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DANISH ABSTRACT 

Denne afhandling præsenterer seks mænds historie, som alle valgte at rejse fra Denmark til Mellem-

østen for at kæmpe som fremmedkrigere med jihadistiske grupper i de konflikter som fulgte i kølvan-

det på det Arabiske Forår. Den baseres på et fireårigt interview- og feltarbejdestudie, og anlægger et 

eksistentialistisk perspektiv for at besvare spørgsmålet om hvilken mening deltagerne tilskriver at 

kæmpe jihad i udlandet. For at forstå disse meningers kontekst, bredes det analytiske blik ud til også 

at inkludere deres livssituationer inden rejserne og refleksioner imellem rejser, såvel som deres ople-

velser med at kæmpe i udlandet og efterfølgende at vende tilbage til Danmark. Derved belyses hvor-

dan idéen om jihad og oplevelsen af at kæmpe resonerede med deres livssituation på en måde der 

gjorde det eksistentielt meningsfyldt for dem, såsom vægten der tillægges handlekraft og etik, såvel 

som realiseringen af en ideal-maskulinitet. Der argumenteres for at det at kæmpe jihad gav fremmed-

krigerne en chance for at transformere deres moralske selv gennem aflad og absolution. Det er dog 

en tvivlsom frelse, da den mening deres rejser havde for deltagerne afvises både af det bredere sam-

fund og det nærmiljø de vender tilbage til. Dette studies bidrag til litteraturen består både i teoretise-

ringen af Europæisk jihadisme såvel som dets unikke empiri, i sammenhæng med metodologiske 

overvejelser over måder at generere denne type data på en etisk forsvarlig måde. 
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ENGLISH ABSTRACT 

This dissertation presents the story of six men who chose to leave Denmark to become foreign fighters 

on behalf of jihadist groups in the Middle East during the conflicts that followed in the wake of the 

revolts that have been termed the ‘Arab Spring’. It is based on a four-year interview and fieldwork 

study and takes an existentialist perspective to answer the question of what meanings these men as-

cribe to fighting jihad abroad. To understand the context of these meanings, the analytical view in-

cludes their life situations prior to travelling and reflections between journeys, as well as their expe-

rience fighting abroad and subsequently return to Denmark. The analysis highlights how the promise 

of jihad and the experience of fighting resonated with their life situations in ways that made their 

experience meaningful to them, and includes discussions of agency, ethics, and embodied ways of 

practicing masculinity. This dissertation argues that fighting jihad offered participants a chance for 

moral transformation and absolution. Yet, their fighting represented an ambiguous redemption, be-

cause the meanings that the journeys have for the participants were negated by the communities and 

wider society to which they return. This study offers an original contribution to conceptualisations of 

European jihadism, unique and rare empirical material, and a set of methodological reflections on 

ways to generate such data in ethically responsible ways. 
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Imzewura iban-asen 

Ineggura iban-asen 

Ahlil ay ilemmasen 

 

For the people of the past the way was clear 

For those of tomorrow it will be so again 

Have compassion for those of the times in between 

Mohand Ou Hocine (1836 - 1901), Kabylian poet 
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CHAPTER ONE:  

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY  

AND DISSERTATION 

‘How am I the bad guy?’ asks Elwan, looking at me sideways. I am not sure if the 

question is rhetorical or genuine; whether he is wondering aloud or asking me.  

Field notes, March 2017. 

This dissertation presents the story of six men who chose to leave Denmark to become foreign fighters 

on behalf of jihadist groups in the Middle East and North Africa during the conflicts that followed 

the ‘Arab Spring’.1 It takes an existentialist perspective and employs in-depth interviewing, embed-

ded in fieldwork, to answer the question of what meanings these men ascribe to fighting abroad, and 

what it ‘offered’ or ‘solved’ for them that staying at home would not have. 

To understand such meanings, rather than focus narrowly on the journeys, the analysis in this disser-

tation takes a broader view that includes the participants’ life situations and reflections prior to and 

between travelling, as well as their experience of returning. This shows how, although violence was 

a central feature of their journeys, it resonated with their previous experiences of violence in either 

direct or subtle forms. Such a perspective allows us to better understand the ethics that define these 

different experiences of violence. It highlights how some forms of violence are understood by the 

perpetrators as being moral to the extent that they have the ability to absolve the sins of other forms 

of violence. It also shows how such meanings can arise from these experiences as well as inform 

them. I argue that fighting abroad represented a way to take control over the role of violence in the 

participants’ lives in a way that allowed them to reclaim agency and open up the possibility of re-

demption and of considering themselves as ‘good’. Yet, the choice to become a foreign fighter is an 

ambiguous way to do so, as the meanings the journeys have for the fighters were negated by society 

and the communities to which they return. 

                                                           
1 For simplicity, I will in this dissertation employ the broad use of ‘the Middle East’ to also cover the conflict in Libya.  




