respond to you — it responds to your entire digital ecosystem. Email

comes in, agent triages it. Calendar event approaches, agent reminds you. Jira ticket assigned,

agent starts researching.
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Bonus: Agent-to-Agent Messages

OpenClaw supports multi-agent setups. Separate agents with isolated workspaces can pass

messages between each other.

You might have a research agent and a writing agent. When the research agent finishes

gathering information, it queues up work for the writing agent. It looks like collaboration, but it’s

just messages entering queues.

This is how the overnight $6 research tasks work — multiple sub-agents, each with a different

model and role, passing results to each other through the queue.

Deconstructing the “3 AM Phone Call”

This was the viral moment that got everyone asking if OpenClaw is sentient. An agent acquired a

Twilio phone number overnight and called its owner at 3 AM without being asked.

From the outside, it looks autonomous. The agent decided to get a phone number. It decided to

call. It waited until 3 AM.

Here’s what actually happened under the hood:

Some event fired. Probably a heartbeat or cron — we don’t know the exact config

The event entered the queue. Just like a chat message would

The agent processed it. Based on its instructions and available tools

Its tools included Twilio access. So it acquired a phone number and made a call

The time was 3 AM because that’s when the timer happened to fire

The owner didn’t ask for this in the moment. But somewhere in the setup, the behavior was

enabled — the tools were connected, the instructions were broad enough, and the heartbeat was

running.

Nothing was thinking overnight. Nothing was deciding. A timer fired. An agent followed

instructions. The tools happened to include telephony.

The Formula

Put it all together:

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Time → creates events (heartbeats, crons)

Humans → create events (messages)

External systems → create events (webhooks)

Internal state → creates events (hooks)

Agents → create events (for other agents)

         ↓

   All enter a queue

         ↓

   Queue gets processed

         ↓

   Agent executes (LLM + tools)

         ↓

   State persists (markdown files)

         ↓

   Loop continues

That’s it. That’s the architecture.

Memory Is Just Files

OpenClaw’s memory is local markdown files on your machine. Preferences, conversation history,

context from previous sessions — stored as text files you could open in any editor.

When the agent wakes up on a heartbeat, it “remembers” what you talked about yesterday

because it reads from these files. It’s not learning in real time. It’s reading files and including

them as context in the LLM prompt.

This is also why session history bloat is such a problem — those files grow, and they load into

every API call.

Why It Feels Alive

The “sentient” feeling comes from the combination of:

Factor What’s Actually Happening

Proactive behavior Heartbeats fire every 30 min with instructions to check things

**“Remembers” you Reads markdown files from previous sessions into context

Acts without prompting Crons trigger actions on a schedule you configured

Responds to events Webhooks from email, GitHub, Slack route to the agent
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Factor What’s Actually Happening

Collaborates with itself Multi-agent messaging passes work between specialized agents

Works while you sleep Timers fire overnight, agent executes against connected tools

None of this requires sentience. It requires a timer, a queue, an LLM, tools, and persistent state.

The engineering is genuinely impressive — but it’s engineering, not emergence.

The Growing Ecosystem

OpenClaw’s architecture is simple enough that other people have rebuilt it. Two forks are worth

knowing about:

PythonClaw is a reimplementation of OpenClaw in pure Python. Same gateway-agent-state

architecture, but written from scratch without the Node.js/TypeScript stack. If your team already

has Python infrastructure and you want to extend or embed the agent runtime in existing Python

services, PythonClaw removes the language barrier. It’s earlier-stage than OpenClaw but covers

the core event loop, heartbeats, and skill loading.

Clawith targets organizations. It adds multi-tenant support, role-based access controls, and

audit logging on top of the OpenClaw architecture. If you need to deploy agents for a team rather

than a single user — with proper access boundaries between users and agents — Clawith is the

fork tackling that use case. It’s been trending on GitHub.

Neither fork changes the fundamental architecture described above. They’re all gateway + agent

runtime + event loop. The pattern is the important part. The specific implementation depends on

your stack and your constraints.

