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The emergence of end-to-end encrypted messaging has fundamentally disrupted the traditional 
relationship between the state and the citizen’s private communications. At the epicenter of this 
tectonic shift stands Pavel Durov, the founder of Telegram, whose career has been defined by a 
persistent and evolving confrontation with global governmental authorities. From his initial 
departure from Russia following the state-led seizure of VKontakte to his high-profile arrest in 
France in 2024 and the total censorship events of early 2026, Durov has positioned himself as a 
vanguard of digital privacy. This paper examines the systemic pressure applied by both 
democratic and autocratic regimes to compromise the architectural integrity of Telegram. It 
analyzes the legal precedents set by the French judiciary regarding platform complicity, the 
regulatory hurdles imposed by the European Union’s Digital Services Act, and the recent 
aggressive maneuvers by the Russian Federation to replace neutral platforms with state-
monitored alternatives. By synthesizing a decade of geopolitical friction, this study explores 
whether the ideal of a borderless, uncensored digital commons can survive the encroaching 
demands of national security and judicial oversight in an increasingly fragmented technological 
landscape. 
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1. Introduction 

The tension between state authority and individual digital privacy has reached a critical 
inflection point in the second half of the 2020s. For over a decade, the global community has 
watched a unique geopolitical drama unfold, centered on a single platform and its enigmatic 
founder. Telegram, an encrypted messaging application, has evolved from a niche tool for 
privacy advocates into a primary theater of conflict for digital sovereignty. At the heart of this 
conflict is Pavel Durov, whose refusal to compromise the architectural integrity of his platform 
has made him a target for both democratic and autocratic regimes. The events of April 2024, 
culminating in the total blockade of Telegram within the Russian Federation just yesterday, April 
24, 2026, represent the latest and perhaps most severe escalation in a long-standing war over 
the control of information. This paper seeks to analyze the systematic pressure applied to 
Telegram and the broader implications for the future of the open internet. 

The Paradox of Encrypted Platforms 

The rapid adoption of end-to-end encryption and highly secure messaging protocols has created 
a fundamental paradox for modern governance. On one hand, these technologies provide the 
essential security infrastructure required for the digital economy, protecting journalists, 
activists, and ordinary citizens from cybercrime and state surveillance. On the other hand, the 
very features that guarantee privacy—anonymity, non-traceability, and the absence of 
centralized backdoors—create significant challenges for law enforcement and national security 
agencies. Governments argue that these "dark spaces" facilitate organized crime, terrorism, and 
the distribution of harmful content, such as deepfake pornography or child exploitative 
material. Consequently, the last decade has seen an aggressive push by states to reassert their 
jurisdictional authority over the digital realm, often through legislative mandates like the 
European Union’s Digital Services Act or through more direct, coercive measures such as judicial 
arrests and nationwide service disruptions. 

Pavel Durov: A Biographical Catalyst 

Pavel Durov’s career serves as a microcosm for the struggle of the digital-native generation 
against the traditional nation-state. His journey began in Russia with the creation of VKontakte, 
a platform that eventually became the country's dominant social network. However, the state’s 
demand for access to user data during political protests in 2013 and 2014 forced a 
confrontation that redefined Durov’s philosophy. Choosing exile over compliance, he departed 
Russia and founded Telegram, designed specifically to be immune to the pressures he had 
experienced. Since then, his nomadic lifestyle and refusal to establish a permanent corporate 
headquarters in any one jurisdiction have allowed him to maintain a degree of autonomy that is 
rare in the tech industry. Yet, as the events in France during 2024 and 2025 demonstrated, even 
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a global citizen is not immune to the physical reach of the law. The legal proceedings against 
him in Paris marked a shift from regulating content to holding the platform’s architect personally 
liable for the actions of its users. 

Historical and Contemporary Context 

The historical arc of this struggle is marked by distinct phases of resistance and escalation. The 
initial phase, characterized by the 2018 Russian attempt to block the app, demonstrated the 
technical resilience of decentralized protocols and the effectiveness of Durov’s Digital Resistance 
movement. The second phase involved a pivot by democratic nations, which utilized regulatory 
frameworks and judicial oversight to challenge Telegram’s hands-off approach to moderation. 
This culminated in the high-profile detention of Durov in 2024, an event that sent shockwaves 
through the technology sector and raised profound questions about the end of platform 
neutrality. As of 2026, we have entered a third, more aggressive phase. The recent actions by 
the Russian government to completely sever access to Telegram in favor of a domestic, state-
controlled alternative known as MAX represent a return to hard-line digital isolationism. 
Simultaneously, investigations in South Korea regarding the viral spread of deepfake content 
illustrate that the pressure on Telegram is now a truly global phenomenon, transcending the 
East-West ideological divide. 

Thesis and Structural Overview 

This paper contends that the decade-long pressure campaign against Pavel Durov and Telegram 
is not merely a collection of isolated legal or technical disputes, but a coherent signal of the 
disintegration of the global internet. The move toward digital sovereignty—where states seek 
total control over the data and communications of their residents—threatens the foundational 
principles of the universal web. Through a chronological and thematic analysis, this study will 
explore the various methodologies of state pressure, from technical censorship and regulatory 
fines to criminal prosecution. We will examine the evolution of Telegram’s responses, the role of 
the TON blockchain in attempting to create a decentralized economy, and the potential future of 
private communication in an era where encryption is increasingly viewed as an act of political 
defiance. By the conclusion, it will be argued that the fate of Telegram serves as a bellwether for 
whether individual privacy can remain a recognized human right in the digital age. 

 

2. The Genesis of Discord: VKontakte and the 2014 Departure from Russia 

The philosophical foundations of Telegram were not forged in a vacuum but were instead the 
direct result of a traumatic and public confrontation between Pavel Durov and the Russian 
security apparatus during his tenure as the head of VKontakte. Founded in 2006, VKontakte—
popularly known as VK—quickly became the dominant social networking service in the Russian-
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speaking world, surpassing foreign competitors by offering a more tailored user experience and 
a largely unregulated environment for content sharing. However, as the platform’s influence 
grew, it inevitably drew the attention of the Kremlin, which viewed the decentralized and rapid 
spread of information on VK as a potential threat to political stability. The initial friction began in 
late 2011, during the wave of mass protests sparked by disputed parliamentary elections. The 
Federal Security Service (FSB) issued formal demands to Durov to shut down opposition groups 
that were using the platform to coordinate demonstrations. Durov’s response became a 
defining moment of his public persona: he posted a scan of the official FSB order on his personal 
page, accompanied by a photograph of a dog wearing a hoodie and sticking its tongue out. This 
act of public defiance signaled to the state that VK would not be a willing participant in political 
censorship. 

