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Part I . 

Radicalization  among Young Muslims in Aarhus  

Lene Kühle and Lasse Lindekilde 

1.1. Introduction  

Radicalization has increasingly set the agenda for Western understandings of Muslim 

minority groups. Events such as the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington in 2001, 

the Madrid bombing in 2004, the 7/7 terrorist bombing in London in 2005 as well as a se-

ries of arrests of juveniles suspected of planning terrorist attacks in the Netherlands, Ge r-

many and Denmark have convinced European governments and security services of the 

risk of Islamist terrorist attacks in Europe. Attempt s to understand why terrorism o ccurs, 

and initiatives to prevent it, are often based on references to the concept of radicalization. 

The basic belief in regards to Islamist terrorists is that they gradual ly  evolve from ord i-

nary, peaceful Muslims into individuals  who are capable of kill ing innocent people in the 

name of Islam. However, most definitions of radicalization do not confine the definition 

to active participation in terrorist attacks, but also include support for terrorism as an a s-

pect of radicalization. Furthermore, governments are increasingly taking an interest in  

Muslim inhabitants and the risk they may pose to the cohesion of society and the found a-

tional position of democracy. This threat is often perceived as a struggle against the totali-

tarian forces of Islamism and the undemocratic or antidemocratic methods or  arguments 

on which Islamism , according to some commentators, is based. This struggle against ex-

tremist/totalitarian ideas and undemocratic/anti -democratic methods is increasingly be-

coming a part of the fight against radicalization.  

It is well  known that A arhus ɬ Denmarkɀs second largest city ɬ has hosted groups of radi-

cal Muslims associated with international terro rism. Michael Taarnby has written about 

this in his report Jihad in Denmark An overview and analysis of the activities of Jihadis in Den-

mark 1990-2006. Taarnby describes how the Western District Court in Aarhus in 1996 had 

three Egyptians on trial, Abdel -Hakem Mohamed Atia Soliman, Mohamed Shaaban Mo-

hamed Hassanein and Mohamed Abdel Halim Mohamed Fahim. The trial unc overed the 

relationship between  the three defendants and Al-Gamaɀa al-Islamiyya and its spokesman 

Abu Talal, residing in Copenhagen. Taarnby claims that the court case showed not only 

that Soliman had fought in Afghanistan, but also that there were connections b etween the 

three Egyptians and the World Trade bombing in 1993 (Taarnby 2006: 13). Taarnby also 

mentions a court case on robbery committed to finance Islamist terrorism . Furthermore 

Abu Racheed, whom the Spanish security service claims is Al Qaedaɀs representative in 

Denmark, is currently residing in Aarhus. This illustrates that Aarhus has hosted intern a-

tional terrorists and jihadist s. One of our interview  persons for this research did in fact 

explain how Mu jahedin, veterans from the war in Afghanistan, were not u ncommon in 

the mosques of Aarhus in the 1990s. These people, undoubtedly a threat against peace 
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and stability in societies in the Muslim world, and perhaps also against peace and stability 

in Western societies, are, however , not the focus of this report.  

Increasingly, pol iticians, media and government agencies have focused on another threat, 

namely the alleged threat to democracy posed by radical Islam. However, v ery little is 

known about this threat. It has been claimed that one particular mosque in Aarhus has 

urged Musli ms to abstain from participating in local elections. 1 It is also obvious that a 

small group of women in Aarhus, perhaps as many as 30-40, wear the niqab, while a small 

number of marriages, perhaps 5-10, are polygamous ɬ practices which are seen as conflict-

ing with majority norms of gender equality and freedom of choice. These deviant beha-

viors  are increasingly looked upon as threatening and in conflict with basic norms of D a-

nish society. For example, the government party, the Conservatives, launched a proposal to 

ban the wearing of burq a and niqab in August 2009. To the extent that the effort to make 

people abstain from voting is based on threat of violence, this of course is a threat to Da-

nish democracy. Yet the claim that the two latter  practices is a threat to society is conten-

tious, however. Is it necessarily a threat to society that a small minority  has deviant pra c-

tices and ideas?  

A religious revival is unfolding in Aarhus ; more Muslims return to Islam, and often a t-

tempt to live up to what they conside r the requirements of their religion, in relatively 

comprehensive ways. This revival can be seen as a part of a larger cross-European trend, 

where many, especially young Muslims born in the West by immigrant parents, are said 

to ȿre-Islamizeɀ (Shah 2004). The content of this re-Islamization differs, but it often entails 

skepticism towards the form of Islam practiced by the parents ɀ generation and an urge to 

go back to the original, undistorted sources of Islam. This form of evolving Islam has been 

called ȿacculturalɀ, ȿglobalizedɀ (Roy 2002) and ȿneo-orthodoxɀ (Schiffauer 2007) and may 

entail some of the practices mentioned above. 

Authorities note the religious revival with concern, as some academic studies indicate that 

Muslims who are willing to employ vio lence to reach political goals are drawn from the 

pool of highly religious, young Muslims, who practice such accultural or neo -orthodox 

forms of Islam. Some accounts describe how neo-orthodox Muslim milieus can work to 

turn young Muslims into radical Islam ists and potential terrorists (Hemmingsen and A n-

dreasen 2007). Such accounts are reinforced  by concrete cases where accused or convicted 

Muslim terrorists have, for example, frequented mosques where neo-orthodox versions of 

Islam are practiced. However, t he exact relationship between the religious revival and 

terrorism remains u nknown. Other studies indicate that neo -orthodox, but integrationist 

Muslim milieus may serve as ȿbulwarksɀ against radicalization rather than ȿconveyor 

beltsɀ as they represent a legitimate alternative to radical voices. Some studies downplay 

the role of religious convictions in radicalization processes, and point to how these convi c-

tions more often than not are used as a thin layer of justification spread over preexisting 

                                                           
1 JP Aarhus, 19 Nov 2005. 
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social and political frustrations and motives.  Thus, marginalization, deprivation and fee l-

ings of discrimin ation vis -à-vis majority society may provide part of the explanation, but 

Muslims who are ȿradicalizedɀ are often fairly well integrated, and at least no more mar-

ginalized and deprived than the larger part of the Muslim community. Studies have failed 

to find any systematic psychological deficiencies of individuals who have partaken in 

terrorism or who have been convicted of planning terrorism (Sageman 2004), and while 

the impact of radical religious authorities ɬ so called ȿfertilizersɀ or ȿradicalizersɀ ɬ seem in 

some cases to have had an influence (see e.g. OɀNeill & McGrory 2006), in other cases the 

process seems to be one of self-radicalization (Kirby 2007: 415). Likewise, while some 

scholars have stressed that radicalization processes follow distinct phases (see e.g. Wikto-

rowicz 2005), others dismiss such linear models. Thus, reviewing the literature on radica-

lization and Islam, it has been said that the pattern is that there is no pattern ɬ there is no 

single model that explains how and why some young European Muslims become radicals.  

The foundations on which our understandings of the processes of radicalization are buil t 

appear shaky: Is ȿradicalization ɀ even an accurate description of the processes taking place 

among European Muslims? Regardless of the lack of a firm foundation of the co ncept, 

books, courses and programs ɬ a whole industry of de-radicalization  has arisen. Policy 

makers in Europe, and elsewhere, have in recent years often felt obliged to formulate po l-

icies designed to combat and prevent radicalization. Denmark has been leading in these 

efforts. There has been an increasing agreement among policy makers that we need not 

only a comprehensive, reactive counterterrorism apparatus, but also policies that prevent 

radicalization processes from initiating and can rev erse them if they do. In De nmark the 

concern about radicalization, and the feeling among policy makers that som ething needs 

to be done, have been fuelled by the fact that seven Danish citizens have been convicted 

on terrorist charges since 2001, and the fact that the Danish Police Intelligence Service has 

evaluated the threat scenario against Denmark as extraordinaril y high, especially since the 

2005/2006 Muhammad cartoons controversy. In January 2009, a government action plan 

was therefore formulated to ȿprevent extremist views and radicalization among young 

peopleɀ. The national action plan was preceded in Aarhus and Copenhagen by local ini tia-

tives of de-radicalization  in collaboration between the social administration of the mun i-

cipality of Aarhus and the district police.  

