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The awarding of the 2021 Nobel Peace Prize to two embattled journalists - Dmitri Muratov from Russia 
and Maria Ressa from the Philippines - signals a dangerous era for press freedom. Across the world, 
journalists face censorship, restrictive legislation, harassment, jail, and, in extreme cases, even death. 
According to the Committee to Protect Journalists, 274 journalists were imprisoned for their work in 2020 
— the record number since 1992. Europe remains the safest place to practice journalism, but even there 
the press freedom rankings indicate a growing crisis. This is especially true of the Central and Eastern 
parts of the continent.  
 
Thirty years after the fall of the Iron Curtain, freedom of press is under siege in countries such as Poland, 
Hungary and Russia. Among the weapons of choice, employed by their governments against independent 
journalists, are: a strong anti-journalist rhetoric, the weaponization of state advertising, and the 
politicization of the public media to the extent that they become propaganda arms of the governing 
parties. Independent media outlets also face avalanches of lawsuits from the state institutions, which are 
meant to censor, intimidate and ultimately silence critics by burdening them with the cost of legal 
defense.  
 
The crackdown on free media has intensified over the past years. In Poland, journalists are banned from 
entering the border region where a humanitarian crisis, involving thousands of refugees, is unfolding. In 
Hungary independent media outlets practically ceased to exist, following a series of buy-outs from 
government-friendly oligarchs. To the Russian regime, independent journalism is almost synonymous 
with crime, and numerous media outlets have recently been outlawed overnight. A strong undercurrent of 
anti-democratic sentiments permeates the public life of all three countries, jeopardizing the integrity of 
facts and consequently also the integrity of elections. 
 
We should watch this region closely for many reasons. First, because the current crisis of the EU identity 
is by and large a crisis of shared reality, and the erosion of free press has played a key role in this process. 
Second, because thanks to sources such as the Cambridge Analytica leak, we know that countries that 
have less robust democratic institutions are like canaries in the coal mine for the US and Western Europe. 
This is where anti-democratic movements and actors test their ideas and resources. And whatever is being 
tried out there - be it a disinformation narrative or an alt-right political tactic - will sooner or later become 
problematic in the West. 
 

 


