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D National News

Artists and cultural

institutions in conflict-
“affected countries

came under attack.

BY BAMUTURAKIMUSINGUZI

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

self-censor,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 artistic freedom under growing :

pressure across the globe.

The report identifies two overlapping :
crises shaping artistic freedom in 2025: :
. self-censorship around Gaza and Pal- '
estine; heightened repression of wom- :

armed conflict, which destroys cultur-

al life and puts artists directly in harm’s
way; and democratic decline, which
gives governments new legal and polit- :

ical tools to suppress dissent.

Artists and cultural institutions came
under attack in conflict-affected coun- :
. religious groups,and organised crime.
“Wars, authoritarian regimes, far-right :

tries. At the same time, governments

across multiple regions used foreign :
agent laws, counter-terrorism measures, :
blasphemy laws, morality codes, and :
funding restrictions to silence critical ar- : _
: ing human rights and the internation- :
al rules-based world order. Increased :
polarisation and extremist groups also :
: stroyed. :

“What these conflicts shareis a pattern
in which artists, insfitutions, and herit- :
age become deliberate targets, alongside :
. the military ones, while criticism of war :
“Repression of the freedom to cre- :
. ate remains acute around the world. :
: Yet,as our report shows, artists contin- :
Torism, blasphemy, obscenity, and mo- :
rality laws; increasing censorship and

tistic voices.

The report, titled Courage is Conta- :
gious: Art Under Fire, maps eight inter- -
connected trends driving this crisis: war :

and its devastating impact on artists,cul-

tural institutions, 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-

Issue.

Repression of the

freedom to create

* remains acute around
the world. Yet, as our
report shows, artists
continue to demons-
trate remarkable . *»

lience, finding ways to

resi-
resist oppression despite immense
hardship and risk.

i — Sara Whyatt, the research direc-

tor at Freemuse.

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,including online campaigns,

groups, and religious fundamental-

ism are increasing in scope in all parts :

of the world, attacking and undermin-

pose greater challenges to free expres-

i sion and democratic values.The work to
defend artistic freedom has never been
i more important,”says Sverre Pedersen, :

the executive director of Freemuse.

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 and joining them in the :
: ongoing struggle for artistic freedom,” :
. adds Sara Whyatt, the research director :
i atFreemuse.

. War, artisticfreedom :
. Thereport highlights acts of creative :
: 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 freeex- :

tionstommitorandr‘espondtoabuses
:  Wars continue to rage across the globe. :
The targets and victims of war 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 outin :
April 2023. Museums, theatres and pub- :
: pression. :
¢ The policing of bodies, clothing and :
moral conduct affects artists—maleand
female—across multiple regions.In Ni-
geria,a TikToker was sentenced toayear
: in prison for cross-dressing in a comedy
can bring dire consequences,” Whyatt : skit,while a male artist was detained for !
. wearing a woman’s brassiere during a :
. performance.

pression.
Cutstoavﬂsocnetyﬁmdmghave,how—
ever, weakened the ability of organisa-

lic libraries have been damaged or de-

says.

. Policing bodi

Women artists face repression across :

‘Sovereignty-type of laws
are shrinking civic space

;. mitments not to perform. :
Across South Asia, rising nationalism, :
: religious pressure and digital surveil- :
- lance have created a climate in which
. gender-related artistic expression‘is in- :
. creasingly avoided, such as in Pakistan, :
;. where lifetime performance bans have :
. eoto mock presidents and parody gov-
: ernment policies.

¢ .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 streamjoking that the president was
¢ a“big thief wearing a hat”led to her ar-
; rest.

been imposed on women in the per-
forming arts for“vulgarity”

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

In Ethiopia, six TikTokers were de-

: what authorities described as “inde-
. cent dressing.” In Pakistan, three ac-
. tresses-dancers received lifetime per-
. formance bans for “indecent and vul-
: gar”conduct, while in Tirkiye, six young

women in the music group Manifest
were sentenced to prison for “indecent

different political contexts: from Af- | Satireunderthreat
ghanistan, where women are effectively :
¢ banned from public cultural life, to Iran,
. where female singers are arrested, sum- :
moned to court,and forced to sign com-
¢ particularly threatening. TikTok, You-

In many countries, social media plat-
forms have become the primary pub-
lic space for satire and parody; art forms
that authoritarian governments find

Tube and Instagram have given a new.
generation of satirists the ability toreach
mass audiences directly, bypassing state
broadcasters and institutional gatekeep-
ers.In sub-Saharan Africa in particular,
young artists have used short-form vid-

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- :
forcement disproportionately targets :
women’s dress, conduct and online ex- :
. fered a fierce backlash after their jokes

er forced to apologise from a psychiat-
ric institution where he was incarcer-
ated.In India, a stand-up comedian suf-

were interpreted as insulting to a polit-
icalleader.

Across the world, artists who take to
the streets do so at personal risk.In Mo-
rocco, rappers were arrested following
Gen Z-led protests in September 2025,
while in Algeria,a poet was sentenced to

. fiveyearsin prison in what observers de-
. scribed as a warning to cultural figures
tained after an awards ceremony for :

against fuelling dissent.
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