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British armed forces face battle 
to recruit more Muslims

Iraq and Syria dominate foreign policy issues in Democrats’ first debate

London

T 

he number of Muslims in 
the British armed forces 
has gone up by about 
40% since 2007, the Brit-
ish Ministry of Defence 

says, but more needs to be done to 
overcome what it says is the false 
perception that the army has been 
fighting only Muslims in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.

There are about 480 Muslims in 
the British Army, accounting for 
just 0.54% of the total of 88,500 
regular soldiers but still an increase 
from around 300 in 2008. In com-
parison, Muslims make up 4.4% of 
the general British population, ac-
cording to the 2011 census.

“In my view, the values of the 
armed forces are fully compatible 
with the values of Islam as well as 
other faiths,” Imam Asim Hafiz, the 
Islamic adviser to the armed ser-
vice chiefs, said.

Hafiz was speaking at an event 
hosted by the Royal Air Force 
marking Eid al-Adha in London on 
October 2nd and commemorating 
the contribution of Muslim soldiers 
to the Allies in World War I.

“My grandfather served in 
the UK armed forces,” Ashfaque 
Chowdhury, chairman of the Asso-
ciation of Muslim Schools, said in a 
speech. “We have this misconcep-
tion that Muslims are against the 
armed forces. I would like to clarify 
that this is categorically not the 
case. Muslims, as part of the British 
society, need to participate in pro-
tecting the country.” 

“Over 280,000 men from Alge-
ria, Morocco and Tunisia fought in 
Belgium and France during World 
War I,” said Luke Ferrier of the 
Forgotten Heroes 14-19 Founda-
tion. “As many as 45,000 never re-
turned home and many more were 
wounded in some of the bloodiest 
engagements on the western front. 
Some of these soldiers received the 
highest military honours for brav-
ery and dedication to protecting 
freedom and peace.”

Despite the past role of Muslims, 
the armed services face problems 
recruiting them as recent wars in-
volving British troops have mainly 
been fought in countries with a 
largely Muslim population, such as 
Afghanistan and Iraq.

“By far the biggest problem is 

that there has been a big misrep-
resentation of what has been done 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. We are not 
fighting Muslims,” said Hafiz. “In 
Afghanistan we have been fighting 
criminals who happen to claim the 
Muslim faith.

“Some Muslims say there 
shouldn’t be Muslims serving in 
the armed forces. They say they 
are not Muslim. We can’t trust 
them. But then Muslims began to 
understand the armed forces bet-
ter through events like today with 
the community engaging with the 
military and the military engaging 
with the Muslim community.  We 
see the old perception has been 
shattered and broke down.” 

Asked how to overcome divi-
sive issues Hafiz said: “People 
are hijacking Islam for their po-
litical motives. It is important we  
don’t let those voices make a wedge 
between our society and between 
our communities. So the challenge 
will be that we stick together and 
stay united against those voices 
that attempt to divide us.”

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular  Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Washington

T 

he first in the series of 
Democratic Party presi-
dential debates focused 
primarily on domestic 
issues but foreign policy 

received some attention, mostly 
concerning the 2003 Iraq war and 
the current crisis in Syria.

Former secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton’s opponents tried to paint 
her as a misguided hawk for having 
voted, when she was a US senator, 
to allow the Iraq war (which she 
has since acknowledged was a mis-
take) and for currently pressing for 
a no-fly zone in Syria.

Long-shot candidate Lincoln 
Chafee, a former senator and gov-
ernor of Rhode Island, touted his 
vote in the Senate opposing the 
Iraq war, having been the only Sen-
ate Republican to do so (he has 
since changed parties). He said 
Clinton showed “poor judgment” 
and implied that she might make 
questionable decisions again.

Clinton’s chief rival, US Sena-
tor Bernie Sanders from Vermont, 
called the Iraq war the “worst for-
eign policy blunder in the history 
of our country” and emphasised 
that when he voted against the war 
resolution in 2002 he predicted 
correctly that it would lead to Iraq’s 
destabilisation.

Sanders’s remarks were echoed 
by former Maryland governor Mar-
tin O’Malley — another long-shot 
candidate — who said the Iraq war 
was undertaken under “false pre-
tences” and that legislators “got 
railroaded” into voting for it. He 
added that, at the time, he — then 
the mayor of Baltimore — felt “the 
world had gone mad” because 
many people were saying that it 
“would only take a couple of years 
to build democracy in Iraq”.

Clinton responded to these di-
rect and indirect attacks by saying 
that US President Barack Obama, 
her opponent for the Democratic 
Party presidential nomination in 
2008, “valued my judgment” in 
choosing her as secretary of State. 
She added that she spent “a lot of 
time” in the White House Situation 
Room making “very difficult deci-

sions” with the president.
Sanders described the Syria crisis 

as a “quagmire in a quagmire” and 
said he sympathised with Obama 
for “trying to thread a tough nee-
dle” by supporting Syrians who are 
against both Assad and the Islamic 
State (ISIS) “without getting us on 
the ground there”.

But Sanders criticised Clinton for 
supporting a no-fly zone in Syria, 
which he described as a “very 
dangerous situation”. When asked 
what he would do in Syria, Sanders 
said he supported “putting togeth-
er a coalition of Arab countries”, 
not the use of US troops.

Clinton responded said she also 
opposes putting US troops on the 
ground in Syria, and supported 
building an Arab coalition when 

she was secretary of State.
On the issue of Russian involve-

ment in Syria, Clinton said the 
United States must stand up to 
Russia President Vladimir Putin’s 
“bullying” and tell him it is “not 
acceptable” to bomb people on be-
half of Assad.

She added that the United States 
must use leverage to convince the 
Russians to work towards a politi-
cal solution to the crisis and said 
her support for a no-fly zone was 
part of this leverage.

Sanders, by contrast, said Pu-
tin would “regret what he is do-
ing in Syria” once the Russians get 
bogged down and suffered casual-
ties there, and he suggested the 
Russian people would then send 
Putin a message to desist and “start 

working with the United States”.
Former US senator Jim Webb, 

from Virginia, who has since with-
drawn from the Democratic prima-
ries, tried to inject the Iran nuclear 
issue into the debate by saying that 
it enhanced Iran’s power in the re-
gion and made both Israel and Sau-
di Arabia question US commitment 
to its allies. Webb later seemed to 
contradict himself by saying the 
United States needs to focus more 
on Asia because the greatest strate-
gic threat to the United States was 
aggression and cyberattacks by 
China.

Although Sanders did well in 
the debate and generated enthusi-
asm from his more left-wing base, 
Clinton had a very good night and 
showed that she was in command 

of the issues. She has staked out a 
more hawkish position than most 
of her Democratic rivals and ap-
pears much less reluctant than 
Obama to get more involved mili-
tarily in the Syrian crisis.

Undoubtedly, Clinton is eyeing 
the general election against a likely 
Republican hawk but she will still 
have to walk a political tightrope 
because the American people as a 
whole remain skittish about “mili-
tary entanglements” in the Middle 
East.

Gregory Aftandilian is an 
associate of the Middle East
Center at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell and is 
a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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Presidential hopeful Hillary Clinton makes thumbs up sign as Bernie Sanders looks on after the first Democratic presidential debate in 
Las Vegas, Nevada, on October 13th.
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Muslims in the 
British Army.

A Royal Air Force officer at Northholt base plays host to the 
Armed Forces Muslim Celebrations on October 2nd.