When research fails to find convincing answers to questions, as is the case with radicaliza-

tion of young Muslims in Eur ope, it may reflect that the research is not scientifically 

sound or is based on limited or insufficient material. However, it may also be that the r e-

search question is the wrong one or at least wrongly posed, leading scholars to look in 

wrong places and in wrong ways. Prominent French scholar Olivier Roy has thus argued 

that ȿthe paradigms and models mobilized in the Western debate over Islam hardly r eflect 

the reel practices of Muslimsɀ (Roy 2007: x). According to Roy it is a serious problem that:  

As the political debate over potential danger allegedly represented by Muslims is 

more or less inspired by the intellectual debates about the ȿclash of civilizationsɀ, the 
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help of sociology (that is, the concrete analysis of Muslim practices) is hardly sought ɬ 

even though sociology is at pains to grasp the concrete forms of religiosity that cha-

racterize the practice of Islam within immigrant communities (Roy 2007: x).  

Put differently, Roy is arguing that because the academic concern with Muslim minorities 

in the West today is driven largely by perceptions of Muslims as potentially dangerous, 

research has been steered by categories and assumptions, which are foreign to the practic-

es and everyday lives of most Muslims. In terms of philosophy of science this is called 

ȿeticɀ categories and descriptions, meaning research using a vocabulary produced by 

scientists and not the objects of research themselves. In contrast, sociological and ethno-

graphic virtues of ȿunderstandingɀ and ȿemicɀ (the study and description of cu ltural pra c-

tices from the point of view of the insider, not using an external, scienti fic vocabulary and 

categorization) are forgotten. Following this perspective there is a need to refocus re-

search from the paradigm of explaining ȿradicalization ɀ among Mu slims in terms of ȿIs-

lamismɀ, ȿterrorismɀ and ȿanti-democracyɀ towards the unfolding of actual practices, te n-

dencies, perceptions and categories as used and identified by Muslims themselves.  

The research presented in this report aims to do exactly that. The purpose has been to in-

vestigate how Muslims themselves describe their religious practices and political orient a-

tions, how they perceive, understand, or do not understand, phenomena such as radicali-

zation and de-radicalization . In a way, a part of the research strategy has been, in a 

somewhat naïve way, to confront young Muslims with external categories of ȿradicaliz a-

tionɀ, ȿde-radicalization ɀ, ȿIslamismɀ etc. and ask them to reflect on their own perceptions 

of these phenomena, and the relevance and usefulness of these categories. Thus, during 

interviews, interviewees have unfolded in their own language religious practices and p o-

litical orientations, and to a large degree deconstructed the external categorization pro-

posed by us as interviewers. By analyzing how Muslims themselves perceive and talk 

about radicalization, and how they deconstruct such external conceptualization by pr o-

viding alternative distinctions, categories, valuations and topical focuses, we have tried to 

evaluate the usefulness and expedience of the concepts of radicalization/de-radicalization . 

Furthermore, we have used this opportunity to discuss how the external or ȿeticɀ concepts 

might be modified to better fit and cover the internal or ȿemicɀ concepts and categories of 

young Muslims. F inally, this has been done following the assumption that by taking Mu s-

limsɀ own perceptions, distinctions and categories seriously, we might learn something 

new about the nature of radicalization among young Muslims in the West, and the poss i-

bilities of de-radicalization .  

More concretely, we have interview ed and observed young Muslims in Aarhus, not just 

the few who have been accused of or involved in violent acts, but some of the many who 

practice Islam in a neo-orthodox fashion (see also the methodological section below). 

Thus, the purpose of this study has not been to retrospectively reconstruct phases or 

processes of radicalization in concrete cases, but rather to discuss from a sociological 

perspective the boundaries of radicalization and the usefulness of the concept for under-
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standing religious and political views more generally. In terms of concrete research ques-

tions the following questions have steered our research:  

How do selected groups of young Muslims in Aarhus describe own religious practices and political 

convictions?  

How do different groups of actors (young Muslims, religious authorities and social workers) perce-

ive and connect/disconnect phenomena such as radicalization, de-radicalization, terrorism, jihad, 

Islamic state, Islamism, and democracy? 

How useful is the concept of radicalization for understanding the religious revival, religious prac-

tices and political orientations of young Muslims in Aarhus? 

What can we learn about the nature of radicalization and the possibilities of de-radicalization from 

asking young Muslims to reflect on these phenomena? 

Case, methodology and data  

The case chosen for this study is Aarhus, a medium -sized European city with a popul a-

tion of about 300,000. Aarhus is the second largest city in Denmark, and is known for its 

mainly young population due to the presence of a large university and several other large 

educational institutions. These characteristics render Aarhus a comparable case for the 

simultaneous research carried out in Lille (France), Parma and Turin (Italy) and Leicester 

(England). All projects are coordinated within the Centre for research on Islamism and Radi-

calization at Aarhus University.  

A combination of multiple methods was chosen for this study. First, the core of empirical 

material presented in this report derives from 39 interviews with 45 people conducted in 

spring 2009 (see Appendix 1). Most of the interviews were taped, but five were for diffe r-

ent reasons not. Three interviews were conducted over the phone while the rest were face-

to-face interviews. Most interviews were conducted in Danish, but two interviews were 

conducted in a mixture of Danish, English and Arab. Except for a few citations from these 

interviews, all citations have been translated. It has been our goal to keep the tone of the 

statements intact. Consequently several Arabic terms appear in quotes from interviews in 

the following, and we have tried to translate and explain these expressions the first time 

they appear. The interviews focused on three groups of people: social workers (teachers, 

people involved with local integration projects, police officers and pub licly  employed 

social workers, i.e. street level bureaucrats), imams and religious leaders, and young Mu s-

lims.2 An interview  guide was constructed for each group in cooperation with the r e-

search teams in Italy, Britain and France. Table 1 shows the distribution of interviews car-

                                                           
2 Who were not all t hat young, being between age 17 and 34. A couple of interviewees reflected on 

the issue of age. The general argument was that biological age does not matter, it is more a ques-

ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÓÐÍÌÚÛàÓÌÚȯɯȿ6ÌÓÓȮɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯ(ɯÔÌÌÛɯÈÕËɯÞÏÖÔɯ(ɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍàɯÞÐÛÏȮɯ(ɯÊÈÓÓɯÛÏÌÔɯàÖÜÕÎɀɯȹ*ÈÔÐÓÈȺȭɯ*ÈÔi-

ÓÈɯÍÜÙÛÏÌÙÔÖÙÌɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯàÖÜÕÎɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÈÙÌɯÌÕÌÙÎÌÛÐÊɯÈÕËɯȿÛÏÐÙÚÛɯÍÖÙɯÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌɀȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯÖÓËÌÙɯ

×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÞÐÛÏËÙÈÞɯÈÕËɯȿÏÖ×ÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÕÌßÛɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÛÐÖÕɀȭ  
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ried out across the three main categories and sorted by sex and religious orientation of 

intervi ewees: 

Table 1. Distribution of interviews acro ss main groups, sex and religious orientation  

 Men Women Muslim  Non-Muslim  Total 

Social workers and more 7 6 6 7 13 

ȿYoungɀ Mu slims 13 5 - - 18 

Muslim lea ders 8 0 - - 8 

 

In practice the distinctions between the different  categories of interviewees often tended 

to erode. Which interview guide was for instance the most suitable for a Muslim of Pale s-

tinian background in his 40s, who is heading a mosque in Aarhus, but who was educated 

and working as a social worker, and who could report about his own recovery of Islam 

when arriving in Denmark in the early 1990s as a teenage refuge from the Intifada? Or a 

young Muslim, who occasionally functioned as an imam as well as a role model in a m u-

nicipal integration  project, but who practiced Islam more or less as his parents do? Ques-

tions from the different interview  guides were, thus, often combined and not all questions 

in the guide were posed in all interviews.   

Alongside this project , a quantitative study of Muslims in Denmark was conducted by 

Marco Goli and Rezaei Shahamak. The survey touched upon a large range of topics, in-

cluding rel igious practices, opinions on terrorism, Islamic state, Jihad and discrimination. 

The general results from this project are presented in Goli & Shahamak 2009 and are their 

achievement, but as we have had access to the material while writing, some of the results 

from this study will occasionally be included in the following to underline the general 

opinions of Danish Muslims on a specific topic.  

