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Across panels and
policy discussions, one
message emerged with
striking clarity—Africa’s
creative sector does
not lack talent, audienc-
es or global influence.

~ BYPATRICK SSENTONGO

n a city long defined by political di- :
plomacy and cultural crossroads, :
the Pan-African Network for Artis- :
tic Freedom (PANAF) Summit 2026 :
opened in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, with :
abold ambition: to defend Africa’s right :
not only to create freely, but to control :
the systems through which its creativi- :

ty circulates.

The three-day gathering in February, :
organised by PANAF,in partnershipwith :
_ Selam Ethiopia, brought together artists, : s
policymakers, technologists and cultur- : =

al financiers from across the continent.

What emerged from the summit, held :
under the theme “Freedom to create: :
forces, influences and opportunities in :
the digital and economic landscape,” :
was a clear shift in how artistic freedom :

is being understood across Africa.

Artistic freedom is no longer defined '

only by censorship or State repression.It :

is now equally determined by econom- : - v

ic power, digital infrastructure and the :

ownership of cultural platforms.

Across panels and policy discussions, :
one message emerged with striking clar- :
ity—Africa’s creative sector doesnot lack :

talent,audiences or global influence.

What it often lacks is control. Controt :
over the digital systems through which :
art circulates. Control over the financial :
architecture that determines how artists :
&ua living. And control over the regu- :
latory enrdronments that shape cultur- :

al expression.
Beyond censorship

In this framing, artistic freedom is : &
evolving into something larger: a ques- :
tion of sovereignty. For decades, artistic :
freedom has largely been framed as a :
civil liberty—the right to write, perform :
or critique authority without State cen- :
sorship. But participants argued thatin :
today’s digital world, that definitionno : °

longer captures the full picture.

African artists today operate within a :
vast digital marketplace where cultural :
production is intertwined with global :
technology platforms and financial sys- :
tems. : One of the sessions during the summit.
In theory, digital tools allow crea- :

tors to produce and distribute work :
independently. In practice, many :

African artists find themselves :
trapped in what several speakers de- :
scribed as “visibility without income”. :
Music streams accumulate millions of ;

views,videos circulate across continents, :
and digital art attracts global attention. :

Yet monetisation opportunities often :
remain inaccessible due to payment re- :
strictions, banking barriers or platform :

policies designed outside the continent.

ital extraction—a system in which Afri-
can creativity generates global engage- :

ment while much of the economic value :

is captured elsewhere.

Across Africa, musicians are driving :
the fastest-growing segments of global :
streaming markets.Online gaming com- :
munities are expanding rapidlywith Af- :
rican gamers spending billions annually :
: pend on whether Africa remains pri-
marily a supplier of cultural content— :
or becomes a co-owner of the systems, :

on international platforms.

Yet the infrastructure enabling those :
industries—data centres, payment sys-, :
tems, advertising networks and digital :

How 2026 artists’ summit
ﬁreframed WOI‘kS freedom

%‘“’

‘ lised social movements and amplified
: cultural narratives previously marginal-
: ised by traditional media.

The central challenge, participants

: agreed,is not whether digital technolo-
: gyisliberating or restrictive,but how Af-
- : ricansocieties shape its governance.

Law reform, sustainable financing

Legal reform and economic sustaina-

: bility emerged as closely linked pillas.

Protecting creative expression requires

not only progressive legal frameworks

but also financial systems capable of sus-
taining the continent’s cultural indus-

: tries.

Artists and advocates are increasingly

" turning to strategic litigation and pariia-
: mentary engagement to cha]lenge laws

-~ : thatrestrict creative expression.

s
Ugandan musician Daniel Kigozi Lubwama, alias Navio, addresses the PANAF Summit in Addis Ababba, Ethiopia in
February. PHOTOS/PATRICK SSENTONGO
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distribution platforms—is largely con- :

: trolled outside the continent.
The summit’s discussions, therefore,

moved beyond defending artistic ex- :

pression to addressing ownership.