The situation escalated significantly in late 2013 and early 2014, coinciding with the Euromaidan 
protest movement in Ukraine. The FSB demanded that Durov hand over the personal data of 
the leaders and participants of Ukrainian protest groups hosted on VK. For the Russian 
government, this was a matter of national security and foreign policy; for Durov, it was a 
fundamental breach of the trust millions of users had placed in his platform. He argued that 
since the users in question were Ukrainian citizens, Russian jurisdiction did not apply to their 
data. His refusal was again made public through social media, where he characterized the 
demand as not only illegal but a betrayal of the digital rights of the post-industrial society. 
Simultaneously, the state increased pressure regarding domestic opposition, specifically 
demanding the closure of groups associated with the anti-corruption activist Alexei Navalny. 
Durov remained steadfast, asserting that the freedom to disseminate information was an 
undeniable right that rendered the existence of VKontakte meaningless if compromised. 

The state’s response to this ideological resistance was a sophisticated combination of judicial 
intimidation and corporate maneuvering. In early 2014, Durov found himself caught in a multi-
front battle. On one side, he faced a mysterious criminal investigation involving a traffic incident 
in Saint Petersburg—an accusation he denied and characterized as a staged provocation. On the 
other side, the ownership structure of VK began to shift beneath him. United Capital Partners 
(UCP), an investment group with perceived links to the Kremlin, acquired a forty-eight percent 
stake in the company through a hostile takeover from Durov’s original partners. This internal 
shareholder conflict created an environment where Durov’s executive autonomy was 
systematically stripped away. By January 2014, under intense pressure, Durov sold his remaining 
twelve percent stake in the company to Ivan Tavrin, the CEO of MegaFon, who eventually sold 
the shares to the Mail.ru Group, controlled by the Kremlin-aligned oligarch Alisher Usmanov. 

The final rupture occurred in April 2014. In what began as an apparent April Fool’s joke, Durov 
announced his resignation as CEO, only to withdraw it days later, claiming it was a test of the 
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board’s loyalty. However, the corporate machinery used this opening to finalize his ousting. On 
April 21, 2014, the board of VKontakte announced that Durov had been dismissed, citing his 
earlier resignation letter which he had failed to formally retract within the required window. 
Durov learned of his firing through the media, famously stating that the site had moved under 
the full control of figures like Igor Sechin and Alisher Usmanov. Shortly thereafter, he left Russia, 
declaring that the country was currently incompatible with the internet business. His departure 
was marked by a final message to his followers: "So long, and thanks for all the fish." This exile 
was not a surrender but a strategic relocation; Durov took with him a small team of loyal 
engineers and the blueprint for a new kind of communication tool—one that would be 
architecturally insulated from the very pressures that had just dismantled his first empire. The 
VKontakte saga served as the primary catalyst for Telegram, ensuring that the new platform 
would prioritize encryption and jurisdictional independence above all else. 

 

3. Architectural Defiance: The Technical and Philosophical Foundation of Telegram 

The resilience of Telegram against state pressure is not merely a matter of political will but is 
deeply embedded in its technical architecture and the uncompromising philosophy of its 
founders. Unlike many of its contemporaries in Silicon Valley, which rely on standardized 
encryption libraries and centralized corporate structures, Telegram was built from the ground 
up to be an outlier. This architectural defiance began with the creation of MTProto, a custom-
built encryption protocol designed by Nikolai Durov, a world-class mathematician and 
programmer. MTProto was optimized for high-speed delivery and reliability over unstable 
mobile networks, a necessity for a global user base operating in diverse infrastructural 
environments. However, the decision to use a bespoke protocol rather than industry-standard 
alternatives like the Signal Protocol became the first of many points of contention between 
Telegram and the broader cybersecurity community. Critics argued that a custom protocol 
lacked the transparency of peer-reviewed standards, while the Durov brothers maintained that 
their architecture provided a level of flexibility and speed that was essential for a mass-market 
application. 

The Trade-off Between Functionality and Privacy 

A central tenet of Telegram’s technical philosophy is the distinction between cloud-based chats 
and end-to-end encrypted Secret Chats. This dual-layered approach is often misunderstood by 
the public and criticized by privacy purists. Most Telegram interactions occur in cloud chats, 
where data is encrypted between the client and the server and stored in a distributed manner 
across multiple jurisdictions. This allows for the platform’s signature features, such as seamless 
multi-device synchronization, massive group capacities of up to 200,000 members, and the 
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storage of multi-gigabyte files. From a philosophical standpoint, Durov has argued that the 
majority of users prioritize speed and feature richness over the extreme limitations of 
mandatory end-to-end encryption. However, for those requiring absolute confidentiality, the 
Secret Chat feature provides a separate, device-specific channel where even Telegram’s servers 
cannot access the plaintext content. This architectural choice reflects a belief in user agency: 
the platform provides the tools for high-level security, but the responsibility for utilizing them 
rests with the individual. 

Radical Neutrality as a Corporate Strategy 

The philosophical backbone of Telegram is the concept of radical neutrality. Pavel Durov has 
consistently asserted that a communication platform should function as a neutral infrastructure, 
akin to a utility, rather than an arbiter of truth or morality. This stance is a direct reaction to the 
content moderation trends seen in Western social media, where platforms increasingly act as 
curators of public discourse. For Telegram, the role of the platform is to facilitate the exchange 
of information without interference, provided that the activity does not cross into the 
narrowest definitions of illegal behavior, such as public calls for violence or child exploitation 
material. This philosophy of non-alignment extends to the corporate structure itself. By 
eschewing venture capital and external shareholders, Durov has maintained absolute control 
over the platform’s direction. This financial independence is a strategic barrier against the type 
of corporate-level state pressure that led to his ousting from VKontakte. Without a board of 
directors or public investors to satisfy, Telegram can afford to ignore regulatory fines and legal 
threats that would bankrupt a traditional tech company. 