The interviews were combined with field work on: A 13-week course on Muslim doctrine, 

aqida, arranged by a Muslim youth organization ; lessons on Islam for women (durus) in 

two mosques; several public meetings on Islam arranged by young Muslims ; as well as 

repeated attendance at a private study group for young Muslim men. The field work 

helped situate the interviews in a wider context of young Muslims in Aarhus. Faith is by 

no means relevant to all young Muslims in Aarhus in terms of how they live their lives . 

Many are sociological Muslims, that is , people of Muslim descent who do not pra ctice 

Islam on a regular basis. Some are practicing Muslims, but confine their religious practice 

to their  home, though they may occasionally participate in Friday prayer or the tarawih 

prayer during Ramadan. Some do, however, take a more active and public interest in Is-

lam and may for instance participate in teachings (durus) and/or private or public mee t-

ings on Islam. The activities of practicing Muslims in Aarhus are concentrated in di fferent 

milieus. The largest milieu is constituted by the Turkish immigrants and their desce n-

dants; other large milieus are the Arab and the Somali milieus . However, we focus on 
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what we will term the Arab-Somali -Convert  milieu  (ASC milieu) , an Islamic activist mi-

lieu that is particula rly attractive for young Muslims. The participants in this milieu are 

primarily Muslims, who were either born in Denmark  or ɬ especially young people of for 

example Palestinian and Somali background ɬ came to Denmark as young kids. Danish 

converts to Islam were obviously not born as Muslims, but chose to convert as young 

adults. This focus on the ASC milieu was chosen because 1) it is in this milieu that we find 

the most active Muslims in Aarhus in terms of arranged activities and involv ement in 

internal/lo cal debates about Islam; 2) this segment is most affected by the described reli-

gious revival in Aarhus ; and 3) it is within this milieu that re -Islamization is most likely to 

take the form of neo-orthodox or accultural Islam ( for a description of this  mili eu vis-à-vis 

other Muslim groupings in Aarhus see Section 1.3 below). According to much academic 

literature, political discourse and media reporting, this is the segment of young Muslims 

within which it is most likely that some individuals will show acceptance and apprecia-

tion of radical ideas. In other words, we have chosen to focus on a segment of the young 

Muslims in Aarhus who , rightly or wrongly, are often the kind of youngsters that polit i-

cians, security agencies and some academics have in mind when they formulate worries 

about the dangers of Muslim radicalization in the West . In this sense, our focus on the 

ASC milieu reflect s that this segment corresponds somewhat to the Muslim ȿtarget groupɀ 

of off icial preventive de-radicalization measures in a Danish context. We have found it 

interesting to try to uncover exactly how this group of young Muslims think s about issues 

of radicalization and de -radicalization. However, it is important to rea lize that the focus 

does not mean that this particular milieu a priori can be said to be ȿradicalɀ in any mean-

ing of the word. That remains an empirical question. Furthermore, other m ilieus may exist 

in Aarhus, which has not come to our attention, and which would have been interesting 

to include in the study given the focus of our research. But we do not think that the exi s-

tence of such uncovered milieus undermines the validity of the research pr esented here. 

The choice of interview persons is critical for the results of a study that mainly focuses on 

interviews. A qualitative interview s tudy generally  does not aim for representativity , but 

it is vital to consider the interview ees vis-à-vis the general population. The interview per-

sons were not chosen as representative in any statistical sense, but to correspond to differ-

ent positions in the ASC activist milieu. Thus, we chose people who hold privileged pos i-

tions in the milieu, either because of their religious credentials, such as imams and other 

religious instructors,  or because of other merits stemming from their posit ions in e.g. new 

projects (mosques, organizations, Muslim businesses, etc.) or from their role as ȿrepresent-

ativesɀ of the milieu vis -à-vis authorities (often due to their employment in public instit u-

tions). These people were selected for interviews as they were described to us as ȿinflue n-

tialɀ or ȿcentralɀ actors by gatekeepers with whom we were in contact, and who had rel a-

tions in the milieu due to prior research  or work . Some of these gatekeepers were Mus-

lims active in the milieu that we knew from prior research, while others were non-

Muslim. In addition the selection of interview persons aimed at covering ȿordinary ɀ young 
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Muslims in the ASC milieu, i.e. youngsters who attend the affiliated mosques, arranged 

teachings and meetings on Islam, both in mosques and in private homes. Thus, specific 

mosques, groups and study circles were pointed out to us by gatekeepers as places where 

ȿsomething was going onɀ in terms of Islamic activism. By reference of gatekeepers or by 

direct contact established through parti cipant observation specific ind ividuals attending 

activities in these settings were asked for interviews.  After the initial contacts were made 

interviewees were selected also by means of ȿsnowballing ɀ, that is new interview persons 

were pointed out to us d uring interviews as ȿsomebody who would be good to talk to ɀ. 

Often interviewees were very helpful in setting up appointments with friends or acquai n-

tances. These youngsters held many different occupations. The majority of interviewees 

and people encountered through participant observation were students in primary 

schools, high schools or at the university. But the selection of interviewees also included 

unemployed, housewives, private and public employees. Four converts active in the mi-

lieu were interviewed . Generally, interview persons were selected to ensure inclusion of 

Muslims who could be categorized as ȿradicalɀ or ȿradicalizedɀ using existing conceptuali-

zation.  

The ASC youth activist milieu in Aarhus is relatively small  so the same names and per-

sons kept popp ing up, both in terms of who would be relevant to talk to and who was to 

be considered ȿradicalɀ. This resulted in a feeling of relative coverage of the milieu at the 

end of the fieldwork. In fact, this self-referential closedness of the circle of intervi ewees 

can be seen as evidence that the targeted group of Muslims indeed makes up a relatively 

coherent and bordered milieu of Muslims in Aarhus across ethnic boundaries.  

To be able to contrast the opinions of people involved in the ASC milieu with  Muslims 

outside this milieu, three young female Muslims an d three men who are not part of the 

milieu were interviewed and served as a sort of control group (see Appendix 1) . The 

group of Muslim social workers, because they often engage in some of the issues covered 

by the Muslim activists, also provide d information on how Muslims outsi de the ASC mi-

lieu view different topics.  This group of control interviews was used to conte xtualize the 

statements and views expressed in interviews with members of the ASC milieu. Thus, by 

including these interviews we have tried to validate our findings with regards to the sp e-

cificities of views and opinions of Muslims in the ASC milieu. The quantitative study 

mentioned above has been used in a similar way. However, the control group interviews 

have not been systematically compared to those of the ASC milieu.  

Responsive sociology and the study of marginalized groups  

The content of this report is an expression of ȿresponsive sociologyɀ, i.e. social research 

that reacts directly on themes that have received public attention (Jacobsen & Kristiansen 

1999: 9). Thus, as described above, the logic of the research has been to go into the field 

and confront some of the young people who have often been the main targets of public 

debates regarding issues of radicalization and de-radi calization. The idea has been indi-
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rectly to inform the public debate regarding such issues by giving voice and listening  to 

central actors who so far have remained relatively silent. Responsive sociology of this 

kind always entails a huge risk of misunder standing informants ɀ motives and meanings, 

and instead applying  the arguments and norms of the majority society. In the words of 

Matthew Herbert: 

Muslims are not animated by, nor do they organize around, the p aired concepts that 

intelligence analysts are charged to impute on them, such as ȿextremeɀ/ɀmoderateɀ or 

ȿviolentɀ/ɀnonviolent ɀ. Nor do Muslims make a critical issue of Islamɀs being a religion 

of peace or not. If these questions are not foremost in the mind of Islamic activists, the 

outside observer starts off-balance by giving them priority (Herbert 2009: 390). 

The danger of this kind of ethnocentrism is particular ly pertinent  if a distanced researcher 

role is assumed or if interviews are short (Jacobsen & Kristiansen 1999: 9) or conducted for 

instance over the phone. Also, as the researchers are acting in response to a perceived so-

cietal problem, they carry the prejudices of society at large with them  to some extent. This 

strengthens the ethical obligations of the researcher towards the subjects involved.  

