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The Arrest of Telegram CEO Pavel Durov Sparks a Debate Regarding Freedom of Speech

The recent arrest of Pavel Durov, co-founder and CEO of the Telegram messaging app, in France has drawn
concern regarding digital freedom of speech and the amount of responsibility that social media companies should
bear for the content on their platforms. Some observers have criticized what they deem to be clear governmental
overreach and a violation against human rights of speech and association. They have warned that the incident
could set a precedent for charges against other social media executives. Durov’s arrest has also elicited backlash
due to an uneasiness that it might embolden governments to prosecute individuals tied to tech companies for
failing to turn over user data and prompt platforms to excessively moderate content for fear of being criminally
charged. French authorities have expressed that the arrest was connected to a broader investigation into an
unnamed person and focused on criminal activity on Telegram. The company itself released a statement after
Durov’s arrest asserting that it abides by European Union (EU) laws and that its content moderation is aligned with
industry standards and constantly improving.

Durov was detained at Paris-Le Bourget Airport shortly after landing there last Saturday, as French authorities
decided to initiate the move and in doing so, accuse him of complicity in a range of criminal acts. Following his
arrest, French prosecutors released a list of charges against the aforementioned “unnamed person” that is the
subject of the criminal investigation for which Durov is allegedly being questioned about. These charges include
possession of child pornography, money laundering, and association with organized crime. Durov has long labeled
himself as a champion of unconstrained freedom of speech online, with his Telegram platform utilizing a lighter
approach to content moderation than many other companies. Several months ago, he had even commented that
some governments were seeking to pressure him, but that the app should remain a neutral platform and not a
“player in geopolitics.” Analysts have pointed out that for a handful of years, it appears as though the European
Union in particular — which has some of the strictest content policies in the world — has sought to try and constrain
Telegram into cooperation with its rules. Back in 2022 for example, the EU adopted the Digital Services Act,
compelling the platform to comply with its transparency and moderation standards — which included taking
proactive measures to police illegal and harmful content.

One of the main elements of DuroVv’s arrest that is especially troubling is the potential geopolitical implications that
it could have. For a while now, Europe has been preoccupied with approaches related to the regulating of social
media platforms, often aiming to walk a fine line between allowing for freedom of expression and policing certain
content. Thus, some experts have highlighted that it represents a slippery slope which may open the door for
further clampdowns on freedom of speech and expression. They have outlined that it also has the potential to
create misconceptions about encryption and ultimately hurt activists and dissidents around the world who rely on
the data security method for their safety. As one researcher who studies cryptography aptly mentioned, “l do
worry about this sort of perception of encrypted applications as being a place that enables these kinds of crimes to
be committed,” since it can happen on non-encrypted platforms as well.

In the end, arresting a tech company executive for content shared on their platform sets a dangerous precedent
which could have wide-ranging consequences, and is a rare but troubling move by legal authorities to try to hold
them personally liable for the behavior of users on a major social media platform. One commentator tried to put



the problematic nature of the move in perspective, drawing a parallel to how people would be up in arms if, for
example, a car company was considered responsible or liable for the actions of a drunk driver. Often times, what
works in the favor of tech company executives being accused of liability is the difficulty that prosecutors and law
enforcement agencies have in proving that an individual had knowledge of illegal activity on one of their platforms
and failed to take action. It remains to be seen if this will again be the case for Durov, who was issued preliminary
charges in France on Wednesday and barred from leaving the country as the investigation continues.