Sovereign Networks and the 2026 Evolution 

By early 2026, the architectural defiance of Telegram has entered a new and more sophisticated 
phase with the integration of decentralized technologies. The launch of the Confidential 
Compute Open Network, or Cocoon, represents a pivot from being a mere messaging app to 
becoming a sovereign digital ecosystem. By utilizing the TON blockchain and hardware-enforced 
security boundaries known as Trusted Execution Environments (TEEs), Telegram has begun to 
process complex AI tasks and data summaries without the information ever existing in plaintext 
on a central server. This "privacy by design" approach for the AI era ensures that even if a 
government were to physically seize a server, the data within would remain cryptographically 
inaccessible. This evolution toward a decentralized, low-trust bazaar of services reflects Durov's 
ultimate goal: the creation of a technological fabric that exists alongside, rather than within, the 
traditional legal and geographical frameworks of the nation-state. In this vision, sovereignty is 
no longer granted by a government but is instead an inherent property of the network’s code. 
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4. The 2018-2020 Russian Block: A Case Study in Digital Resistance 

The historical conflict between the Russian state and Telegram reached its first major peak in 
April 2018, when the federal communications regulator, Roskomnadzor, officially began blocking 
the service within the territory of the Russian Federation. This move was the culmination of a 
protracted legal battle stemming from the Yarovaya Law, a controversial piece of anti-terrorism 
legislation that required messaging services to provide the Federal Security Service (FSB) with 
the means to decrypt user communications. Pavel Durov’s refusal to comply was based on both 
technical and philosophical grounds; he argued that the encryption keys were generated on 
users' devices and were never in the company’s possession, and that the demand violated the 
constitutional right to the privacy of correspondence. The resulting confrontation became a 
landmark case in the history of internet censorship, demonstrating for the first time the 
limitations of national regulatory power against a sufficiently agile and motivated technological 
adversary. 

The Mechanics of the Digital Resistance 

In response to the block, Durov launched the Digital Resistance movement, characterized by a 
logo of a dog wearing a hoodie—a symbol that recalled his earlier defiance at VKontakte. The 
resistance was not merely symbolic but deeply technical. Telegram utilized a sophisticated 
method of domain fronting and the continuous rotation of IP addresses, often leasing massive 
blocks of cloud infrastructure from providers like Amazon Web Services and Google Cloud. This 
forced Roskomnadzor into a game of "whack-a-mole" that had severe collateral consequences. 
In its attempt to shut down Telegram, the regulator blocked millions of IP addresses, 
inadvertently disrupting a vast array of unrelated services, including retail platforms, banking 
systems, and even smart home devices. This period proved that in a modern, interconnected 
digital economy, the "blunt force" approach to censorship could cause more damage to the 
state's own infrastructure than to the target itself. 

Social Impact and State Capitulation 

Despite the official ban, Telegram’s user base in Russia continued to grow throughout the two-
year period of the block. The app remained accessible to most users through built-in proxy tools 
and virtual private networks, becoming a primary source of news and a vital tool for both the 
opposition and, ironically, government officials. High-ranking members of the Kremlin and 
various ministries continued to use the platform to disseminate information, highlighting the 
absurdity of a legal ban that the state itself could not—or would not—fully enforce. The 
platform’s ability to remain operational under such extreme pressure significantly enhanced its 
global reputation as a bastion of privacy, attracting millions of users from other restrictive 
regimes who viewed Telegram as a proven tool for circumventing state surveillance. 



9 
 

The 2020 Settlement and its Legacy 

The conflict ended abruptly in June 2020, when Roskomnadzor announced it would lift the 
restrictions on Telegram, citing Durov’s stated willingness to cooperate on countering terrorism 
and extremism. While the government framed the decision as a compromise, many observers 
viewed it as an admission of defeat. The state had failed to break the encryption or 
meaningfully restrict access to the platform. This victory for the Digital Resistance established a 
template for how a private technology company could successfully challenge a sovereign state’s 
digital mandates. However, as the total blockade of April 2026 has recently demonstrated, this 
peace was always fragile. The lessons of 2018-2020 taught the Russian state that to truly control 
the digital space, it would need more than just IP filters; it would eventually require the 
wholesale replacement of foreign platforms with domestic infrastructure—a strategy that has 
finally culminated in the current 2026 crisis. 

 

5. Global Legal Fronts: Conflicts in Brazil, India, and the United States 

The confrontation between Telegram and state authorities is not confined to the traditional 
East-West ideological divide. Instead, the platform has faced a multifaceted barrage of legal and 
regulatory challenges across diverse jurisdictions, each highlighting a different facet of the 
conflict between encryption and governance. While Russia and France represent the extremes 
of direct state intervention, the legal battles in Brazil, India, and the United States illustrate how 
democratic institutions utilize judicial orders, copyright law, and financial regulation to exert 
pressure on an otherwise elusive digital entity. These "Global Legal Fronts" demonstrate that 
the struggle for digital sovereignty is a pervasive, global phenomenon that forces platforms to 
navigate a complex and often contradictory web of local mandates. 

The Brazilian Judiciary and the Misinformation Crisis 

In Brazil, the pressure on Telegram has been driven primarily by the Supreme Court’s aggressive 
stance against disinformation and the spread of extremist content. The friction reached a critical 
point in 2023 and 2024, as Justice Alexandre de Moraes spearheaded investigations into "anti-
democratic acts" and the dissemination of "fake news" during electoral cycles. Unlike other 
platforms that established local legal representation early on, Telegram’s initial lack of a physical 
presence in Brazil led to a series of high-stakes standoffs. In 2023, the platform was temporarily 
suspended for failing to provide complete data on neo-Nazi groups involved in inciting school 
violence. The judiciary utilized massive daily fines, reaching millions of reais, to compel 
compliance. By early 2024, the platform had shifted toward a more cooperative stance, 
disclosing data for hundreds of legal requests. However, the lingering tension surrounding Bill 
2630—the so-called "Fake News Bill"—continues to pose an existential threat to Telegram’s 
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operations in South America’s largest market, as the state seeks to mandate proactive 
moderation and transparency reports that conflict with the platform's core architectural privacy. 