We have tried to steer free of this kind of ethnocentrism in our research by spending 

much time in the field and by conducting relatively long interviews (typically about 1.5 

hours). In several cases the very categories of e.g. radicalization, de-radicalization  or Is-

lamism where discussed with our interviewees. In these cases, we used the point that 

these categories represent the view of majority society as leverage to make our intervie-

wees present their own views on these phenomena, and offer often alternative categories, 

distinctions and focuses. This strategy worked well in most cases, although many ex-

pressed some initial reservation at participating in an interview on Muslim radicalization, 

but when th ey realized that the interview would provide a chance to speak their own 

views on these ȿhotɀ issues, most accepted to participate. However, a few people we ap-

proached declined to participate, or became openly irritated as interviews pr oceeded, in 

most cases because the people approached could not recognize themselves in the ȿeticɀ 

categories provided by us as researchers. As one interviewee said, ȿWhy do you inte rview 

me about this? I am not a radicalɀ (Afif, 17 years). Thus, in a few cases our responsive so-

ciology was perceived as carrying prejudice, and we were not able to explain the purpose 

of the research in a way that made sense to them. The value of framing the inte rviews in 

terms of radicaliz ation  was therefore ambiguous in relation to the participa nts in the ASC 

milieu, both because few knew the word and if they did they found it stigmatizing to 

them as practicing  Muslims. The themes in these interviews were more in the dire ction of 

how they were living as Muslims and which aspects of life in Denmar k they regarded as 

challenging for a Muslim.   

This underlines the argument that responsive sociology is particularly problematic when 

the themes regard deviant or marginalized milieus. Deviant milieus are milieus were 

people are stigmatized (Jacobsen & Kristiansen 1999: 8). The Muslim milieu in Aarhus 
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may in this sense be regarded ɬ at least to some extent ɬ as a deviant milieu. This is maybe 

particularly true for the ASC Islamic activist milieu on which we have focused. It is in this 

milieu that practices that are seen as problematic and marking ȿothernessɀ by the majority 

society are most widespread. These practices include long beards, traditional Muslim 

clothing, different forms of veiling, separation of sexes and polygamy. The stigma a t-

tached to such practices and Muslim identities in general has in Denmark been docu-

mented in several academic studies. Thus, recent studies of political debates on immigra-

tion claim that Muslims are increasingly singled out as a problem (Mouri tsen 2005), and 

that Muslims in  public debates are often positioned as ȿthe otherɀ (Jacobsen 2008). Re-

search has also indicated that the general description of Muslims in the media is mainly 

negative (Hussein 2003; Hervik 2002), and that Islam is often securitized, that is, pre-

sented as constitut ing a threat (Christensen 2006). A study of converts to Islam indicates 

that the public debates about the incompatibility of Islam and Danish society give the 

converts problems of reconciling their  identity as Danes with the identity as Muslim s 

(Jensen 2008). 

Our interviewees often expressed feelings of stigmatization in regards to the coverage of 

Muslims in the media. In particular, many expressed a feeling that the media was con-

stantly labeling Muslims. A few quotations illustrate the point:  

Then they call us terrorists, and sometimes they call us extremists and fundamental-

ists, but a foundation is what you are good at and if you practice Islam then you are 

inescapably a fundamentalist (Ali, 20 years) 

Whenever anything happens in the Muslim world  everyone shouts Islamists, Islam-

ists (Nasser, 20 years) 

I am partaking in this society and I read newspapers, right, and I know how the 

newspapers try to represent Islam and the young people who are returning to their 

roots, because they have no roots, they have no identity. These people, right, they [the 

media] attempt to represent them as fanatics and terrorists because there was this 

Glostrup case and other cases (Racheed, 42 years) 

None of the interviewees regarded themselves as Islamists, extremists, radicals or fund a-

mentalists. Due to the reluctance expressed by many interviewees towards such ȿeticɀ la-

bels, often used in public discourses on Muslims, the labels were rarely used in the inter-

views. The joint interview guides proved somewhat problematic for this reason, as these 

notions were directly or indirectly imposed  in some questions, which often had to be re-

formulated. Thus, as interviewers we had to find a difficult balance between trying to 

make intervi ewees reflect on controversial topics of radicalization, de-radicalization  and 

Islamism, and extracting their proposed alternative distinctions, categories and to pics, 

while avoiding imposing any labels on interviewees.  

Luckily this balance was achieved in most interviews. In contrast to a recent study on 

marginalized  young men with immigrant bac kground, which reported that interviewees 
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generally were very distrustful (Qvotrup Jensen 2009), most of our interviewees were 

willing to speak openly . We were at times confronted with suspicion of the agenda of the 

research, but were able in most cases to explain the purpose of the research in such a way 

that it made sense to interviewees, and mutual trust was established. As researchers we 

have had no reason not to believe the truthfulness of our respondents. In fact, interviews 

were often very open, personal and detailed in regards to rather sensitive topics. We rare-

ly had a feeling that interviewees avoided answering questions or withheld i nformation. 

It is necessary to underline this, because claims that Muslims have religious sanction to lie 

to protect their interests, termed taqiya (precautionary dissimulation), ha ve become wide-

spread. However, the use of taqiya outside small minority groups within Shia -Islam (and 

the Druze and Alevi) has never been documented, and the claim that taqiya exists as a 

general legitimation for Muslims to lie to non-Muslims must be considered absolutely 

unsustainable scientifically (see Lindekilde 2008).3 

The structure of the report  

This report  consists of three parts. Part I contains our attempt to answer the research ques-

tions outlined above, and is written jointly by Lene Kühle and Lasse Lindekilde. As bac k-

ground , Section 1.2 introduce s some theoretical and definitional reflections on the concept 

of radicalization. A general demographic map of the Muslim population in Aarhus is 

provided in terms of migratory backgrounds, ethnicity, age etc ., and a general picture of 

Islamic activism in Aarhus will be drawn in terms of religious practices, mosque activities,  

Muslim organ ization etc. This background information ( Section 1.3) can be used to situate 

the milieu of our focus, the ASC Islamic activist milieu in Aarhus. The empirical material 

is presented in Section 1.4, which aims to answer the posed research questions. Here the 

interviewed Muslims ɀ perceptions and evaluations of phenomena like  terrorism, Jihad, 

Islamic state, democracy and radicalization are discussed. Section 1.5 concludes with a 

discussion of how  useful the concept of ȿradicalization ɀ is for understanding the rel igious 

revival, religious practices and political orientations of young Muslims in Aarhus, and 

what we can learn about the nature of radicalization, and the possibi lities of de-

radicalization , from asking young Muslims to reflect on these phenomena. We will make 

recommendations regarding the use of the concept ȿradicalization ɀ, arguing the need to 

include in our understanding of radicalization two often overlooked distin ctions.  

                                                           
3 Taqiya is currently being discussed within Shia -Islam also in Denmark (see http://www.shi a-

online. dk/ forum/ viewtopic.php?f=40&t=16698). Its applicability in the contemp orary situation 

has been questioned for instance by Ayatollah Khomeini, who has argued that the era of taqiya has 

ended because Shias should no longer subsume under Sunni authority (Kuran 1997: 8). The same 

evolution may be taking place in regard to Alevis in Turkey, who traditionally have used taqiya to 

protect themselves from persecutions by the Sunni authorities (Çarkolu 2005). The birth of the con-

spiracy theory of taqiya has not yet been documented, but it seems likely that it is related to the 

controversies regarding Refah in Turkey.  
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Part II is written by Lene Kühle, and contains a critique of the theories of radi calization 

used in the Danish context and an outline  of a new approach for discussing radicalization . 

The approach is twofold. Firstly, it is argued that radicalization should be understood as a 

collective rather than an individual process. Secondly, it is  of paramount importance to 

have an understanding of the collectivity, in this case an Islamic milieu, in which radical i-

zation may take place. This part of the report provides an empirical analysis of the ASC 

Islamic activist milieu in Arhus as a cultic mi lieu, a milieu of seekers, that is, and dis-

cusses the added value of such a perspective. From a scientific point of view it provides a 

framework for understanding the individual pathways to radicalism, which research so 

far has been unable to understand. From a policy view it is of great importance that the 

seekers in the cultic milieu deliberately seek counter-cultural ideas and values, and efforts 

to impose the values of the majority society on it is  in all likelihood useless. Instead, ef-

forts should focu s on avoiding that interaction  between the milieu  and the majority socie-

ty takes the form of conflicts and crises of confidence and legitimacy . 

