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The right to freedom of expression, enshrined in Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights1 (UDHR), is the cornerstone of democratic societies. It aims to ensure 
accountability, foster justice, and preserve human dignity. However, in the human history, one 
can find multiple examples of when this fundamental right was under attack - a very recent 
example being the Israel-Palestine conflict2. What began as a territorial conflict has 
metastasized into a transnational crisis, where freedom of speech, protest, and media are 
being systematically suppressed. This is not just a regional tragedy - it is a global human 
rights emergency. 

So, why should we be worried?       

The Israel-Palestine conflict has evolved into a transnational repression, targeting journalists, 
protesters, and advocates far beyond Gaza and the West Bank. A recent report by the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression3 highlights how this assault on civic rights 
manifests in three critical ways: the silencing of journalists and media, the criminalization of 
protests worldwide, and the manipulation of digital platforms to distort narratives and 
suppress dissent. Due to some legal pitfalls, it is hard to regulate these three issues, which 
will be highlighted below.                                                    

  
The Silencing of Journalists and Media 

Since October 2023, over 128 journalists have been killed4 in Gaza, making this the 
deadliest conflict for media workers in modern history. These killings, alongside the 
systematic destruction of media infrastructure and the imposition of communication 
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blackouts, are not incidental. Eighty percent of Gaza’s telecommunications towers have 
been destroyed5, leaving journalists unable to document the atrocities unfolding on the 
ground. These actions are deliberate, calculated moves to create an information vacuum and 
shield atrocities from global accountability. 

Under international humanitarian law, journalists are civilians and must be protected6 from 
military targeting. Israel’s failure to uphold these protections represents a blatant violation of 
these norms. The lack of independent reporting worsens impunity, as evidence of potential 
war crimes and crimes against humanity is suppressed. Without documentation, there can be 
no justice—and without justice, the mechanisms designed to prevent human suffering are 
rendered meaningless. 

Governments and international bodies must act to uphold these legal norms. Without a free 
press, two fundamental principles of international law - transparency and accountability - 
cease to exist. 

The Criminalization of Protests Worldwide 

Beyond the borders of Gaza, the repression of Palestinian voices has taken on a global 
dimension. Across Europe, protests in solidarity with Palestinians are being banned under 
the guise of public security. In Amsterdam, over 2507 demonstrators were arrested for 
participating in a banned protest. In the United States, university students have faced 
suspensions8, and riot police have violently dispersed campus encampments. These actions 
violate the right to peaceful assembly, protected under Article 219 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

Governments have weaponized vague hate speech and anti-terrorism laws to justify these 
measures. Symbols like the Palestinian flag and phrases such as “From the River to the Sea” 
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are being criminalized10, equating legitimate political advocacy with extremism11. In a 
specific incident, an Italian beekeeper was fined12 for having a little sign saying “Stop 
Bombing Gaza”. These legal frameworks foster a chilling effect, where fear of retaliation 
silences individuals and movements. 

While the global community recognizes that suppressing solidarity with Palestine13 sets a 
dangerous precedent, this issue persists, but why? A primary reason is that different 
jurisdictions have different understandings of what is right and wrong - especially when it 
comes to the Israel-Palestine issue - it is very polarizing. In such cases, when we cannot 
universally criminalize an action, it becomes hard to regulate it transnationally. Hate speech 
pertaining to Palestians is protected in some regions and unprotected in others, making this a 
complex issue. 

The Manipulation of Digital Platforms 

When it comes to freedom of expression on social media, studies show that pro-Palestinian 
content is disproportionately removed14 or shadowbanned, while hate speech targeting 
Jewish and Muslim communities has surged. On platforms like Meta and X (formerly 
Twitter), policies lack the nuance to distinguish between harmful speech and legitimate 
political advocacy, disproportionately silencing marginalized voices15. 

Governments have exploited third-party platforms to spread disinformation, delegitimize 
Palestinian narratives, and undermine humanitarian organizations. For instance, Israel has 
accused journalists and UN agencies of colluding with terrorist groups, a claim often 
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amplified by state-sponsored propaganda16. These campaigns erode trust in digital platforms 
and distort global understanding of the conflict. 

Since social media platforms are critical tools for documenting human rights abuses, their 
failures undermine accountability and amplify injustice. If these platforms continue to 
operate without robust human rights safeguards, they will remain complicit in silencing 
dissent and perpetuating inequality. 

So what now - a call for Justice and Accountability? 

The systematic suppression of journalists, protesters, and digital narratives violates 
international legal standards and sets a dangerous precedent for the repression of civic 
freedoms everywhere. Accountability mechanisms, such as the International Criminal 
Court’s ongoing investigations17 into potential war crimes in Gaza, must address these 
violations of freedom of expression and assembly. Governments must protect, not persecute, 
those who speak out against injustice. This however often becomes a problem, because 
while freedom of expression is enshrined in the UDHR, it is not an absolute right. States 
have the leeway to balance this right against their national security, and so where does one 
draw the line? 
 

Transnational repression18 cannot be normalized. What happens in Gaza reverberates far 
beyond its borders. If we remain silent, we risk creating a world where freedom is 
conditional and justice is selective. We hence raise the question - when our right to protest 
gets taken away, is it in the name of protecting freedom of expression, or as part of the 
systemic repression of the voices of the oppressed? 
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