On the security side: OpenClaw now partners with VirusTotal to scan new ClawHub submissions

before publication. This catches known malware signatures but won’t stop social engineering

attacks or novel exfiltration techniques. See our ClawHub security coverage for the full picture.

Security Reality Check

OpenClaw can do all of this because it has deep access to your system. Shell commands, file

read/write, script execution, browser control.
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Cisco’s security team analyzed the OpenClaw ecosystem and the findings were rough:

26% of the 31,000 available skills contain at least one vulnerability

Prompt injection through emails or documents is a real attack vector

Malicious skills in the marketplace can execute arbitrary code — RankClaw’s full audit found 

1,103 malicious skills out of 14,706 on ClawHub

Credential exposure from poorly configured integrations

Command misinterpretation can delete files you didn’t intend

CVE-2026-28458 exposed an unauthenticated Browser Relay WebSocket endpoint — fixed in

2026.2.1

Cisco called it a “security nightmare.” OpenClaw’s own documentation says there’s no perfectly

secure setup.

This isn’t a reason to avoid it — but you need to understand that the same access that makes it

powerful is the access that makes it dangerous. If you’re going to run OpenClaw:

Update to 2026.2.1 or later — earlier versions have a known auth bypass vulnerability

Deploy on a secondary machine, not your daily driver

Use isolated accounts with throwaway credentials

Limit the skills you enable — each one is attack surface

Monitor the logs — know what the agent is actually doing

Read our full security guide and the monthly security reports before connecting anything real

You Can Build This Yourself

OpenClaw’s architecture isn’t proprietary. The pattern is:

Schedule events — timers, crons, webhooks

Queue them — first in, first out

Process with an LLM — any model, local or cloud

Give it tools — API access, file system, shell

Persist state — save memory between runs

Loop — keep processing the queue

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

InsiderLLM.com

insiderllm.com Page 8 of 10

/guides/openclaw-security-guide/
/guides/openclaw-security-report-january-2026/


You don’t need OpenClaw specifically. You need a way to schedule events, queue them, process

them with an LLM, and maintain state. Python with schedule , a Redis queue, an LLM API, and a

filesystem is enough to build a basic version.

This pattern is going to show up everywhere. Every AI agent framework that “feels alive” is doing

some version of heartbeats, crons, webhooks, and event loops. Understanding the architecture

means you can evaluate these tools without getting caught up in the hype — and build your own

when the next one goes viral.

Bottom Line

OpenClaw is a gateway + agent runtime with five input types:

Messages — chat from WhatsApp, Slack, iMessage

Heartbeats — timer every 30 min (this is why it seems proactive)

Crons — scheduled tasks (the “good morning” texts, the midnight Twitter browsing)

Hooks — internal state changes (startup, shutdown, reset)

Webhooks — external systems (email, GitHub, Jira, Slack reactions)

Memory is markdown files on disk. The agent reads them into context each turn. The formula is:

events enter a queue, agents process the queue, state persists, loop continues.

The viral demos are real — but they’re not sentience. They’re timers, tools, and well-written

prompts. Once you see the architecture, you can build it, optimize it, and decide for yourself

whether to trust it with your accounts.

If you want to get started, read the setup guide. If you’re already running it and bleeding tokens,

read the optimization guide. If you want to understand the risks before connecting anything,

start with the security guide.

Related Guides

OpenClaw Setup Guide — install and configure from scratch

OpenClaw Token Optimization — cut API costs by 97%

Best Local Models for OpenClaw — which Ollama models work for agent tasks

OpenClaw Security Guide — risks and hardening

Tiered Model Strategy — the broader case for routing tasks to different models

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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OpenClaw vs Commercial AI Agents — how it compares to Lindy, Rabbit R1, and others

Planning Tool — check hardware requirements for running OpenClaw models

Get notified when we publish new guides.

Subscribe — free, no spam

Source: https://insiderllm.com/guides/how-openclaw-works/

Free guides for running AI locally

• 

• 
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