Part III is written by Lasse Lindekilde, and pays special attention to official de-radicaliz -

ation initiatives. This part of the report investigate s how different types of state -orchestra-

ted de-radicalization  initiatives are perceived by the potential target groups, in this case 

young Muslims, and how such policies interact with mobilization of Muslim voices in 

society, in particular mobilization into radical groups. The central concern has been to 

evaluate if the implementation of de-radicalization  policies can be said to have potentially  

negative, unintended consequences, that is, that they could provide an impetu s for mobi-

lization into radical milieus, and if so, under what conditions. It is argued that three main 

positions on de-radicalization policies can be identified among young Muslims in Aarh us, 

and that one of these positions in fact does view official de-radicalization  measures with 

skepticism and point s towards potential ly  negative effects of their implementation. This 

part of the report concludes with some concrete recommendations for  how best to avoid 

negative consequences of official de-radicalization  policies. 

1.2. Definitions of Radicalization and Corresponding Theories  

Scholars, policy makers and practitioners are far from agreement upon a common defin i-

tion of radicalization or a shared understanding of the process and causes of radicaliza-

tion. Some define radicalization solely in terms of taking up the use of violence to achieve 

political or ideological goals, while others include the mere acceptance of such actions or 

undemocratic behavior and beliefs. The scope of the definitions varies greatly with  the 

number of defining properties. Even though there is no consensus on exactly how radic a-

lization must be defined, they typically pick defining prop erties from the same list and 

mix them in different ways.  

As a way of teasing out the most common definin g properties of ȿradicalization ɀ, a small 

sample of definitions from influential research reports on radicalization, as well as the 

definitions proposed by Danish authorities, will be presented and discussed. The purpose 
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of this exercise is to bring about a minimum of clarity and structure in the connotations of 

ȿradicalization ɀ, and to compare the Danish definitions, which will be the starting point 

for our discussion of the empirical material, to other definitions.  

Especially in historical and political science, radicalization as a term has historically been 

linked to the concept of political violence. In short, radicalization was perceived to be the 

process whereby groups or organizations came to accept the use of political violence (del-

la Porta 1995: 83-84; Merkl 1986). That the applied violence was ȿpolitical ɀ meant that it 

entailed a claim or a statement vis-à-vis the public sphere, and was used in order to 

change society or achieve certain political goals. Thus, violence was neither private nor 

aimed at e.g. enrichment. This basic property of radicalization has been widened over the 

last 5-6 years, but remains at the core of the concept of radicalization. Thus, common to 

most definitions of radicalization today is the emphasis on the will to use politi cal vi-

olence, including terrorism, as a means to achieve political or ideological goals. Since 

about 2004 the concept has, however, increasingly taken on a more specific meaning of a 

process in which individuals come to accept extremist world views or unde mocratic 

means to reach a specific political goal.  

Table 2 shows seven recent definitions of radicalization and summarizes the correspond-

ing defining properties. The three first definitions stem from Dutch research reports on 

radicalization, in particular  Muslim radicalization in Amsterdam, as the Dutch authorities 

were among the first to use the language of radicalization and implement de-radical-

ization  measures. These reports, definitions and policies have been influential across Eu-

rope in recent years, and have been a source of inspiration in many countries, including 

Denmark. The fourth definition stems from a much cited report by the New York Police 

Department, which shows how ra dicalization is conceptualized across the Atlantic. The 

fifth definition is provided by the Eur opean Commission, which steers the EUɀs policies in 

the area. The last two definitions come from Danish authorities, respectively the Danish 

Police Intelligence Service and the Danish government. 

Glancing at the definitions and the constituting defining properties in Table 2, we see that 

the definitions share many properties. However, it is also clear that the number of defi n-

ing properties and, thus, the scope of the definitions varies a great deal. Much of the con-

fusion and fuzziness of the concept of radicalization stems from these variations. Another 

problem is  that radicalization in many cases is defined by reference to concepts such as 

ȿextremistɀ, ȿterrorismɀ and ȿdemocraticɀ, which are in themselves contested concepts. For 

example, the NYPD definition of radicalization revolves around the term ȿextremismɀ, but 

the term is not defined anywhere in the report.  The Danish government action plan also 

defines radicalization with reference to ȿextremismɀ and provides the following defin ition: 

Extremism is characterized by totalitarian and anti -democratic ideologies, intolerance 

of othersɀ views, enemy images, and divisions into ȿthem and usɀ. Extremist ideas can 

be expressed in different ways and may, in their extreme, lead to individuals  or 
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groups using violent or undemocratic methods to achieve a specific political purpose, 

seeking to undermine the democratic order or engage threats, violence and degrading 

harassment of groups of people because of, for example, their skin colour, sexuality 

or belief (Regeringen 2009: 8) 

Table 2. Sample of definitions of Radicalization and corresponding defining prope rties  

Source Definition  Properties  

AVID, 2004: 14 ȿThe (active) pursuit of and/or support to far -reach-

ing changes in society which may constitute a dan-

ger to (the continued existence of) the democratic 

legal order (aim), which may involve the use of 

undemocratic methods (means) that may harm the 

functioning of the democratic legal order (e ffect)ɀ 

 Acceptance/support 

 Undemocratic/ 

violent means 

 Undemocratic goal  

Slotman & Ti l lie 

2006: 15 

ȿan increasing loss of legitimacy for the democratic 

society, where the final form of radicalism (extre m-

ism) is seen as the antithesis of democracyɀ 

 Directed process 

 Undemocratic/ 

violent means 

 Undemocratic goal 

Municipality of 

Amsterdam  

2007: 18 

ȿthe growing preparedness to strive for and/or su p-

port deep interventional changes in society that are 

at odds with the democratic legal order and/or wh e-

reby undemocratic means are employedɀ 

 Directed process 

 Acceptance/support  

 Undemocratic goal  

 Undemocratic/ 

violent means 

Silber & Bhatt 

2007: 16 

ȿlocal residents or citizens gradually adopt an ex-

tremist rel igious/political ideology hostile to the 

West, which legitimizes terrorism as a tool to a ffect 

societal change. This ideology is fed and nu rtured 

with a variety of extremist influences. Inte rnalizing 

this extreme belief system as oneɀs own is radicali-

zationɀ 

 Directed process 

 Hostility to the West  

 Terrorism 

 Extremist beliefs 

 Individual  

European Com-

mission, 2008: 

138 

ȿThe phenomenon of people embracing opinions, 

views and ideas which could lead to acts of terror-

ismɀ 

 Terrorism 

 Extremist beliefs 

 individual  

PET: Centre for 

Terrorism Anal y-

sis 2008 

ȿa process in which a person is increasingly accept-

ing the use of undemocratic or violent means, in-

cluding terrorism, in an attempt to achieve a specific 

polit ical/ideological goalsɀ 

 Directed process 

 Acceptance/support 

 Undemocratic/ 

violent means 

 Terrorism 

 Individual  

Regeringen  

2009: 8 

(Danish govern-

ment) 

ȿRadicalization is the process by which a person 

gradually accept extremist ideas and methods and 

possibly support s organized groupsɀ 

 Directed process 

 Acceptance/support 

 Extremist beliefs 

 Individual  

 

However, this definition includes several other terms which are not straightfo rward, such 

as ȿtotalitarian ɀ and ȿanti-democraticɀ.  
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The most widely shared defining property according to Table 2 is that radicalization has 

to do with a directed process. This process is described with the adverbs ȿincreasinglyɀ, 

ȿgrowingly ɀ or ȿgradual lyɀ, and must therefore be presumed to follow a linear dire ction , 

that is, following a solid path towards greater radicalization without large fluctu ations, 

which inherently makes the concept of ȿradicalization processɀ a pleonasm. The directed 

process aspect of many definitions of radicalization is linked to a theory of radical ization, 

wh ich argues that radicalization u nfolds through more or less distinct and su cceeding 

phases (see e.g. Wiktorowicz 2005). The NYPD report suggests a four-stage radicalization 

process. Stage one is termed ȿpre-radicalization ɀ, and is described as the situation before 

meeting radical ideology, in which the person is said to live an ordinary life  and in any 

matter being ȿunremarkableɀ. Stage two is called ȿself-identification ɀ and sets in when the 

individual begins to study Salafi  literature due to a ȿcognitive openingɀ, which may be 

triggered by economic, social, political or personal problems. In stage three, ȿindoctrin a-

tionɀ, the individual intensifies his study of ȿSalafi-ideologyɀ and begins to gather with 

like -minded persons often guided by a ȿspiritual sanctionerɀ (Silber & Bhatt 2007: 6-7). 