India: Scale, Copyright, and the 2026 Deepfake Surge 

India represents Telegram’s largest global market, and consequently, its most significant source 
of volume-based legal pressure. The platform has been a perennial target of the Indian judiciary 
regarding copyright infringement, with the Delhi High Court issuing landmark rulings in 2022 
and 2023 that required Telegram to disclose the identities and contact details of channel 
administrators accused of sharing pirated educational materials. This established a precedent 
that weakened the platform's anonymity shield in civil disputes. By 2025 and 2026, the focus of 
Indian authorities shifted toward the systemic misuse of the platform for financial fraud and 
deepfake-driven scams. In April 2026, the Bombay Stock Exchange and other financial regulators 
issued urgent warnings regarding sophisticated "tip" traps and AI-generated videos of corporate 
leaders used to manipulate retail investors. These criminal ecosystems, thriving in the encrypted 
shadows of Telegram groups, have forced the Indian government to demand stricter adherence 
to the Information Technology Rules, placing Telegram in a position where it must either 
automate mass surveillance or risk being designated as an "intermediary" without safe harbor 
protections. 

The United States: Financial Throttling and Intelligence Overtures 

In the United States, the pressure on Telegram has manifested less through direct censorship 
and more through financial and intelligence-led interventions. The 2019-2020 SEC lawsuit 
against the Telegram Open Network (TON) serves as a primary example of "financial throttling." 
By blocking the issuance of the Gram token, the U.S. government effectively sabotaged Durov’s 
attempt to create a decentralized, crypto-native economy that would have rendered the 
platform immune to traditional financial sanctions. Beyond the regulatory realm, Durov has 
publicly alleged that U.S. intelligence agencies, including the FBI, have attempted to exert 
"behind-the-scenes" pressure by attempting to recruit Telegram engineers and seeking the 
installation of backdoors into the encryption protocol. These claims, detailed in his 2024 and 
2025 public statements, suggest a persistent effort by the American security state to 
compromise the platform’s integrity. Furthermore, the 2025 surge in moderation—which saw 
over 43 million channels blocked globally—was largely interpreted as a defensive maneuver to 
stave off bipartisan U.S. legislative efforts aimed at holding platform executives personally liable 
for the presence of illicit content, a legal theory that gained significant traction following the 
French arrest of Durov. 
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The Strategy of Selective Compliance 

These global conflicts have forced Telegram into a strategy of selective compliance, where the 
platform provides data to law enforcement in cases of clear criminal activity while continuing to 
resist broad-based "fishing expeditions" for political or ideological data. The 2024-2026 period 
has seen a dramatic increase in the volume of data requests processed by Telegram, particularly 
from India and Brazil, indicating that the era of total non-cooperation has ended. Yet, this shift 
creates a new set of risks: by complying with democratic judiciaries to avoid total blocks, 
Telegram risks setting a precedent that autocratic regimes will inevitably exploit. The platform’s 
survival in these diverse markets depends on its ability to maintain a delicate balance between 
local legal obligations and its global promise of privacy, a task that becomes increasingly difficult 
as states synchronize their regulatory frameworks to close the gaps in the digital net. 

 

6. The French Arrest of 2024: Liability, Complicity, and the End of Platform Neutrality 

The arrest of Pavel Durov at Le Bourget airport on August 24, 2024, remains the most significant 
legal escalation against a technology executive in the history of the modern internet. Arriving 
via private jet from Azerbaijan, Durov was detained by French authorities on the basis of a 
warrant issued by the judicial police. This event signaled a radical departure from the 
established international norm of platform immunity, where service providers are typically 
shielded from criminal liability for the actions of their users. Unlike previous regulatory fines or 
service blocks, the French judiciary targeted the physical person of the CEO, alleging that his 
refusal to implement robust moderation and his consistent failure to cooperate with law 
enforcement requests made him a criminal accomplice to the illicit activities occurring on his 
platform. 

The formal indictment included twelve distinct charges, ranging from complicity in the 
distribution of child sexual abuse material and drug trafficking to the provision of unauthorized 
cryptology services. However, the most legally innovative and controversial charge involved the 
management of an online platform for the purpose of enabling illegal transactions by an 
organized group. This charge was grounded in a new French law, the Loi d'orientation et de 
programmation du ministère de l'Intérieur, which sought to hold digital platform managers 
directly responsible if their services were architecturally designed or managed in a way that 
facilitated organized crime. By framing Telegram’s lack of response to judicial requisitions as a 
deliberate act of complicity, the French prosecutors bypassed traditional safe harbor 
protections. This move sparked an immediate global debate regarding the end of platform 
neutrality, with critics arguing that it set a dangerous precedent for holding software architects 
personally responsible for the misuse of their creations. 
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Following his initial detention, Durov was released on a 5 million euro bail and placed under 
strict judicial supervision. He was required to report to a French police station twice a week and 
was initially prohibited from leaving the country. The subsequent months of 2024 saw a 
noticeable shift in Telegram’s public posture. For the first time, the platform officially updated its 
terms of service to clarify that it would provide users' IP addresses and phone numbers to 
authorities in response to valid legal requests. This pivot was interpreted by many as a 
pragmatic survival strategy to mitigate the risk of a lengthy prison sentence. By early 2025, the 
conditions of his supervision were gradually modified. In March 2025, an investigating judge 
permitted Durov to travel to the United Arab Emirates for several weeks, and by July of that 
year, he was granted the right to leave France for up to two weeks at a time, provided he gave 
advance notice. His travel ban was fully revoked in November 2025, though the criminal 
investigation remained active. 

The French case also revealed deeper layers of state surveillance and geopolitical intrigue. 
Reports emerged in late 2024 detailing a 2017 joint intelligence operation between France and 
the United Arab Emirates, code-named Purple Music, which had allegedly involved the hacking 
of Durov’s personal mobile device. This revelation underscored that while France was pursuing a 
public judicial case, its security services had been treating Durov as a high-value intelligence 
target for years. As the calendar turned to 2026, the relationship between Durov and the French 
state entered a new phase of hostility. In early April 2026, Durov publicly threatened to 
withdraw Telegram from the French market entirely, citing the continued legal pressure and his 
dissatisfaction with the country’s protective environment for digital entrepreneurs. The French 
arrest of 2024 thus serves as a foundational case study in how a democratic state can utilize its 
criminal justice system to break the "encryption stalemate" and force a sovereign platform to 
integrate with the traditional legal order. 

