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Artists and cultural 
institutions in confliot­

. affected countries 
came under attack. 

BYBAMUTURAKI MUSINGUZI 

F
rom war wnes to democracies un­
der strain, artists in 2025 faced cen­
sorship, arrest, violence, displace­
ment, and mounting pressure to 

self-censOl; a new report shows. 
Freemuse's State of Artistic Freedom 

2026 report details how war, authoritar­
ianism, religious extremism, far-right 
politics, and deepening polarisation are 
placing ~c freedO!I!.UI:l(;ler~ 
pressure across the globe. 

The report identifies tWo overlapping 
crises shaping artistic freedom in 2025: 
anned conflict, which destroys cultur­
allife and puts artists directly in hann's 
way; and democratic decline, which 
gives governments new legal and polit­
ical ¥><>~ to suppress dissent 

Artists and cultural institutions came 
under attack in conflict-affected coun­
tries. At the same time, governments 
across multiple regions used foreign 
agent laws, cOunter-terrorism measures, 
blasphemy laws, morality codes, and 
ftmding restrictions to silence critical ar­
tistic voices. 

The report, titled Courage is Conta­
gious: Art Under Fire, maps eight inter­
connected. trends driving this crisis: war 
andits devastatingimpact on artists,cul­
tural iIistitutions, and heritage; the use 
of nationalism, religion, and security 
rhetoric to justify censorship; the.spread 
of foreign agent laws targeting artists 
and cultural organisations; the criminal­
isation of artistic expression through ter­
rorism, blasphemy, obscenity, and mo­
rality laws; increasing censorship and 
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Issue. 
Repression ofthe 
freedom to create 
remains acute around 
the world. Vet, as our 
report shows, artists 
continue to demons­
trate remarkable . . !'. 

resi- lience, finding ways to 
resist oppression despite immense 
hardship and r:isk.!- _ 
- Sara Whyatt, the research direc­
tor at Freemuse. 

self-censorship around Gaza and Pal­
estine; heightened repression ofwom­
en artists, LGBTI+ artiSts, and marginal­
ised communities; the targeting of mu­
sic,film,satire,and online artistic expres­
sion; and growing pressure from non­
state actors,induding online campaigns, 
religious groups, and organised crime. 

"Wars, authoritarian regimes,far-right 
groups, and religious fundamental­
ism are increasing in scope in all parts 
of the world, attacking and undermin­
ing human rights and the internation- . 
al rules-based world order. Increased 
polarisation and extremist groups also 
pose greater challenges to free expres­
sion and democratic values. The worlt to 
defend artistic freedom has never been 
more important," says SVerre Pedersen, 
theexecutive director ofFreernuse. 

"Repression of the freedom to cre­
ate remains acute around the world. 
Yet, as our report shows, artists contin­
ue to demonstrate remarkable resil­
ience, finding ways to resist oppression 

despite immense hardship and risk. Ti­
tled Courage is Contagious, the report 
reflects the very spirit that anchors 
Freemuse's work: standing in solidar­
ity with artists andjoining them in the 
ongoing struggle for artistic freedom," 
adds Sara Whyatt, the research director 
atFreernuse. 

War, artistic freedom 
Th~ ~I>9Itl!ighlights a.cts of ~~e 

resistance across Latin America, Sub-Sa­
haran Africa, the Middle East, Europe, 
and the United. States, where artists are 
using music, film, visual art, satire, legal 
action, and underground networks to 
challenge repression and defend free ex-
pressiOIL . 

CUts to civil society ftmding have,how­
ever, weakened the ability of organisa­
tions to monitor and respond to abuses. 

Wars Continue to rage across the globe. 
The targets and victims ofwar are not 
only military, with the report detailing 
how arts and culture are impacted. In 
SUdan,for one, over 50 artists have been 
reported killed since war broke out in 
April 2023. Museums, theatres and pub­
lic libraries have·been damaged or de­
stroyed 

"What these conflicts share is a pattern 
in which artists, insfitutions, and herit­
age become deliberate targets,alongside 
the military ones, while criticism ofwar 
can bring dire consequences,"Whyatt 
says. 

Policing bodies 
Women artists face repression across 

different political contexts: from Af- : Satireunderthreat 
ghanistan, where women are effectively . In many countries, social media plat­
banned from public cultural life, to Iran, : forms have become the primary pub­
where female singers are arrested, sum- : lic space for satire and parody, art forms 
moned to court, and forced to sign com- . that authoritarian governments find 
mitments not to perform. particularly threatening. TikTok, You-

Across South Asia, rising nationalism, : Tube and Instagram have given a new. 
religious pressure and digital surveil- : generation of satirists the ability to reach 
lance have created a climate in Vlhich : mass audiences directly, bypassing state 
gender-reJ:ated artistic expression 'is in- broadcasters and institutional gatekeep­
geE§~ avoideg, sucp. ~ i1.! Pakistan, ers. In sub-Saharan Africa l!J. partic.ular, 
where lifetime performance bans have young artists have used short-form vid­
been imposed· on women in the per- eo to mock presidents and parody gov-
forming arts for"vulgarity." ernment policies. 

50 
In Sudan, for one, over 50 artists 
have been reported killed since 
war broke out in April 2023. 

.A dancer's satirical video mocking a 
Tanzanian president's election speech 
attracted over two million views in two 
days, but led to her arrest on charges of 
treason; a South Sudanese comedian's 
live streamjokingthat the president was 
a "big tbiefwearing a hat" led to her ar­
rest. 

