Glasgow politicians clash over Kneecap’s removal from TRNSMT amid safety and free speech debate
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Glasgow has been enveloped in controversy following the decision to remove the Irish hip-hop group Kneecap from the TRNSMT music festival line-up, a move that has elicited sharp criticism from local politicians. The decision was based on safety concerns raised by Police Scotland, which has drawn the ire of various officials who question the need for such action, particularly given the secure environment typically provided at music festivals.
Kneecap, known for their politically charged messages and performances in Irish, had been set to feature prominently at TRNSMT, slated for July. However, a recent incident involving footage from a 2023 gig, in which a group member appeared to incite violence against Tory MPs by stating, "The only good Tory is a dead Tory. Kill your local MP," has intensified scrutiny on the band. Following this, calls from political leaders, including First Minister John Swinney, demanded the group's removal from the festival, citing public safety concerns. Swinney's remarks reflect a broader unease within political circles regarding Kneecap's provocative statements.
Critics, including Glasgow Greens co-leader Jon Molyneux, have expressed skepticism over the police's assessment, highlighting that Police Scotland routinely manages large-scale events without major incidents. Molyneux emphasised that the issue may be less about security and more about the band's controversial image. Drawing attention away from Kneecap’s predicament, he remarked, “In all of this one thing matters more than anything and that's that Kneecap isn't the story. The genocide and humanitarian crisis in Gaza is the story and we all have a duty to speak out on that."
Glasgow Cathcart’s SNP MSP James Dornan has echoed similar sentiments, questioning who precisely posed a threat to Kneecap. He raised pertinent concerns about the implications of the police's inability to guarantee the group's safety, which could signal a troubling precedent for artistic expression in a democratic society. His comments reflect a broader societal debate about the balance between public safety and freedom of speech.
In response to the uproar, Kneecap swiftly issued a statement apologising to the families of Jo Cox and David Amess, both victims of political violence, stressing that their messages are rooted in “love, inclusion, and hope.” They categorically rejected any alignment with militant groups such as Hamas or Hezbollah, asserting, “We condemn all attacks on civilians.” Despite the controversy, the band has indicated their intent to arrange a substitute performance at the O2 Academy in Glasgow on the same night as TRNSMT, with tickets selling out in mere seconds, demonstrating continued support from their fanbase.
The backlash against Kneecap has also drawn scrutiny regarding the wider implications for artistic culture in Scotland, especially at a time when political divisions are pronounced. Calls to ban the group from other high-profile festivals like Glastonbury suggest that this issue may not be easily resolved. David Taylor, an MP, has asserted that the group’s comments and activities could be seen as inciting violence, raising complex questions about the fine line between political expression and inflammatory rhetoric. 
As discussions continue around the safety and artistic expression represented by performances at TRNSMT, it remains clear that the fate of Kneecap goes beyond a single event. It embodies deeper societal issues, including the responsibilities artists hold in a politically charged climate and the role of law enforcement in moderating public events.
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