Participants emphasised that mean- :

¢ ingful creative freedom requires struc-
tural participation in the digital econo-
my. This includes investment in African
data centres, regional streaming servic-

es,local payment systems and policies :
: that treat cultural industries as strategic

This imbalance has created what some :
participants described as a form of dig- :
: sic, film and digital content creation are

economic sectors.
For countries like Uganda, where mu-

expanding rapidly these questions carry
increasing relevance.
Ugandan artists are reaching glob-

al audiences through social media and :

streaming platforms, yet many still face
structural barriers to monetisation.
The future of the continent’s creative

economy, participants argued, will de- :

: Digital authoritarianism :
¢ While digital technologies have ex- :
: panded creative opportunities, they :
have also introduced new forms of con- :
: trol. :
: Participants spoke extensively about :
: what some described as“digital authori- :
: tarianism™—a system in which visibility :
: ismediated by opaque algorithms,auto-
: mated moderation tools and corporate ":
governance frameworks that operate far :
: beyond thereach of national regulation. :
: In earlier decades, artists primari- :
: ly confronted censorship from govern-
: ments.Today;they navigate a more com- :
. plex regulatory environment shaped by :
: both States and global technology com- -
: panies. -
. Content moderation rules,automated :
: takedowns and algorithmic ranking sys- :
: tems can quietly suppress cultural mate- :
: rial without formal bans. :
At the same time, national cybercrime :
: laws, online speech regulations and se- :
curity frameworks increasingly intersect :

with platform policies..
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BUILDING CULTURAL
INFRASTRUCTURE

Infrastructure—both physi-
cal and digital—also emerged as
akey issue. Rather than waiting
forlarge cultural complexes to
emerge, some countries are ex-
perimenting with flexible alter-
natives.

In Niger, for example, event
organisers developed a mobility
initiative enabling artists to tra-
vel across neighbouring coun-
tries and performin regional fes-
tivals. The approach prioritised
connectivity and market access
over isolated funding grants.

Elsewhere, smaller perfor-
mance venues are being com-
bined with digital streaming
technologies to create hy-
brid cultural events capable of
reaching global audiences.

These innovations demons-
trate how limited physical in-
frastructure can be expanded
through creative use of techno-
logy.

Partlclpants also hlghhghted
the growing role of corporate in-
vestment and philanthropic lea-
dership in supporting cultural
ecosystems.

: environments, this layered system can :
ify risks. : performance models and regional*”

: collaborations that connect artists to

: international markets.

: widens surveillance capabilities and da- :

: as part of an “ecosystem strategy,”

: recognising that artists operate within

: interconnected networks of investors,

: venues,digital platforms, regulators and

: audiences.

Dmpamu;m:mexpands opportu-
nities for creative expression, but it also
tacollection.

Governments seeking to regulate on-
line spaces often adopt laws that blur

: thelinebetween legitimate security con-

cerns and restrictions on expression.

Yet speakers cautioned against viewing :
digital spaces purely as instruments of :
: control. Online platforms have also en-
abled cross-border collaboration, mobi- :

Activists from Malawi described suc-

cessful efforts to challenge criminal def-
¢ amation provisions and repeal legisla-
: tion that criminalised insulting the pres-
: ident.

Similar advocacy campaigns in other

: African countries have sought to revise
: restrictive cybercrimelaws and strength-
: en protections for creative expression.
: Such reforms rarely emerge from pro-
: tests alone.They often require long-term
: coalitions involving artists,lawyers, civil
: society groups and supportive lawmak-
: E18;

Public interest litigation has, therefore,

: become a key tool—not simply to de-
: fend individual artists, but to establish
: legal precedents capable of reshaping
: national frameworks for free expression.

Participants also highlighted the need

¢ for judicial sensitisation, noting that
: many judges lack specialised knowledge
: ofartistic rights and cultural policy,an is-
: sue that can affect how courts interpret
: cases involving creative freedom.

On financing of cultural industries.

: Many African artists remain dependent
: on short-term project grants that pro-
¢ vide temporary support but fail to build
: sustainable creative ecosystems.

Participants argued for a shift toward

: blended financing models combining
: public investment, private capital and
: philanthropic funding.

The objective, they said, is not simply

: to fund individual artistic projects but
: to build durable creative infrastructures
: capable of supporting long- -term growth
: inthesector.

Examples presented during the sum-

: mit illustrated how new financial mod-

: els are emerging. In Kenya, the creative

: investment HEVA Fund has partnered

: with banks to design financial products

: tailored for artists and creative enter-.
: prises, addressing long-standing barri-

: ersrelated to intellectual property valu-

: ation and access to credit.

Elsewhere, African cultural

: institutions are experimenting with

digital distribution platforms, hybrid

Participants described these initiatives

Without strengthening those broader
systems, they argued, individual talent

: alone cannot sustain Africa’s creative

industries.
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