 

7. The Digital Services Act: European Regulatory Pressure in 2025 

As the calendar turned to 2025, the primary theater of regulatory conflict for Telegram shifted 
from localized judicial actions to the centralized administrative machinery of the European 
Union. The centerpiece of this pressure was the Digital Services Act (DSA), a landmark piece of 
legislation designed to harmonize content moderation and platform accountability across the 
single market. For Telegram, the core of the dispute centered on the "Number Games"—the 
platform's persistent claim that its monthly active user base within the European Union 
remained consistently below the 45 million threshold required for designation as a Very Large 
Online Platform (VLOP). This designation is critical, as it subjects a platform to the most 
stringent oversight, including mandatory annual risk audits, algorithmic transparency 
requirements, and direct supervision by the European Commission rather than national 
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regulators. Throughout 2025, EU officials grew increasingly skeptical of Telegram’s reported 
figures, suspecting that the platform was utilizing creative accounting of its "channels" versus 
"private chats" to evade the VLOP status and its accompanying costs and liabilities. 

The Shift to Systemic Risk Oversight 

The regulatory pressure in 2025 marked a transition from a reactive model of moderation to a 
proactive model of systemic risk management. Under the DSA framework, the European 
Commission began to demand that Telegram identify and mitigate "systemic risks" related to 
the dissemination of illegal content and the protection of fundamental rights. The Commission’s 
focus was particularly sharp regarding the role of Telegram in facilitating large-scale 
disinformation campaigns and the sale of illicit goods within its semi-public "Groups" and 
"Channels." By mid-2025, the Commission had initiated a series of formal inquiries into 
Telegram’s moderation tools, specifically targeting the ease with which users could circumvent 
bans by creating duplicate channels. This administrative pressure was distinct from the French 
criminal case; while the latter sought to punish past conduct, the DSA pressure sought to force 
an architectural redesign of the platform’s moderation interface, essentially demanding that 
Telegram transition from a "neutral pipe" to an "active monitor." 

The Battle Over Chat Control and Age Verification 

A secondary but equally potent front opened in late 2025 regarding the proposed "Chat 
Control" legislation and the EU’s blueprint for mandatory age verification. The European 
Commission’s push for a digital identity framework that could verify user age without 
compromising anonymity was met with fierce resistance from Durov. He characterized the EU’s 
proposed age-verification app as a "surveillance tool sold as privacy-respecting," claiming that 
the system was "hackable by design" and would inevitably be expanded into a broader identity-
tracking mechanism. This public opposition placed Telegram at the center of a broader civil 
liberties debate in Europe. In July 2025, when the EU adopted new guidelines for the protection 
of minors, Telegram was singled out by several member states as a primary source of unvetted 
adult content and deepfake pornography. This led to a series of escalating warnings from 
Brussels, suggesting that Telegram’s refusal to integrate with the EU’s preferred age-gating 
technologies would be viewed as a violation of its duty of care under the DSA. 

NGO Advocacy and the Reclassification Push 

The regulatory pressure was further amplified by a coordinated campaign from non-
governmental organizations and academic groups, which Durov frequently labeled as state-
sponsored "contractors." Groups such as AI Forensics published high-profile studies in late 2025 
and early 2026, alleging that Telegram’s privacy features were being weaponized to trade non-
consensual intimate images on a massive scale. These reports provided the political capital 



14 
 

necessary for the European Commission to move toward a forced reclassification of the 
platform. By the end of 2025, the Commission had deployed its own data-gathering tools to 
estimate Telegram’s EU reach, setting the stage for the formal designation of Telegram as a 
VLOP in early 2026. This administrative tightening served as the European counterpart to the 
more aggressive Russian blockade, creating a pincer movement of regulatory and state power 
that left the platform with no neutral ground in the European continent 

The Fragmentation of the European Market 

The cumulative effect of the 2025 regulatory cycle was the beginning of the "fragmentation" of 
Telegram’s service within the EU. To avoid total bans or astronomical fines—which could reach 
up to six percent of global turnover—Telegram began to introduce region-specific restrictions. 
By December 2025, certain features, such as the ability to join massive local groups or access 
specific "high-risk" channels, were geo-blocked for users with EU-based SIM cards. This 
divergence from the platform’s global consistency was a significant concession, signaling that 
the pressure from Brussels had succeeded where other states had failed: it forced Telegram to 
accept the reality of digital borders. As 2026 began, the relationship between Telegram and the 
EU had devolved into a state of "managed hostility," with the platform perpetually on the brink 
of significant administrative sanctions that threatened its financial viability in one of its most 
profitable jurisdictions. 

 

8. The 2026 Russian Escalation: The Total Block and the Emergence of MAX 

The long-simmering conflict between the Russian state and Telegram reached a final, decisive 
rupture in early 2026. This period marked the transition from a policy of managed coexistence 
and occasional technical friction to one of total digital exclusion. Beginning in February 2026, 
the federal regulator Roskomnadzor initiated a nationwide throttling campaign that 
systematically degraded the quality of Telegram’s service, making file transfers and voice calls 
nearly impossible for users without sophisticated circumvention tools. This technical 
strangulation served as a precursor to the formal decree issued in late March, which mandated 
a total block of the platform effective April 1, 2026. By mid-April, access to Telegram within the 
Russian Federation had dropped to a record low of five percent for users on standard domestic 
networks, signaling the most successful—and destructive—act of state-led digital censorship in 
the country’s history. 

