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We Are NATO PROJECT   Background paper. 

 

Why do Muslims in particular usually have a misconception of NATO? 

 

Today, NATO’s involvement in Muslim majority countries like Afghanistan, Iraq, 

Syria, is interpreted by the vast majority of Muslims as NATO’s simply being hostile 

to Islam and Muslims per se. This is partly out of sheer ignorance, but it is 

compounded by how Muslim generally - and especially Muslim Youth in UK 

grassroots communities - feel about their role and place in mainstream society.  

 

Muslim youth especially are not just perceived as “problematic” or, worse, as the 

‘enemy within’, but are identified as such more often than others in our daily tabloid 

and digital media, not to mention in “institutional” conversations. No wonder they 

have a psychological complex. Living with a Muslim identity in the UK or anywhere 

else in Europe generally has become more challenging in recent times, both for the 

older generation of Muslims who have been here for decades but especially for 

Muslim youths born and bred in UK and Europe. 

 

The UK establishment’s integration and cohesion programmes, which were once 

addressed through programmes addressing all Black, Minority and Ethnic (BME) 

communities in common, are now perceived by the majority of Muslim communities 

as exclusively targeting them alone, and more specifically as targeting Muslim 

youths. The UK Police’s “Stop and search” programme has been shown statistically 

to “favour” young Muslims with its attentions. 

 

In such an environment of mistrust and a sense of dislocated belonging, it is 

mainstream British society, alas, which is the real loser, exposed as it is to constant 

media hype. This hype generates an environment of fear, leading to a further 

stigmatizing of Muslim communities and a fragmenting of society at large, reversing 

the earlier trend where the UK was slowly growing into an example of a vibrant 

multi-cultural society. For Muslims it used to be easy to live as a British Citizen, 

cooperating and respecting each others’ cultural and religious values and willing to 

share and care in times of need. The pleasure of being able to vote with others in 

society and have a sense of belonging to a particular political persuasion or even to a 

chosen football fan club has almost disappeared under the spotlight of terrorism and 

extremism.  

 

Alas, this drastic and relatively sudden change has resulted in a loss not just for one 

section of the community alone. It is an overall loss to the wellbeing of everyone in 

mainstream UK society. It impacts on the trust and faith people generally have in UK 

and European institutions. Victims of this loss of trust are the Army, the Police, 
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international institutions such as the UN, NATO and the International Court of Justice 

in The Hague. There is an urgent need to address the anxiety, resentment and 

suspicion now rapidly growing in mainstream British Society. Its resulting tensions 

are slowly but surely feeding the emergence of a political far right enjoying limited 

but significant electoral support.  

Unfortunately, in the view of grassroots Muslim community leaderships, the UK’s 

current PREVENT policy addressing counter-terrorism undermines old established 

concepts and policies that recognized the distinct identities of the different racial 

and cultural communities, and that respected and supported their diversity and their 

cultural organizations. This new policy framework is not perceived as simply 

addressing the radicalization of Muslim Youth in grassroots Muslim Communities. 

Rather the policy seems to have radicalized whole swathes of mainstream British 

Society into identifying Muslim Communities as the “alien other”. Hence the rise of 

the Ultra Right within UK society.  European Alt Right political movements have 

arisen for similar reasons, challenging long established political structures. 

 

 

The Institute for Statecraft ongoing programme to facilitate a platform of dialogue 

to diffuse misconceptions, relieve tensions and promote societal integration. 

 

The Institute for Statecraft has for some time been aware of young people’s 

concerns and the generational gap in these grassroots communities. Being born into 

an ethnic parental cultural heritage but having to live life exposed on a daily basis - 

through schools, the education system and the digital media - to a radically different 

culture not only perpetuates both negative and positive stereotypes but further 

enhances the sense of not belonging properly to either culture. This leads to a lack of 

self-esteem, rebellious behaviour, and at the same time makes young people 

vulnerable to crime and gang culture, including radicalization. 

 

For the last 12 years, The Institute for Statecraft has constantly explored ways to 

facilitate and promote better understanding between mainstream and ethnic 

communities. Recently, this has included education on NATO’s role in the 

international arena and the Alliance’s active participation in conflict zones. This has 

been done through inviting grassroots Muslim communities’ leaderships, Muslim 

scholars, and Muslim youths (both male and female) to participate in open dialogue 

in a safe space, both at NATO HQ in Brussels and through several local UK based 

dialogue platforms.  

 

This is an ongoing process which involves diverse Muslim communities, helping them 

to focus on, raise their awareness of, and at the same time address anxieties and 

doubts about, NATO’s current role in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia and Syria. This has 
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enabled The Institute for Statecraft to plan an effective and varied approach to meet 

the different needs of each respective community. These are very diverse in their 

ethnicity and religious school of thought. South East Asian Muslims, Middle East 

Muslims, North African Muslim communities, Sub-Saharan/West African Muslim 

Communities, not to mention the increasing number of Afro Caribbean converts to 

Islam, all require a specially tailored approach. 