The final stage, ȿjihadization ɀ, means that the individual accepts it as a personal duty to 

participate in jihad and may start plannin g a terrorist attack (Silber & Bhatt 2007: 7). Slot-

man & Tillie ɀs report from 2006 is more reluctant to pose a specific phase model, but it 

does suggest that all radical groups have been on similar ȿjourneys of alienationɀ. Borrow-

ing from Ehud Sprinzak (19 90), they argue that radical groups pass through, first , a ȿcrisis 

of confidenceɀ, in which confidence between a group and the authorities is br oken down, 

then a ȿlegitimacy conflict ɀ, in which the legitimacy of the existing, dem ocratic system is 

discussed, and finally a ȿlegitimacy crisisɀ, in which criticism of the system leads to dehu-

manization of people engaged with the system, and the development of a new morality in 

which members regard themselves as combatants fighting evil (Slotman & Tillie 2006: 16). 

Such phase models of radicalization have been criticized for hiding the fact that radical i-

zation often happens without the individual e.g. coming into contact with radical groups 

ɬ called self-radicalization ɬ or it happens without any serious contact o r study  of extrem-

ist ideologies. Nevertheless, the phase-based theory of radicalization is spreading in these 

years together with the directed process definitions of radicalization.  

Another widely shared defining property in the sample of definitions is th e belief that 

radicalization does not have to entail active use of political violence or terrorism, but it is 

sufficient that an individual accepts or supports such activities. This addition means that a 

wide range of people, who do not participate in fron tline violent activities, but who a c-

tive ly support it verbally  or financially, or who more passively just accept it, come in co n-

tact with radicalism. This enlargement of the scope of radicalism seems to be a product of 

the increased focus on certain Muslim milieus in the West, which are not directly linked to 

violent jihadism or terrorism, but verbally express and preach support of violent Jihad, 

and give financial support to groups in the Middle East. An example of a Muslim co m-

munity , which according to th is defining property of radicalization was ȿradicalɀ was the 
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milieu around Abu Hamza and the Finsburry Park mosque in London. In Aarhus it has 

been discussed whether or not support of terrorism has  been expressed or even preached 

by former imam Raed Hlayhe l at the mosque on Grimhøjvej. In three definitions (Silber & 

Bhatt 2007; European Commission, 2008; PET Centre for Terrorism Analysis 2008) the 

support/acceptance of ȿterrorismɀ is directly mentioned. Without going into detail , it is 

clear that this defin ing property intr oduces the important question of who defines what 

terrorism is.  

The definitions in Table 2 also show that radicalization is increasingly defined in oppos i-

tion to democracy. Radicalization poses a threat to the democratic order of the West. 

Thus, radicalism is not just about using or accepting political violence or terrorism, but 

also about using ȿundemocraticɀ means or aiming for an ȿundemocraticɀ goal, that is, be-

lieving that some societal system might be better than liberal democracy. It is often un-

clear what is meant by ȿundemocratic meansɀ, but the term suggests that radicalization 

could include also such practices as abstaining from voting or encouraging others not to 

vote in democratic elections. Likewise, ȿundemocratic meansɀ could be taken to include 

harassment and threats of other groups in ways that make their participation in public 

debates and civil society difficult. There are claims that imams at the Grimhøjvej mosque 

in Aarhus have urged Muslims not to participate in local elec tions, and stories have circu-

lated in the media of groups of young Muslim men who harassed young immigrant girls 

who were not wearing the veil and put pressure on others to come to mosque. With r e-

gards to ȿundemocratic goalsɀ it is more or less clear that this means aiming at, and believ-

ing in, the superiority of another societal system than the rule of the people. It seems 

plausible that the tendency to define radicalization in terms of having undemocratic goals 

can be seen as a product of the perceived threat to Western democracies posed by ȿIslam-

istɀ groups, who are working to undermine the  democratic order, and impose an Islamic 

state and the rule of God through the implementation of Sharia. In Denmark especially 

Hizb ut-Tahrir has been seen as an exponent of this position. The focus on undemocratic 

goals and (extremist) beliefs corresponds somewhat to an underlying theory of radicaliz a-

tion, which emphasizes the importance of ideological components in driving radicaliz a-

tion. What drives people to take up violence or other undemocratic means is the sharing 

of certain radical or extremist ideas, rather than e.g. structural conditions, situational esca-

lations or organizational dynamics (for the view that all these elements matter see e.g. 

della Porta 1995; Wiktorowizc 2005; Olesen 2009). 

Finally, Table 2 shows that radicalization is increasingly defined as an individual process. 

Traditionally , radicalization has been linked to a group or organization that takes up v i-

olence. The underlying theory of radicalizat ion highlighted group dynamics and inte nsive 

interaction in driving radicalization. The recent focus on making radicalization an ind i-

vidual process suggests an alternative view of radicalization that puts more weight on 

changes in individual socio -psychological situations ɬ so called ȿcognitive openingsɀ ɬ as 

the initial impetus for radicalization. In this optic radicalization occurs because individ u-
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als become ideological ȿseekersɀ when previously held beliefs and worldviews  are chal-

lenged by social, economical, cultural, political or strictly personal experiences. Radical i-

zation happens when an individual, for different reasons, start s looking for alternative 

ideologies, religious or political, and comes into contact with existing radical beliefs e x-

pressed by certain groups or charismatic ȿleadersɀ. Thus, radicalization occurs when ind i-

vidual demands for radical views meet the supply of radical ideas. Making radicaliz ation 

an individual process has put more responsibility on the individual, indicating that radi-

calization happens ȿwithout a causeɀ, and when people regard the use of violence as legi-

timate things happen only in the mind of the individual . This view disregards ȿobjectiveɀ 

causes, for instance in terms of external pressure. In earlier literature o n radicalization, 

external pressure on a specific group was part of the explanation of why group s would 

radicalize (della Porta 1995). Moreover , even if a distinctly socio-psychological explana-

tion of radicalization is sough t, it must be combined with othe r theoretical perspectives 

(Olesen 2009: 10).  

The two Danish definitions of radicalization, which will be used as the foundation for the 

discussion of our empirical material in the next sections, seem to be rather close to one 

another. If we supplement th e definition of radicalization provided by the Danish go v-

ernment with the attached definition of ȿextremismɀ presented above, the two Danish de-

finitions share all the defining properties of ȿdirected processɀ, ȿacceptance/supportɀ, ȿun-

democratic means and goalsɀ, and ȿindividualism ɀ. This makes the two definitions rather 

typical for the trends in defining radicalization outlined above. The Danish defin itions 

have been criticized on different accounts (Nielsen 2009). Some criticism of the definitions, 

and the underlying theory of radicalization, will be outlined in Part II, which introduces 

another approach to understanding and defining ra dicalization. For the r emainder of Part 

I, we will look at the answers these definitions give us when applied to the ASC Islamic 

activist milieu in Aa rhus. To study radicalization we have to look for certain elements, 

which the definitions point to. According to the defin itions of radicalization proposed by 

the PET Centre for Terror Analysis and by the Danish government, the elements to look 

for are, firstly, acceptance/support of violence to reach political goals, including accep-

tance of terrorism. The answers we received on these questions, including reflections on 

the concept of jihad, are discussed in Section 4.1. Secondly, we will discuss the extent of 

undemocratic beliefs, goals and actions in the milieu. Section 4.2 discusses the perceptions 

we encountered of e.g. voting, implementation of Sharia and an Islamic state. Part I con-

cludes by suggesting some clarifications for improving the definitions in regard to these 

elements.  