In Togo,a musician's satirical call to ral­
ly against the president went viral and 
sparked street protests, but he was lat-

In Nigeria and Ethiopia, morality en- : er forced to apologise from a psychiat­
forcement disproportionately targets : ric institution where he was incarcer­
women's dress, conduct and online ex- : ated. In India, a stand-up comedian suf­
pressiOIL : fered a fierce backlash after their jokes 
The policing of bodies, clothing and : were interpreted as insulting to a polit­

moral conduct affects artists-male and : icalleader. 
female-across multiple regions. In Ni- : Across the world, artists who take to 
geria,a TikTokerwas sentenced to a year : the streets do so at personal risk. In Mo­
in prison for cross-dressing in a comedy . rocco, rappers were arrested following 
skit, while a male artist was detained for Gen Z-led protests in September 2025, 
wearing a woman's brassiere during a while in Algeria, a poet was sentencedto 
performance. . five years in prison in what observers de-

In Ethiopia, six TikTokers were de- • scribed as a warning to cultural figures 
tained after an awards ceremony for : againstfuellingdissent 
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Everything you need to know about jets in Kampala's skies 
BY MONITOR REPORTER 

KAMPALA. Is it a bird? Is it a plane? 
No, it's not Superman. Over the past 
few days, the distinctive, high-pitched 
screech ofSukhois has become all too fa­
miliarto Kampala residents. 

While it was. initially not immediately 
obvious why, the ostentatious displays 
by pilots of the fighter jets soon became 
a dead giveaway. _ 

JfTuesday's swearing-in ceremony of 
Mr Museveni ahead of a seventh straight 
elective term as president is to be glam­
orous, the Sukhois will have to be ade­
quate vessels for entertainment 

How many Sukhois does Uganda 
have on its books? 

It is believed that the Uganda People's 
Defence Forces-Air Force (UPDF-AF) op­
erates half a dozen Sukhoi Su-30MK2 
fighter jets. The 4.5-generationjets can 
dock speeds of up to 2,100 kmIh thanks 
to two AL-31F engines that provide spec­
ificity and power. 

The Sukhoi SU-30MK2s on the market 
were manufactured by KnAAPO or the 

-Komsomolsk-on-Amur AircraftPlant be­
tween 2000 and 2016. Uganda acquired 
its six Russian-made Sukhois in 2011. 

The cost set back the taxpayer $740m 
(Shsl.8 trillion approximate amount in 
2011), with deliveries finalised in 2012. 
Since 2022, the fleet has been serviced . 
by India's Hindustan Aeronautics Lim­
ited(HAL). 
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ARE FIGHTER JETS TYP­
ICALLY USED DURING 
PRESIDENTIAL S EAR­
lNG-IN CEREMONIES? 

Ves, they appeal chiefly to the ar­
chetypal strongman. More than 
their ostentatiousness, such ae­
rial disp.lays, taken together with 
a full military showcase, project 
military strength and readiness. 
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It is believed that the Uganda People's Defence Forces-Air Force (UPDF-AF) 
operates half a dozen Sukhoi Su-30MK2 fighter jets. PHOTO/FILE 

Are Sukhoi Su-30MK-2s tradition­
ally loud? 

Indeed, much like other Sukhoi var­
iants, the SU-30MK2s are known to pro­
duce a distinctive roaring, metallic wail. 
Over the past few days, the wailing of the 
UPDF-AF's SU-30MK2s has cut into Kam­
pa1a's soul. 

Frighteningly, at times,ifnot most The 
dangerous decibellevcls owe much to 
the SU-30MK2's heavy, twin-engine {ight­
er.Thetwin~fjghteJ.i§-mw~ 

two Saturn AL-31F afterburning turbo­
fan engines. It is the latter that belches a 
signature,high-decibel wail. 

What is the fuel consumption of the 
UPDF-APsSukhois? 

The UPDF-AF's multirole combat air­
crafts consume around 10,200 litresl 
horn:: The fuel consumption spikes inex­
orably when using afterburners during 
either combat or rapid acceleration as 
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ceremony. 
The rapid acceleration will doubtless 

capture the imagination of the onlQQk: 
ers that are expected "to descend on Ka-
1010 Ceremonial Grounds in Kampala on 
Tuesday. The fighter jets in question are, 
however,known to prioritise higher pay­
load capacity over extreme manoetivra­
bility. So, if there is any safe bet,it is that 
onlookers should not expect anything 
fancy. Certainly ajaw-dropping display 
of slick trickery. 

Why does fuel consumption matter 
agreatdeal now more than ever? 

The 2026 Middle East conflict has pre­
cipitated a severe globaljetfuel shortage. 
This is after the price of a barrel of jet fu­
el doubled to anywhere between $150 
(Shs562,000) and $200 (Shs750,000).As 
of April 20, Uganda's jet fuel stability 
translated to 53 days of cover. That's 32 
millionlitres ofjetfuel. 

To further strengthen the supply chain, 
23 million litres of jet fuel are expected 
between May and June. Notwithstand­
ing, President Museveni still acknowl­
edged the need to judiciously use avia­
tion fuel in a bid to support the tourism 
sector and the country's exports. The 
comments were made during the Afri­
ca We Build Summit that took place in 
neighbouring Kenyalast month. 

From May 1, domestic airlines in the 
country brought in a surcharge of any­
where between $25 (Shs94,000) to $50 
(ShS187,OOO) per flight. The surcharge 
is expected to take the winds out of the 
sails of high-end tourism, a main driver 
oflocal air travel in Uganda 

Could the aviation fuel being burned 
by the Sukhois have been redirected. to 
ease the nain? . ' )C< j . .' ' ~ ~ I!, !IF'{ :; ,j ,J :.9 _ 1. jj){ ! 
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