 

The Institute for Statecraft, by using several different approaches, has successfully 

established itself at the heart of Muslim Communities in UK, where its 

representatives are well received as trusted and credible partners in an ongoing 

conversation.  At the same time the Institute has been able to raise and debate the 

Muslim communities’ own concerns and issues that drive fear and misunderstanding 

both across the communities and in society at large. For example, exploring multiple 

identities means that people generally do have similarities and differences. It also 

means that being consciously aware of differences diffuses tensions, fear, mistrust 

and hatred and, most significantly in the present context, dispels misunderstandings 

about the diverse role of NATO as an international intervention body that engages to 

prevent wars and conflicts and plays an important role in mediation and to bring 

lasting peace.   

 

In one line of approach, The Institute for Statecraft has been hosting workshops for 

young people’s own across different regions of the UK, under the guidance of both 

community leaders and trusted youth workers. These provide a safe space for young 

people to talk and discuss anything and everything, from their own personal life to 

issues and concerns they have with events in public life. The topics chosen by the 

young people themselves range from parental culture to the impact of Sharia rule on 

their lives, and other religious to socio economics issues. Popular themes are 

conforming to dress codes and behaviour, following vocations and professions in 

Music or dance classes or ballet classes or even art and culture. They often include 

what they think of NATO and their concern for NATO’s current role in Muslim lands.  

 

In another approach, The Institute continues to encourage external visits to NATO 

HQ, Defence Institutions such as RMA Sandhurst and other establishments and, 

jointly with British Army, runs a youth engagement programme - our “Shared 

Outcomes” Initiative.  The Institute encourages communities to talk about perceived 

injustices, both local and international. Such interaction empowers grassroots 

Communities, through dialogue in their own localities, with local institutions and 

local authorities, to develop a sense of justice and injustice in terms of fair versus 

unfair, respectful versus disrespectful, equally applicable to all in society. This 

creates the realization that there is no real obstacle to civic participation and being 

part of the mainstream UK/European Society. 
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Two important concepts in The Institute’s approach have been to look at the 

structures of Muslim communities in a more holistic way, maintaining the balance of 

effective communication and dialogue at all levels and age groups. Exploring the 

concerns and issues of young men and women whilst maintaining dialogue with 

Mosque Committees and Community leaderships of Elders and Religious Scholars 

and Imams, guarantees that no group is excluded and has an interest in derailing the 

dialogue. 

 

The Institute has at the same been providing a road map for UK policy makers who 

perceive such communities as problematic and hard to reach. We create space for 

them to spend valuable time listening and learning to the young people, allowing for 

a free flow of conversation on both sides. The added value of such an initiative, in 

our experience, is far more effective as it tends to diffuse intra-communal tensions 

too, and allows Muslim Community leaderships to gain a better following in their 

communities, enabling them to initiate more positive, challenging programmes. We 

aim for a gradual increase in the honest exploration of real issues in place of 

headline-grabbing sensation. This should enable Muslim Communities to address 

their concerns and issues in way which both satisfies the vast majority of fair-minded 

people in the community and also benefits all in mainstream society. 

 

“Why NATO Matters” 

 

As an element in this process, it is now increasingly important that we extend our 

work to educate grassroots Muslim communities in UK to better understand the 

realities of international security, the nature of NATO, and those global conflicts 

where NATO is currently engaged, so that NATO is not perceived as simply a war 

machine. Global actions by NATO Allies are being misinterpreted within the 

communities, often driven by Daesh or Hizb ut Tahrir propaganda, and both diaspora 

communities and Muslim countries are being lost to the Western cause.  

 

The “Why NATO Matters” programme will help reverse this undesirable trend, 

enabling the Institute to generate debate and discussions around NATO’s actual role 

and educate key audiences in Muslim communities to understand how that is 

sanctioned through consensus. Tackling misconception and prejudices head on by 

creating a better understanding of how NATO works, NATO’s activities and 

programmes should prove very effective.   

 

As we develop these conversations under the We Are NATO banner, we will increase 

the awareness and understanding of the realities of defence/NATO and young 

people will be encouraged to talk to their friends and families about their 
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understanding of NATO’s role in global conflicts, including humanitarian aid in 

natural disaster zones. It is our hope that our approach will encourage our 

participants to promote ideas and topics that reflect a truer image of NATO as an 

organization which stands for peace and harmony rather than one which drives wars 

and conflicts.  

 

If our approach succeeds, community youth will come to have a new image of NATO 

and to genuinely support NATO and its programmes and activities, which we will 

harness through our new YATA Chapter. This will allow young participants to learn 

and understand the actual realities of global conflicts and why it is imperative for 

NATO to become an agent for conflict resolution and source of lasting peace. This 

platform of dialogue with Muslim Youth should empower them to think the 

unthinkable and at the same time be confident to ask questions relating to all 

perceived “No Go” areas of embedded prejudices and bias.   

 

The long term sustainability and success of such dialogue programmes requires a 

well managed, well resourced programme in order to be effective, with an emphasis 

on mutual respect and a readiness to listen without pre condition. On this basis, 

supported by the We Are NATO project, we expect to be able to change perceptions 

both of NATO and of UK defence and the Armed Forces, and to inspire a long term 

appreciation of NATO, its mechanisms, programmes and intervention activities  

 

     


