Telegram partners with Elon Musk’s xAI to embed Grok AI assistant amid growth and controversy
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In a significant move aimed at enhancing user experience, Telegram has partnered with Elon Musk's artificial intelligence company, xAI, to integrate the AI assistant Grok into its popular messaging platform. Telegram’s founder, Pavel Durov, described this partnership as a way to bring advanced AI capabilities to over one billion users, with the arrangement expected to generate $300 million in cash and equity over a one-year term, alongside a 50% share of revenue from xAI subscriptions sold through the app.
Durov's declaration accompanying the announcement heralded a shared vision of success, stating, “Together, we win!” This collaboration adds a new dimension to Telegram's business model as it evolves beyond messaging services. It follows other major players, notably Meta with its own AI initiatives in WhatsApp, highlighting an industry trend where social media and AI are increasingly intertwined. However, industry analysts, such as Hanna Kahlert from Midia Research, caution that this integration may not align with user expectations. Kahlert noted that "users primarily still use social platforms to talk to their friends," suggesting that the introduction of AI might disrupt the direct communication that users value, potentially eroding trust among them.
The partnership arrives on the back of Telegram's recent financial turnaround, with the platform reporting a profit of $540 million for 2024, a remarkable recovery from a $173 million loss the previous year. Revenue surged to $1.4 billion, driven by increased paying users and advertising revenue, as well as partnerships leveraging Telegram's blockchain technology. The integration of Grok is expected to amplify this growth, as it will provide xAI with critical user data essential for refining its AI models, particularly during a time when high-quality data sources are dwindling.
Yet, the union of these two controversial figures—Durov and Musk—raises eyebrows. Both are known for their outspoken stances on free expression and their occasional clashes with regulatory frameworks. Durov's recent legal troubles in France, where he was arrested amid allegations of insufficient moderation that allegedly facilitated illicit activities on Telegram, strain the image of the platform. Despite the criticism, Telegram asserts that it complies with EU regulations. Durov has claimed that he is cooperating with authorities to address these concerns, but many critics have described the platform derisively as the "dark web in your pocket."
Elon Musk, the world's richest man, has similarly faced scrutiny regarding his influence on technology and governance. His controversial acquisition of the social media platform X (formerly known as Twitter) has been marked by policy shifts and legal entanglements, including a substantial fine imposed for failing to curb disinformation on the site. Musk's ambitions with xAI reflect a desire to compete with established AI leaders such as OpenAI, a company he co-founded before stepping away amid disputes over its direction. This new partnership with Telegram marks a strategic expansion of xAI's reach, tapping into one of the world's largest messaging user bases.
As Telegram embarks on this new venture, it stands at a crossroads, navigating the balance between technological innovation and regulatory scrutiny. While the promise of enhanced user experiences looms, the implications of integrating AI into personal communications remain to be fully realised, presenting both opportunities and challenges for the platform and its vast user community. The coming year will be pivotal for Telegram, as it seeks not only to prosper financially but also to maintain the trust of its users amidst the complexities of innovation and regulation.
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