Belfast rap trio Kneecap faces legal backlash over Hezbollah flag display in London
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The recent legal troubles of Kneecap, the Belfast-based Irish-language rap trio, have ignited significant controversy, not only within their native Northern Ireland but also across the UK and beyond. Member Liam Óg Ó hAnnaidh, who performs under the stage name Mo Chara, has been charged under the Terrorism Act 2000 for allegedly displaying a Hezbollah flag during a performance in November 2024 at the Kentish Town Forum in London. This act has drawn the scrutiny of the Metropolitan Police, which categorizes Hezbollah as a proscribed organisation, highlighting the charged political climate surrounding the band’s activities and messages.
Ó hAnnaidh faces a potential penalty of up to six months in prison or a fine if convicted. The allegations stem from a video recorded by an audience member, which purportedly shows the band endorsing both Hezbollah and Hamas, prompting a police investigation. This incident is compounded by a broader narrative casting Kneecap as a polarising force within contemporary music. Known for its combination of provocative lyrics and an embrace of Irish republican symbolism, the group has used its platform to express strong anti-Israel sentiments, particularly in light of the ongoing conflict in Gaza. The band’s performances at notable events, including Coachella, have been controversial; during one set, they displayed slogans like “F*** Israel. Free Palestine,” leading to heightened tensions and calls from various politicians for the band to be removed from future festivals, including Glastonbury.
While Kneecap argues that their artistic expression is rooted in cultural heritage and social commentary, they have faced backlash from both the public and political figures. British Interior Minister Yvette Cooper condemned the remarks made by band members in previous performances, particularly comments that seemed to glorify violence against politicians, such as “The only good Tory is a dead Tory. Kill your local MP.” This statement was made amidst rising concerns over political extremism in the UK, especially following the tragic murders of two Members of Parliament in recent years.
Kneecap asserts that their message has been misrepresented, insisting they do not support Hamas or Hezbollah and asserting their condemnation of all attacks on civilians. In a statement reflecting their sentiments, Ó hAnnaidh expressed his desire to be on the right side of history regarding Palestinian suffering, stating, “I don’t want to be 80, 90 years of age and my grandkids asking me about the Palestinian genocide? Me sitting there being like fuck, I didn’t do enough.” Such rhetoric underscores the band’s intent to engage with complex socio-political issues through their music.
Following their rise to prominence—sparked in part by their semi-autobiographical film which debuted at the Sundance Film Festival—Kneecap has garnered a significant following. However, this success has been marred by allegations of promoting terrorism and inciting violence, leading to public outcry and concert cancellations. Nearly forty bands, including established groups like The Pogues and Massive Attack, have rallied in defence of Kneecap, advocating for their right to freedom of expression and rejecting attempts to silence them. This movement highlights the contentious debate around the limits of artistic freedom in a democratic society, particularly when such expressions intersect with sensitive political issues.
Despite the ongoing investigation and growing scrutiny, Kneecap continues to promote their messaging unapologetically, asserting their identity as cultural representatives of the Irish language and Irish republican sentiment. While they navigate these turbulent waters, the outcome of Ó hAnnaidh’s court appearance on June 18 might influence not only the band’s future but also the broader dialogue surrounding music, politics, and censorship in contemporary society.
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