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PAVEL DUROV  
Founder  and CEO @ Telegram

IN THE FACE OF

ADVERSITY
Russian programmer and entrepreneur Pavel Durov, the 

creator of social network VK and Telegram Messenger, is a 
man of principle – despite making some powerful enemies, 

notably the Kremlin, he refuses to compromise on his 
belief that everyone is entitled to private communication. 
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Naturally, operating a platform with so many 
users presents challenges, not only practical 
but philosophical. A number of government 
entities and individuals argue that Telegram’s 
end to end encryption can be taken advantage 
of by terrorists, sex traffickers, child abusers, 
and other criminals, however, Pavel remains 
undaunted by this train of thought, saying that 
technological advancements can always be 
used for both good and evil. “Of course we are 
concerned about the potential use of the tech-
nology we make,” when asked if he felt respon-
sible because Telegram was by the terrorists in 
the 2015 Paris attacks. “They were also using 
iPhones and Android phones, microchips, it’s 
misleading to say that Telegram or any other 
tech company was responsible. You cannot 
make messaging technology secure for every-
body except for terrorists, it’s either secure or 
it’s not secure.”

Right to privacy
Telegram has been banned in China and has 
been temporarily blocked in several other 
countries including Iran, Pakistan, and Indo-
nesia. “Iranian authorities want to use Tele-
gram to spy on their citizens. We can’t help 
them in this regard,” Pavel said. Russia official-
ly blacklisted the app in April, 2018 but even 
after 19 million IP addresses linked to Tele-
gram’s servers were blocked, the government 
has not been able to effectively restrict access 
to the app – ironically though, Russian officials 
are also known to use Telegram because of its 
level of security. 

With such a vast user base and top tech-
nology, the Durov duo saw an opportunity to 
capitalise on Telegram’s popularity and create 
a blockchain cryptocurrency network. Three 
years ago, the brothers started developing 
TON (Telegram Open Network), which will 

allow users to purchase, transfer, and store 
value in ID-verifiable wallets facilitated by the 
GRAM coin, a crypto currency based on the 
TON platform. Its main advantage will be its 
high-speed transaction capacity, which will 
enable millions of transactions per second. In 
2018, they raised a total of $1.7 billion dollars 
from investors and planned to launch by Oc-
tober 31, 2019 – but Pavel has come up against 
yet another obstacle, this time in the form of 
the US Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC), which filed an emergency restraining 
order against the Telegram Group and its sub-
sidiary TON, claiming they are illegal. Pavel, 
always sure he will win, moved the launch date 
to April 30, 2020, but with the SEC refusing to 
back down and the coronavirus gripping the 
world, getting TON off the ground may well be 
the innovative Russian’s greatest challenge to 
date. 

I f you haven’t already heard of Pavel 
Durov, you soon will. He’s been dubbed 
“Russia’s Mark Zuckerberg” and is a self-
made tech billionaire who put it all on 

the line after refusing to give up his principles 
against censorship and the Kremlin’s interfer-
ence into people’s free online communication. 
As a result, he was forced out of his country, 
expelled from the board of his hugely popular 
networking site VK (formerly VKontakte), and 
had no choice but to undersell his stake in the 
company, yet the 35-year-old’s star has refused 
to fade. With the subsequent creation of the 
successful Telegram Messaging app, he has ac-
cumulated a net worth of $2.7 billion and he’s 
now one of the most influential figures in the 
tech world. 

Pavel was born in Leningrad (now St. Peters-
burg) in 1984 but spent much of his childhood 
in the Italian city of Turin where his father re-
located for work. He eventually moved back to 
St. Petersburg in 2001 and graduated from the 
city’s State University’s Philology Department 
with first class honours in 2006. After watch-
ing US-based Facebook’s story unfold, the 
young Russian wanted to create a more sophis-
ticated social network and started building VK 
with his older brother Nikolai. “My brother is 
a genius,” Pavel said. “When we went to Ita-
ly, he was on the local television channel as a 
prodigy who could solve very sophisticated 
mathematical equations. He was only seven or 
eight years old but he could solve mathemati-
cal problems for kids who were fourteen. He 
was really advanced in mathematics. He read a 
lot of literature and so he’s extremely smart...I 
learned a lot from him. I asked him questions 
about everything. I am very grateful for that.” 
After launching the site grew incredibly quickly 
and already boasted 100,000 members by the 
beginning of 2007. By July the same year, one 
million users had signed up and under Pavel’s 
direction the platform swelled to 350 million 
members. 

