Eurovision censorship sparks cultural clashes over provocative lyrics and language
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When the winner of this year’s Eurovision Song Contest is declared, it will not be the final highlight of the night. As the event takes place in Basel, viewers will be treated to performances featuring playful and provocative lyrics that skirt the edges of decency as defined by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU). This year's entrants, including a scantily clad Lithuanian performer and an Australian with suggestive aspirations, illustrate a recurring theme of Eurovision: the balance between celebration and censorship.
Reflecting on last year's contest, which was overshadowed by global political tensions relating to the Gaza conflict, many artists this year appear keen to shift the focus back to the festival's roots in pop culture and hedonism. Officially, the EBU’s rules prohibit lyrics deemed “obscene” or offensive, yet the real interpretation of what constitutes indecency varies significantly. While singing about sexual themes is generally acceptable, explicit naming is where the line is drawn—particularly in English. 
A case in point is Miriana Conte from Malta, whose original song titled “Kant” was renamed “Serving” after the EBU objected to its phonetic resemblance to a vulgar English term. While “kant” translates to “singing” in Maltese, it was deemed inappropriate for an international audience. The 24-year-old performer conveyed a message of self-acceptance and celebration of identity through her original lyrics, stating, “It’s a celebration of embracing who you are.” Interestingly, this alteration came after complaints lodged by the BBC rather than any dissent from her home country, highlighting the complex dynamics of cross-cultural perception of vulgarity.
In the musical landscape of Eurovision, words that provoke less controversy in various Romance languages often carry heavier implications in English. The C-word particularly stands out, having been highlighted in recent surveys as one of the most offensive in the English lexicon. Such nuances underscore the cultural variances in what is considered offensive, paving the way for artists to experiment with language, much like the band Citi Zēni did with their 2022 entry “Eat Your Salad.” Their song faced censorship for its playful yet explicit verses, though the singer Jānis Pētersons continued to engage the audience by leaving out the offensive word, inviting applause instead.
The dichotomy of language explodes at Eurovision; artists in less anglicised countries like Finland face fewer restrictions on their expressions. For example, Erika Vikman’s entry “Ich komme,” meaning “I am coming” in German, navigated the censors without issue, unlike many English-language counterparts. Additionally, last year’s Spanish entry “Zorra,” which has its own cultural implications, suggests that certain words can pass under the radar when wrapped in elaborate linguistic contexts.
The remarkable freedom with swearing in some contests, such as Sweden’s Melodifestivalen, highlights this cultural disparity. There, the 2017 controversy surrounding the use of profanity led to a reaffirmation of expressive freedom in songwriting, underscoring the tensions and sensitivities that govern international musical competitions. 
As Eurovision continues to evolve, the prospect of more daring and relaxed content remains tantalising. The contest not only serves as a platform for musical expression but also as a reflection of shifting societal norms. As artists navigate the labyrinth of cultural sensitivities and censorship, it prompts a vital dialogue on the intersection of language, art, and public morality. The seating of nudity and innuendo amidst the overt glamour of Eurovision offers an exciting glimpse into how far the boundaries of expression might stretch in the future. 
As audiences anticipate the evening's choreography of performers and provocateurs, the question lingers: could Eurovision one day embrace a more liberated approach to language and content, enabling an even bolder celebration of artistic expression? 
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