1.3. Mapping Muslims in Aa rhus 

The first wave of immigrants with a Muslim family background consisted for the most 

part of Turks who  arrived in  Aarhus in the 1960s and early 1970s to take up mainly un-

skilled  jobs. The stop for labor immigr ation in 1973 brought this influx to an end, but was 
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followed by a period  of family reunification s, where labor immigrants could bring their 

families to Denmark. In 1979 there were about 1200 Muslims in Aarhus of wh ich about 

1100 were Turks (Kühle 2003: 179). The Muslim population in Aarhus today co nsists of 

the labor immigrants from Turkey (and a few from Morocco and Pakistan), arriving pr i-

marily in the 1960s and 1970s and their descendants, refugees from Lebanon, Somalia, 

Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan, who arrived in the 1980s and 1990s, their children, and a small 

number of converts to Islam.  

Figure 1. Immigrants and descendants from Muslim countries in Aarhus January 1 2009  

 
 

 

The exact number of Muslims in Aarhus is unknown. What is known with great precision, 

however, is the number of immigrants from Muslim countries and the number of chil dren 

they have, even if the immigrant and their children ha ve become Danish citizens. As most 

Muslims in Denmark are immigrants or children of immigrants from Muslim cou ntries it 

is possible to estimate the number of Muslims in Aarhus. The statistics do not i nclude 

adult children of immigrants who have become Danish citizens and whose children are 

born in Denmark as Danish citizens, but that number is so far rather small  and probably 

mainly consists of people with a Turkish family bac kground .4 To reach an estimate of the 

number of Muslims in Aarhus , the number of immigrants and des cendants of immigrants 

from Muslims countries could be used adding the number of ȿthird generation imm i-

grantsɀ, born by parents with Danish citizenship, subtracting an estimate of the number of 

imm igrants from Muslims countries 5 who are not Muslim , and fin ally adding the number 

of converts. The number of converts in Aarhus is not known , but taking into consideration 

that the number of converts in Denmark in 2007 was 2100-2800 (Jensen & Østergaard 

                                                           
4 http://www.dst.dk/TilSalg/Boghandel/Indhold.aspx?address=indvandrereidk2008  

5 About 10 percent of immigrants from Muslim countries in Aarhu s are not Muslim (Kühle 2006: 

41). 
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2007: 31) and about 10 percent of Danish Muslims live in Aarh us, an estimate of about 300 

is given. Based on these criteria of calculation the number of Muslims in Aarhus  is about 

18,500.6 The largest ethnic groupings among the Muslims are Palestinian/Lebanese7 (4894) 

and Turks (4131).8 Because the percentage of Muslims among the Lebanese is believed to 

be somewhat lower than among the Turkish population ,9 it is diff icult to say which group 

is the largest.  

Figure 2. National background of immigrants from Muslim countries in Aarhus  

 

Among the young Muslims (16 -25 years), the group of Muslim immigrants and desce n-

dants from Turkey is larger  than the groups with a Lebanese background. The Turkish 

group differs from the other groups in that the great majority of young persons with a 

Turkish background are second generation immigrants, which means that they are born 

in Denmark by parents who migrated from Turkey. For most of the other migrant groups 

in Aarhus, the opposite appl ies: very few young Muslims which  an Iraqi, Somali or Af g-

han background are born in Denmark. The group of young Muslims listed as Lebanese in 

the statistics, but which mainly consists of Palestinians, consists of about one third imm i-

grants and two  third s second generation immigrants. However, because this group pri-

marily arrived in the early 1990s man y of the immigrant youth s have spent most of their 

lives in Denmark and the difference between immigrants and second generation imm i-

grants is perhaps not that salient. If the distinction is not made in regard to place of birth, 

but place of secondary socialization in terms of school time (place of living after 6th year) , 

                                                           
6 Immigrants and descendants from the ten largest Muslims countries constitute about 20,400; 10 

percent are subtracted and about 2-300 converts are added, a good estimate could be 18,500. See 

Kühle 2006 or Jacobsen 2008 for further details about this.  

7 The two groups cannot be separated in the statistics. 

8 The numbers refer to immigrants from one of these two countries or persons whose parents are 

immigrants from one of the countries. The number of people ɬ mainly Turks , who may consider 

themselves to be of Turkish descent, but whose parents are born in Denmark and hold Danish citi-

zenship ɬ is not included.  

9 Depending on whether the Alevi among the Turkish group are counted as Muslims or not (see 

Kühle 2006: 39-40). 
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the picture changes. Many young children among the immigrants arriving from in parti c-

ular Somalia and Lebanon between 1988-1996 will in the statistics be termed immigrants, 

but have no recollection  of living anywhere else than in De nmark.10  

Figure 3. Migration background of parents of  young Muslims in Denmark  

 

The number of Muslims calculated in this way represents  an estimate of the number of 

people with a Muslim  family background living in Aarhus . But many of these Muslims 

are not particular ly  religious  or even religious at all. It may be problematic  to impose a 

specific religious identity on people with no or little religious self -identification. French 

scholar Olivier Roy thus suggests that: 

Western Islam is not necessarily a ȿliberalɀ Islam, but it is an Islam that considers itself 

as a faith community, based on a voluntary adhesion. To stress the voluntary dimen-

sion of such a faith community, we should avoid c onsidering as ȿMuslim ɀ anybody 

with a Muslim background (Roy 2007: 60). 

In Royɀs opinion , we impose a religious identity on people with a Muslim background if 

they are described as Muslims if they are only Muslims by name and have no religious 

practice or a distinct religious identity. In the Danish situation results from surveys su g-

gest that almost everyone from a Muslim background will self -identify as Muslim , though 

30 percent of these will self -identify as ȿnot very religious ɀ (Kühle 2006: 47). It is very diff i-

cult to  come up with a number for how many of the nominal Muslims in Aarhus are a c-

tively religious . An estimate from 2003 indicates that about 1000 ɬ primarily men  ɬ attend 

                                                           
10 There were for instance 155 6 year-old immigrants from Somalia in Aarhus in 1996 and 167 6 

year-old immigrants from Lebanon in Aarhus. These children are today 19 years old.  
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Friday prayers on an ordinary Friday (Kühle 2004: 184), while about 20 percent of Mu s-

lims in Aa rhus are members of a Muslim congregation (Kühle 2004: 178). An estimate has 

been made that about 1/3 of the nominal Muslims in Aarhus participated in commu nal 

prayer at the end of Ramadan in 2003 (Kühle 2006: 171).  

Gellerup/Toveshøj ð life in the ghetto  

The majority of Muslims in Aarhus live in the neighborhoods of Gellerup and Toveshøj.  

Also the area of Rosenhøj holds many inhabitants with an immigrant background.  These 

areas are often described as ghettos, due to the large number of persons outside the labor 

market. Immigrants and children of immigrants living in Aarhus are more likely to be 

outside the labor market than the general population , especially people with a back-

ground in Somalia, Iraq and Lebanon. 

Table 3. Unemployment rat es among 16 -64 year-olds in  Arhus
a)

 

 2007 2008 Change 2007-8 

Iran 8 6 -2.2 

Iraq 15 10 -5.2 

Lebanon 17 8 -8.2 

Vietnam 6 3 -2.5 

Somalia 24 17 -7.1 

Other refugee countries 11 7 -3.9 

Turkey  7 4 -3.1 

Other migrant countries  8 5 -2.5 

Sum of non-Western countries 10 7 -3.8 

Western countries 4 3 -1.1 

Denmark  3 2 -0.8 

In sum 3 2 -0.9 

a) http://www.aarhuskommune.dk/files/aak/aak/content/filer/borgmesterens_afdeling/ oekon o-

misk_ afdeling/statistisk_kontor/arbejdsmarked/arbejdsloesheden/Beskxftigelse_og_arbejds-

lxshed_fordelt_px_herkomstx_2003-2008.pdf 

 

Due to the long period of economic growth,  unemployment rates have declined over 25 

percent from about 24 percent among persons with a Somali background in 2007 to 17 

percent in 2008; by one third for the Ir aqi group and by half for the Lebanese group. Un-

employment rates remain above average for most migrant groups, in particular for m i-

grants and descendants from Somalia, Iraq and Lebanon. Information on the unemploy-

ment rates in the recent recession has been unattainable. To counteract the high unem-

ployment rates among immigrants , several projects have been launched: the local gov-

ernment project, Ungdommens uddannelsescenter (UU; Youth educational center), which 

helps youth s between 12 and 25 get an education. A private proje ct, Vejledningscentret for 

uddannelse og arbejde (VCUA; Information center for education and work) was started by 

local interest groups and parents in 2004, while a third project, Shaqo Junior, was started 
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in 2008 as a youth section of Shaqo, which primarily helps adult Somalis attain a job or an 

education.11 Shaqo Junior adresses a much broader youth group.  