The 2026 escalation was distinct from the failed 2018 block due to its integration with a broader 
strategy of "digital substitution." Central to this strategy was the launch and mandatory 
promotion of MAX, a state-developed universal mobile application released by VK in 2025. 
Stylized in all uppercase, MAX was promoted as a "national messenger" and designed to 
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function as a Russian equivalent to the Chinese WeChat. It integrated social networking with 
critical government services through the Gosuslugi portal, identity verification via digital IDs, 
and financial transactions through the Bank of Russia’s Faster Payment System. By September 
2025, the government had mandated that MAX be pre-installed on all smartphones sold within 
the country. The total block of Telegram in April 2026 was essentially a forced migration, 
designed to funnel the nation’s digital life into a centralized, state-monitored environment that 
is legally required to integrate with SORM, the Russian system for operational-search activities. 

Simultaneous with the technical block, the Russian judicial system launched an aggressive 
personal offensive against Pavel Durov. In February 2026, the official government newspaper 
Rossiyskaya Gazeta revealed that a criminal probe had been opened against the Telegram 
founder on charges of facilitating terrorist activity. The state’s narrative shifted from accusing 
the platform of mere non-compliance to labeling its architect as a deliberate enabler of national 
security threats. This culminated in a surreal legal event on April 22, 2026, when Durov publicly 
shared an image of a summons naming him as a "suspect" in a criminal case. The notice had 
been delivered to a Saint Petersburg apartment where he had not resided for over two decades. 
Durov responded with his characteristic blend of defiance and irony, mocking the summons as a 
"sad spectacle of a state afraid of its own people" and noting that his "crime" was merely 
upholding the constitutional rights to privacy and freedom of speech. 

The impact of this total block has reverberated throughout Russian society, creating significant 
internal friction. While the Kremlin intended to consolidate control, the removal of Telegram 
disrupted the primary communication channel used by the military, pro-regime bloggers, and 
the business community. Reports from mid-April 2026 indicated that pro-government channels 
lost nearly half of their audience reach, while opposition channels—whose users were already 
accustomed to using VPNs—remained comparatively resilient. Furthermore, the aggressive 
crackdown on VPN providers and the move to block websites for users with active VPNs created 
a "splinternet" effect that severely hindered domestic commerce. This digital isolationism has 
contributed to a documented decline in public trust and approval ratings for the central 
leadership, as apolitical citizens found themselves cut off from their primary tool for daily 
communication and information gathering. The 2026 escalation thus represents the ultimate 
test of the "sovereign internet" theory: whether a modern nation can thrive after successfully 
severing its connection to a global, encrypted commons. 
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9. South Korea and the Deepfake Crisis: New Frontiers of Moderation Pressure 

The conflict between Telegram and South Korean authorities represents a significant pivot in the 
global debate over platform accountability, moving beyond political speech and into the realm 
of systemic societal harm. While the platform has long been a centerpiece of the Korean digital 
landscape, its reputation was fundamentally tarnished by a series of "Nth Room" style scandals 
that evolved into a massive crisis of generative artificial intelligence. The 2024 deepfake crisis, 
which saw the non-consensual creation of millions of sexually explicit images and videos of 
Korean women and minors, served as the initial catalyst for state intervention. However, the 
pressure reached its zenith in early 2026, when South Korean law enforcement transitioned 
from investigating individual users to launching a comprehensive corporate-level investigation 
into Telegram itself for "aiding and abetting" organized digital sex crimes. 

The 2024 Paradigm Shift: From Nth Room to Generative AI 

The roots of the 2026 crisis lie in the summer of 2024, when it was revealed that hundreds of 
thousands of Telegram users were participating in "bot-driven" groups that automatically 
generated deepfake pornography using simple profile photographs. Unlike the manual 
exploitation seen in the original 2020 Nth Room case, the 2024 wave was industrial in scale, 
utilizing low-barrier AI tools that existed within the Telegram ecosystem. The initial response 
from the Korea Communications Standards Commission (KCSC) was to demand the removal of 
specific materials and the disclosure of administrative data. While Telegram eventually 
established a dedicated hotline for Korean authorities in late 2024, the volume of content 
continued to overwhelm local regulators. The Korean public perceived Telegram’s response as 
reactive and insufficient, leading to a profound loss of institutional trust and a demand for more 
aggressive legislative measures that could penetrate the platform’s "wall of silence." 

Legislative Retaliation and the 2026 Indictment 

By 2025, the South Korean National Assembly had passed a series of amendments known 
collectively as the "Anti-Deepfake Digital Sovereignty Act." These laws specifically targeted 
foreign-based platforms that "knowingly or through gross negligence" facilitate the distribution 
of illegal AI-generated content. The legislation introduced the concept of "algorithmic liability," 
suggesting that if a platform’s search or recommendation features actively lead users to illicit 
bots or channels, the platform operator shares criminal responsibility. This set the stage for the 
April 2026 announcement by the National Police Agency that it had initiated a formal criminal 
probe into Telegram’s corporate leadership. The investigation mirrors the French legal 
framework, focusing on the platform’s refusal to provide "decryption assistance" and its failure 
to implement proactive filters that could identify AI-generated abuse material in real-time. 
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The Algorithm and the Accomplice: A New Legal Standard 

The 2026 South Korean investigation is pioneering a new legal standard that views platform 
architecture itself as a form of complicity. Prosecutors argue that Telegram’s unique 
combination of massive group capacities, anonymous bot APIs, and global file sharing 
constitutes a "criminogenic environment." Specifically, the 2026 probe focuses on how the 
platform’s "Nearby" and "Global Search" features were allegedly exploited by criminal 
syndicates to monetize deepfake content through the TON blockchain. By linking the 
architectural choices of the app to the economic incentives of organized crime, South Korean 
authorities are attempting to strip away the "safe harbor" defense that has traditionally 
protected tech giants. This approach treats the platform not as a neutral carrier, but as an 
active, profit-seeking accomplice that has prioritized growth and "radical privacy" over the 
safety and human rights of a sovereign population. 

Regional Consequences and the Future of Moderate Anonymity 

The outcome of the South Korean investigation has profound implications for Telegram’s future 
in the broader Asian market. As of April 2026, several other regional powers, including Japan 
and Taiwan, have begun to harmonize their digital safety standards with the South Korean 
model. The threat of a total block—similar to the one enacted by Russia—remains a distinct 
possibility if Telegram fails to integrate its moderation tools with South Korea's national 
"Deepfake Detection Cloud." This tension highlights the growing obsolescence of the "moderate 
anonymity" that Telegram once offered. In the eyes of the South Korean state, the 2024-2026 
crisis has proven that absolute privacy is incompatible with the protection of the vulnerable in 
an age of pervasive AI. For Durov, the Korean front represents a critical challenge: a democratic 
society using the rule of law to demand the very same backdoors and moderation tools that he 
has spent his entire career resisting in autocratic regimes. 

