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In recent years, the language of crime and security has emerged as a powerful rhetorical tool that unites activists on the ‘far’ right[footnoteRef:1] across borders and ideologies. From President Trump’s now infamous description of Mexicans as ‘rapists’ who ‘bring crime and drugs’, through Duterte’s ‘war on drugs’ in the Philippines, to the scapegoating of Kashmiris by Narendra Modi in India, evidence of the far right’s ‘obsession with security’ (Mudde, 2019) steadily mounts.  [1:  While we adopt this term to signify contemporary groups exhibiting nativist, authoritarian and populist characteristics, we appreciate the ‘far right’ label is far from ideal and, as this summary shows, strongly contested by those so labelled.] 

But why is it so successful? Part of understanding the appeal of far-right security discourse is an appreciation of the moral distinction these groups forge between ‘the [good] people’, the ‘corrupt’ elites from above, and the ‘dangerous Others’ from below. More than just a set of policy concerns, therefore, security discourse functions as a kind of symbolic glue, binding together diverse groups through shared narratives of threat, protection and moral righteousness. In an effort to unpick the ‘moral weight of censure and sanction’ (Barker, 2025) ─ and specifically the ‘moral emotions’ of shame and pride  at the heart of far right discourse ─ we present below a summary of research carried out on two recent incidences of race-riots in Dublin and Belfast, both triggered by high-profile crimes and both linked to false claims that the perpetrator of the attack was an asylum-seeker. 
The Race Riots 
Historically seen as ‘the dog that didn’t bark’ with regard to the far right, recent protests in Ireland —especially around housing of asylum seekers—have escalated into arson and violence against police. The most notable of these are the Dublin riots of November 2023 and Belfast race riots of August 2024, both precipitated by misinformation about child stabbings allegedly carried out by undocumented immigrants and amplified on social media platforms. In order to examine the affective appeal of this security discourse, our small-scale, qualitative study collected data from Twitter/X and Facebook, focusing on posts and responses in the periods 22-29 November 2023 (Dublin) and 29 July-05 August 2024 (Belfast). Six core posts and 30 responses per case (n=72) were thematically analysed using codes generated both deductively and inductively. 
Case Study 1: Dublin
A mix of emotions can be detected in the heady atmosphere preceding the Dublin riots — the most violent in recent memory — ranging from very negative emotions such as anger, fear, hate and disgust to more positive emotions such as pride and love. Central to the discourse was the theme of ‘protecting childhood,’ where shame was weaponised to mobilise action, portraying inaction as a failure of men to defend ‘women and children’. One leader of an anti-immigrant political party said on Telegram: ‘Your children are in mortal danger, and the Irish government are responsible. …You need to wake up, you need to get on your feet, you need to mobilise’. Another similarly urged people into action in the name of protecting children: ‘1000 people are already at the spire. All hands on deck. Defend our kids’.
Linked to this attempt to shame men into action are calls to potential allies to reclaim their masculinity through far right mobilisation. This was made most explicit in the social media channels of the National Party, one of the larger political parties on the new right in Ireland. The party’s call on November 23rd to ‘man-up’ and ‘make Ireland safe for women and children’ received 36,853 views on Telegram and 923 likes on Twitter. There is a sense here of being loud about and taking pride in white male identity in a manner than resembles the oppositional nature of the American ‘Proud Boys’, a movement itself expressly built against guilt and shame (Travis, 2023). A third and final theme, ‘reverse shaming,’ saw far right actors deflect stigma by accusing media and politicians of unfairly labelling ‘concerned citizens’, worried about community safety, as extremists. One poster wrote: ‘This “far right” slur has to stop. It is only making people angrier. How dare politicians, mainstream media, and the garda label people from working class communities who are worried about the safety of their women and children, “Far Right”’. This emotional counterattack thereby directs shame back at stigmatisers in an effort to discredit them.
Case Study 2: Belfast
The Belfast race riots of August 2024 followed a mass stabbing in Southport which was falsely attributed on social media to an undocumented immigrant. This misinformation triggered unprecedented xenophobic and racist violence across the UK, and in Belfast a highly unusual protest alliance of loyalist and nationalist communities protesting side by side, seemingly united on the issue of immigration. The Belfast case was marked by a more positive emotional tone than Dublin’s, with the emotion of pride dominating the discourse, perhaps reflecting the sunny weather and/or increased far-right mobilisation on the island in the time since the Dublin riots. One form this took was ‘pride in unity’ as nationalist and loyalist factions marched together, transcending historic divisions. Posts online celebrated this unprecedented solidarity, framing it as a moral stand taken by the ‘Christian West’ against immigration and multiculturalism. One respondent noted: ‘Catholics and our protestant neighbors [sic] must stand and band together and unite as we have a serious problem here, we have a very dangerous common enemy we must protect our children and our grandchildren.’ Despite the peacemaking rhetoric above, more conventional forms of nationalistic pride and ‘penal nationalism’ ─ the equation of punitiveness with national sovereignty and protection ─ also abounded (Haney, 2016). The well-known loyalist slogan ‘No Surrender’ resurfaced, for example, invoking loyalist pride and historical (violent) resistance on the part of this community. Finally, in this case study too we see attempts to deflect shame through a ‘switching’ of the language from racism and intolerance to that of crime control. In one video, a participant is keen to explain that he is not racist as ‘it’s got nothing to do with their colour’, instead ‘there was no need for all this violence, but we’ve let them in and they're being violent to us.’ In another, protestors screamed aggressively at police and counter-protestors, denouncing them as ‘paedophiles’ and ‘scum’.
Conclusion: Moral emotions in Security Discourse
In both case studies, the construction of the child as the logical victim of (alleged) migration-related crime was used by the far right to mobilise their support base and connect with potential allies (‘defend our kids’). In the case of the Dublin riots, for example, anger at this crime was cultivated as a particularly male virtue, depicting men who fail to take up the mantle to fight and ‘defend’ themselves and their families, as (shamefully) failing to perform their masculinity in a hegemonic way. Here, the fields of gender and family, heavily loaded with emotions such as fear and instincts to protect, are strategically triggered and mobilised by radical-right parties using narratives of both shame and pride. The social dynamics of pride and shame in the Belfast case study are particularly interesting given that the shared sense of pride in protecting children is reinforced by highly symbolic narratives of unity and peacebuilding. Such symbolic rapprochement enables protestors to present themselves as peacemakers, deflecting criticism and reinforcing legitimacy. These findings open an interesting line of inquiry for the fear of crime literature: beyond inflaming rising ─ and racialised ─ public insecurities, how do stigmatised political actors on the far right deploy crime narratives to manage shame and claim moral superiority? Protesters in both case studies engaged in reverse shaming, targeting journalists and opponents as ‘weak’ or ‘paedophiles’, thereby reframing stigma and asserting moral superiority. Across both case studies, moreover, the moralised language of criminal justice, particularly when marshalled in aid of protecting children, assisted in the transformation of negative feelings of shame into a morally superior victim position. Although a small-scale study undertaken across only two jurisdictions, taken together, these findings prompt further reflection on the moral aspects of far right discourse and the role of security within it.
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