Political pressure
When the Durov brothers first developed VK, 
there weren’t many restrictions imposed by the 
Russian authorities when it came to the inter-
net but as VK started becoming more popular it 
piqued the interest of some powerful political 
leaders. 

During a contentious period in 2011, when 
Vladimir Putin made it clear that he wanted to 

be president for the long haul, scores of Rus-
sians used VK to vent their anger and protest 
against parliamentary elections that many al-
leged were rigged. This didn’t go unnoticed by 
Russia’s ruling party, who wanted to muffle the 
voices of dissent. Pavel received a formal re-
quest from the authorities demanding that he 
block all opposition accounts on the social me-
dia platform, but instead on his own VK page 
he posted an image of a dog sporting a hoodie 
with its tongue sticking out, calling it his offi-
cial response to the request. Predictably, the 
Russian authorities weren’t too amused and 
sent a SWAT team to raid the entrepreneur’s 
apartment in St. Petersburg, but it was called off 
when Pavel refused to open the door. 

His troubles didn’t end there, though, as the 
Kremlin proceeded to try and drag his name 
through the mud and even took him to court for 
an alleged hit and run, despite the fact he didn’t 

own a car or have a driving licence. Pavel stood 
strong and refused to block the profiles on his 
platform. Not long after, the Kremlin upped the 
ante and pro-Putin investors started buying VK 
shares – Pavel was then ousted as CEO in 2014 
and had no choice but to sell his stake in the 
company for $300 million. This may sound like 
a huge amount but VK is worth billions. Ever the 
optimist, Pavel did not let it get to him. Instead, 
he viewed the situation as a way to win his free-
dom because he knew that from that point on, 
any property he owned in Russia could be used 
against him by the government and he didn’t 
want to give the politicians any leverage, so he 
left his homeland, dusted himself off, and im-
mediately started working on his next billion 
dollar project. 

Telegram success
When his apartment was surrounded by SWAT 
team members, all Pavel wanted to do was call 
his brother but no form of communication ex-
isted that was truly secure from government 
surveillance, so he decided to do something 
about it. In 2013, he again teamed up with 
Nikolai to create Telegram Messenger, which 
enables users to send messages, photos, videos, 
and any type of files completely securely thanks 
to special end to end encryption technology. 
“For me, WhatsApp sucks the most,” he said in 
2015. “If you have it installed on your phone and 
the battery goes dead, suddenly you can’t get 
access to your messages. It’s over. WhatsApp 
doesn’t have cross-device sync, you can’t send 
documents or big media, there are lots of lim-
itations in group chats and communication, 
and it’s not private. When I was living in Russia, 
I had a friend who told me she was presented 
with a printout of her WhatsApp messages in 
the police department–they had intercepted 
and decrypted her messages, and she told me 
the police tried to use it to blackmail her, so 
the fact that Telegram messages can’t be in-
tercepted is one thing that makes the service 
different.” People rapidly started gravitating 
towards Telegram as it filled a gaping hole in 
the social landscape of 100% secure platforms. 
The number of users exploded: 2014: 35 million 
users, 2015: 60 million users, 2016: 100 million 
users, and in 2020: a staggering 400 monthly 
active users. Telegram is now a direct compet-
itor to WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger, 
and all this without the company spending 
a single dollar on advertising or marketing. 

“  You cannot make 
messaging technology 
secure for everybody 

accept for terrorists, it’s 
either secure or it’s not 

secure   “

Telegram is quickly 
becoming one of the most 
popular messaging apps on 
iPhone and Android 

The Russian’s 
net worth is 
a cool $2.7 
billion