 

10. The Business of Privacy: TON, the Crypto-Economy, and Financial Independence 

The survival of Telegram as a non-aligned digital state has historically depended on the personal 
wealth and ideological commitment of Pavel Durov. However, as the platform surpassed one 
billion monthly active users in 2025, the transition from a privately funded project to a self-
sustaining economic powerhouse became a strategic necessity. This shift was not merely a 
commercial evolution but a defensive maneuver designed to insulate the platform from state-
led financial throttling. By building a parallel crypto-economy rooted in the TON blockchain, 
Telegram has created a circular ecosystem where value is generated, distributed, and settled 
outside the traditional fiat banking system. This financial independence has provided Durov 
with the leverage necessary to ignore the multi-million dollar fines imposed by European and 
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Brazilian regulators, as the platform’s revenue streams are increasingly decentralized and 
resistant to seizure. 

The Integration of Toncoin and the Fragment Marketplace 

The cornerstone of Telegram’s financial sovereignty is the Fragment marketplace, which by 2026 
has evolved into a multi-billion dollar exchange for digital assets. Originally launched for the 
auctioning of premium usernames and anonymous virtual numbers, Fragment now serves as 
the primary clearinghouse for Telegram’s most lucrative services, including the purchase of 
Telegram Ads and the distribution of creator rewards. The use of Toncoin as the native currency 
of this marketplace ensures that a significant portion of the platform’s economic activity 
remains on-chain, providing transparency to users while remaining opaque to traditional tax 
and regulatory authorities. The 2025 introduction of the TON Payment Network Layer 2 has 
further reduced transaction costs, allowing for micro-payments that power a vast economy of 
stickers, digital gifts, and premium content. This architecture bypasses the thirty percent 
commission typically demanded by mobile OS gatekeepers, allowing Telegram to retain a higher 
margin of its revenue and reinvest it into the infrastructure of the Digital Resistance. 

Telegram Stars and the Super-App Strategy 

In 2024 and 2025, Telegram introduced Telegram Stars, a digital currency designed to harmonize 
the platform’s crypto-ambitions with the strict policies of the Apple and Google app stores. By 
2026, Stars have become the universal medium of exchange within the Telegram Mini App 
ecosystem. This system allows developers to monetize everything from gaming and productivity 
tools to specialized AI services without triggering the "in-app purchase" blocks that have 
plagued other decentralized platforms. The "Super-App" strategy—modeled after Asian giants 
but with a radical privacy twist—has turned Telegram into a digital bazaar. Users can now book 
travel, trade assets, and access encrypted cloud services through third-party bots, with 
Telegram taking a modest service fee on every transaction. This model has diversified Telegram’s 
income, moving it away from a reliance on venture capital and toward a robust, diversified 
revenue base that reached an estimated 2.5 billion dollars in 2026. 

The 2026 IPO and the Valuation of Privacy 

The most significant financial milestone of the current year is the looming prospect of a 
Telegram Initial Public Offering. As the platform’s bonds approach their 2026 maturity dates, the 
financial community has been forced to grapple with the "Privacy Premium" associated with the 
company’s brand. Current valuation estimates for Telegram range from 15 billion to 40 billion 
dollars, depending on the projected success of the TON-integrated advertising platform. The 
proposed IPO is structured to allow bondholders to convert their debt into equity at a twenty 
percent discount, a move that would effectively institutionalize a global cohort of investors who 
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are financially incentivized to defend the platform’s independence. For Durov, the IPO 
represents a double-edged sword: while it provides the capital necessary to scale against state-
backed competitors like Russia’s MAX app, it also introduces a level of public disclosure that 
conflicts with his historically opaque management style. Nevertheless, the move toward a 
public listing is framed as the ultimate validation of the "Business of Privacy," proving that a 
platform can be both uncompromisingly secure and immensely profitable. 

Cocoon and the Monetization of Confidential Compute 

As part of the 2026 expansion, Telegram has launched the Confidential Compute Open Network, 
or Cocoon, a B2B service that marks the platform’s entry into the high-end enterprise security 
market. Cocoon utilizes hardware-enforced Trusted Execution Environments to provide "zero-
knowledge" data processing for corporate clients and AI developers. By monetizing the very 
infrastructure used to protect its users, Telegram has found a way to turn its technical defiance 
into a high-margin product. This service is targeted at industries—such as legal, medical, and 
financial services—that are increasingly wary of the "surveillance capitalism" models of 
traditional cloud providers. The success of Cocoon suggests that the future of Telegram’s 
business model lies in the commoditization of trust. In an era where data is the new oil, 
Telegram is positioning itself as the world’s most secure refinery, ensuring that the business of 
privacy is not just a moral stance, but a sustainable competitive advantage in the global market.    

     

11. Theoretical Implications: Sovereignty in the Era of Encrypted Communication 

The decade-long confrontation between Telegram and various global powers provides a 
foundational dataset for reimagining the concept of sovereignty in the twenty-first century. 
Traditional Westphalian sovereignty is predicated on the state’s exclusive authority over a 
defined geographic territory and the individuals within it. However, the rise of end-to-end 
encrypted messaging and decentralized financial networks has introduced a competing form of 
digital sovereignty—one that is defined by cryptographic boundaries rather than physical 
borders. This shift represents a fundamental challenge to the state’s monopoly on the "means 
of communication" and, by extension, its ability to maintain social order and national security 
through surveillance and censorship. The case of Pavel Durov suggests that we are moving 
toward a dual-layered reality: a physical layer governed by the laws of the nation-state and a 
digital layer governed by the immutable laws of mathematics and code. 

The Erosion of Territorial Jurisdiction 

The events of 2024 through 2026 have demonstrated that territorial jurisdiction is becoming 
increasingly ineffective against decentralized digital entities. When the French judiciary arrested 
Durov in 2024, they attempted to reassert the physical power of the state over the digital 
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architect. Yet, the platform’s continued operation and its subsequent pivot to the TON 
blockchain showed that a network’s "vital organs" can be distributed across so many 
jurisdictions that no single state can effectively shut it down. This "jurisdictional arbitrage" 
allows platforms like Telegram to exist in a state of permanent legal flux, complying with the 
laws of one state while simultaneously defying the mandates of another. This erosion of 
traditional state power suggests that in the era of encryption, sovereignty is no longer a given 
right of the state but a contested property that must be technically enforced by whichever party 
controls the encryption keys. 

The Emergence of the Platform-State 

A primary theoretical implication of Telegram’s resilience is the emergence of the platform as a 
quasi-sovereign actor. By providing its own currency, its own judicial-like moderation standards, 
and its own identity verification systems, Telegram has effectively created a "network state" that 
commands the loyalty of over a billion citizens. For many users in restrictive regimes, their 
primary "citizenship" is not to the country where they reside, but to the digital commons where 
they communicate, trade, and organize. This creates a crisis for the traditional nation-state, 
which views any unmonitored space as a vacuum of authority. The Russian state’s 2026 move to 
replace Telegram with the MAX app is the most extreme example of a state attempting to 
reclaim this lost sovereignty by force. It highlights a future where "digital iron curtains" are not 
just filters on the internet, but entirely separate, state-owned technological stacks that prevent 
citizens from ever entering the non-aligned digital world. 

Code as Law and the End of Platform Neutrality 

The shift from "moderation by policy" to "moderation by architecture" illustrates the growing 
importance of the "code is law" doctrine. As seen in the South Korean deepfake investigations 
of 2026, states are no longer satisfied with the removal of specific content; they are now 
demanding changes to the underlying code of the platform itself. This marks the end of the era 
of platform neutrality. The theoretical debate has moved from whether a platform should 
moderate to whether a platform can be allowed to exist if its very design prevents state 
intervention. If encryption is viewed by the state as an inherent act of hostility, then the future 
of the digital commons depends on whether the international community can establish a new 
"digital bill of rights" that recognizes cryptographic privacy as a prerequisite for human liberty. 
Without such a framework, the inevitable result is the fragmentation of the global internet into 
a series of isolated "sovereign clouds," where the level of privacy a citizen enjoys is dictated 
entirely by the geopolitical alignment of their government. 
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The Paradox of the Digital Resistance 

Finally, the Telegram case study reveals the central paradox of the "Digital Resistance." While 
Durov champions the platform as a tool for liberation, the very features that protect dissidents 
and journalists also provide a shield for organized crime and state-sponsored disinformation. 
This moral ambiguity is the primary lever used by states to justify their interventions. The 
theoretical challenge for the coming decade is to determine if a system can be built that is 
"secure enough to protect the innocent but transparent enough to expose the guilty" without 
introducing the very backdoors that autocratic regimes crave. As of 2026, the ongoing conflict 
suggests that such a middle ground may not exist. We are instead witnessing a binary struggle 
between two irreconcilable visions of the future: one where the state remains the ultimate 
arbiter of all human interaction, and one where the individual remains sovereign within an 
encrypted, borderless, and potentially ungovernable digital realm. 

 

12. Conclusion: Future Prospects for the Digital Resistance Movement 

The decade-long trajectory of Pavel Durov and Telegram has served as the ultimate stress test 
for the libertarian ideals of the early internet. As we stand in April 2026, the era of platform 
neutrality has effectively ended, replaced by a world of digital sovereignty where 
communication tools are no longer viewed as mere utilities, but as extensions of national power 
or ideological resistance. The systematic pressure applied by governments—ranging from the 
blunt force of the Russian total block to the sophisticated judicial and regulatory frameworks of 
the European Union and South Korea—has forced a fundamental evolution in how we conceive 
of digital privacy. The Digital Resistance movement, once a symbolic protest against local 
censorship, has matured into a global struggle for the survival of the unmonitored human spirit. 

The Resilience of the Technical Exit 

The primary takeaway from the 2013–2026 period is that when political and legal avenues for 
privacy are closed, the only remaining recourse is technical. Telegram’s pivot toward a 
decentralized, crypto-native economy and the implementation of confidential computing 
through the Cocoon network represent a "technical exit" from the traditional nation-state. By 
decoupling communication from fiat financial systems and centralized server architectures, 
Durov has provided a blueprint for how digital entities can maintain autonomy in an increasingly 
hostile geopolitical environment. However, this success comes at the cost of total 
fragmentation. The emergence of the "Splinternet," characterized by state-controlled silos like 
Russia’s MAX app, suggests that the universal web is being replaced by a series of walled 
gardens where the level of freedom available to a citizen is determined entirely by their physical 
location. 
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The Legacy of the Durov Doctrine 

Pavel Durov’s refusal to yield to state pressure has established what may be called the "Durov 
Doctrine": the belief that the right to private communication is absolute and that the architect 
of a tool cannot be held responsible for the morality of its users. While this stance has made 
him a hero to privacy advocates, it has also alienated him from the democratic institutions that 
view moderation as a necessary component of social stability. The French arrest in 2024 and the 
subsequent legal battles in 2025 and 2026 have proven that the individual can be targeted even 
when the code is unreachable. This suggests that the future of the Digital Resistance will rely 
less on charismatic figureheads and more on the proliferation of truly decentralized, ownerless 
protocols that offer no single "neck to wring." 

The Final Frontier: Privacy as a Human Right 

As this study has demonstrated, the pressure on Telegram is not a series of isolated events but a 
coherent global trend toward the "domestication" of the digital realm. The question for the 
remainder of the 2020s is whether privacy will remain a recognized human right or if it will be 
redefined as a "luxury good" or a "criminal anomaly." If the international community continues 
to prioritize national security over individual encryption, the tools of the Digital Resistance will 
likely be pushed further into the shadows, creating a permanent underground of 
communication. Conversely, the resilience of Telegram’s user base, even in the face of total 
blocks, suggests an unyielding demand for spaces that the state cannot reach. The future of the 
movement depends on whether this demand can be channeled into a new, globally recognized 
framework for digital sovereignty that respects the integrity of the individual in the face of the 
encroaching state. 
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