In contrast to the general trend of decreasing crime rates, particular ly  among the young, 

rates are rising in the Gellerup area. 12 Crim e statistics in Aarhus are not calculated based 

on ethnicity or religion , but the general feeling is that many of the young criminals have a 

Muslim family background. P roblems with one or more gangs have also been reported, 

especially Trillegårdsbanden has been mentioned in the media,13 and gangs have had gun 

fights in Aarhus,  although no way nearly as much as in Odense and Copenhagen.14 Add i-

tionally, Gellerup and Toveshøj have on different occasions been the location of civil un-

rest with burning of cars in 2008. It has become a public symbol of some of the problems 

facing Gellerup that the local  ȿFolkekirkeɀ, the Church of Denmark congregation  residing 

in Gellerup church, has had employed guards to stop vandalism and burglary in and 

around the church.15  

To summarize, Aarhus may provide the  kind of environment which French scholars call  

the ȿbanlieuɀ, and Anglophones call  the ȿghettoɀ, which  describes a location where a social-

ly and ethno-cultural ly  similar population live s in conditions of increasing physical dege-

neration, unemployment, poverty, crime, disorganization and lacking government instit u-

tions (Mikkelsen 2008: 79). The ghetto/the banlieu is exactly the kind of environment that 

some scholars describe as the background for radica lization in terms of exc lusion and 

marginalization .  

Religious practices: Mosques, teaching and religious authorities  

The Muslim milieu in Aarhus  is diverse. A journalist working since 2000 with topics co n-

cerning immigrants in Aarhus  puts it this way:  

What I first noticed was an extreme divis ion. First in terms of nationality, then wit hin 

the different nationalities, different political divis ions. That is, among the Turks there 

are the secular, Mili Görus groups and Fethullah Gülen, very much so and the same 

goes for the Arab group (Malene, journalist ). 

This division in different ethnic environments is similar to the organization  of Islam in 

Denmark in general, where there has been very little contact between the different groups 

of Muslims until recently (Kühle  2006). 

                                                           
11 Aarhus Stiftstidende 30 Nov 2008.  

12 http://jp.dk/indland/aar/kriminalitet/arti cle1737903.ece 

13 http://jp.dk/indland/aar/kriminalitet/article1545263.ece  

14 http://jp.dk/opinion/ordeterdit/article1530267.ece  

15 http://jp.dk/indland/aar/article1552543.ece.  
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Muslim organizations 

If we by a Muslim organization mean an organization where the majority of members are 

Muslim, then there are a number of Muslim organizations in Aarhus, namely the many 

migrant organization s in Aarhus, which are grounded on ethnic background. Often ethnic 

organization s also have a religious dimension. According to a study by Lise Togeby in 

2003, many of the migrant organization s in Aarhus occasionally have religious activities, 

but the membership tends to be limited to a specific ethnic background and the religious 

ingredient seems not to be at the forefront  (Togeby 2003). A division of labor can be found 

among the Muslim organizations where most communities are ethno -nationally defined 

and concentrate on running local mosques, while a few organizat ions are truly multi -

ethnic and participate in public debates about Islam and Muslims in Denmark (e.g. Isla m-

ic Faith Community, Democratic Muslims, Muslims in Dialogue, and Critical Muslims). 

However, t here are surprisingly few Muslim y outh organization s in Aarhus in compar i-

son with Copenhagen and Odense. One organization  is Muslims in Dialogue (MiD; Musl i-

mer i Dialog) with about 100 members in Aarhus. Apparently in contrast to the situation 

in Copenhagen, the MiD in Aarhus primar ily has female members. Muslims in Dialogue 

arranges seminars and social gatherings, for instance at Christmas. A very active organi-

zation is Dialog Forum, which was started in 2007, and whose members mainly have a 

Turkish family back ground.  

Mosques 

There are ten mosques in Aarhus. The oldest mosque, Islamic Cultural Center Mosque/ 

Islamisk Kulturce nter (Merkez) was established in the mid-1970s, and bought its space in 

an apartment in Christiansgade in 1979 with funds from the Muslim World League, 

though the imam soon came to be employed by Diyanet, the official Turkish state Islam .16 

Diyanet also helped with the establishment of a mosque in 1982 in Åbyhøj where they 

later hired an imam. Turks residing in the southern part of town founded the Turkish 

imm igrant associations in Viby in 1986, which was also related to Diyanet, but did not 

house an employed imam . The Sultun Ayrup mosque in Nørre All é emerged in 1989 due 

to a conflict in the Islamic Cultural Center. The mosque was established by Muslims with 

a Turk ish background, but in contrast to the other Turkish mosques it is not associated 

with the Tur kish state. Arabic Culture Association was founded in 1991, first with  pre-

mises in Klosterport. Since 2000, the mosque has been situated in the basement of Lyk-

keskolen by Bazar West to be closer to Gellerup where many members live. Close by lies 

Ligheds- og broderskabsforeningenɀÚ (Equality and Brotherhood Association) mosque at 

Grimhøjvej, established in 1993. A group of members broke off from this mo sque in 2008 

and moved to new premises a mere 100 meters down the road in an old factory building 

which , unlike the Ligheds - og broderskabsforening, is owned (and considered a wakf) ra-

ther than rented.  

                                                           
16 From 1992 the Islamic Cultural Center was explicitly linked to Diyanet.  
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The changing ethnic composition of Muslims in Aarhus is shown in the formation of the 

Somali Family Association in 1993. The year after, it moved into the premises in Eckers-

berggade. After an internal conflict in 1997 , about 30 of its members formed a new organi-

zation, Somalisk Opdragelsesforening, which is located at Gellerupvej. An Afghan mo s-

que was established in 2007 next to Viby Torv.  

None of the Muslim congregations in Aarhus were built as mosques, but have had to 

adapt to circumstances. Those who own their own premises have to a greater extent been 

able to decorate the rooms so they appear as a ȿrealɀ mosque, for example by using tiles as 

in the Sultun Ayrup mosque in Nørre All é. Yet many Muslims in Aarhus long for the con-

struction of a real mosque; that is, a mosque owned by Muslims and with the physical 

appearance of a mosque, inside as well as outside.  

A diverse group of Muslims in Aarhus has formed the organization Forening for Moske og 

Islamisk Kulturcenter whose goal is to build a large mosque in Aarhus, which may hold as 

many as 1500 visitors  (Kühle 2006: 30). The price is estimated to be Dkr 100 million  and a 

fundraising campaign has been launched.17 One problem has been to get the different 

Muslims groups, who hardly know each other , to cooperate. The project of building a 

mosque has thus entailed the establishment of an umbrella organization, Forbundet af 

Islamiske Foreninger, where many of the mosques and Muslim organizations are me m-

bers. The city council has approved the plans to build the mosque and the 2009 district 

plan assigns an area in Gellerup for the establishment of a mosque and Islamic cultural 

center after six years of efforts.18 However, the economic foundation  is not yet sufficient.   

Imams and religious authorities 

There is no imam in Aarhus who is esteemed by all Muslims in Aarhus. In fact there is not 

even an imam, whose name is known by all Muslims in Aarhus. It is a widespread feeling 

among Muslims in Aarhus that there are few if any Muslim leaders in Denmark who 

stand out, and though some interviewees point to one or more imams in Aarhus that they 

respect, most would not say that these imams are uniquely qualified religiously.  Of the 

ten mosques in Aarhus only the two Diyanet mosques have permanently  employed full -

time imams; two have changing imams from Turkey and the Middle  East; and the other 

mosques have changing voluntary imams.  Some interview persons in the Arabic milieu 

mention Radwan Mansour, one of the imams in the m osque at Lykkeskolen, as an impor-

tant person, but his position derives as much from the success of the Muslim private 

school, where he is employed, and his general role in Gellerup as an energetic and skilled 

man, as from his religious qualif ications. Several mention former imam Shaykh Raed, 

who held a prominent role in the cartoon crisis and left the city in the aftermath, disap-

pointed by the course of events. Others mention Ahmed Akkari, the young spoke sman of 

                                                           
17 http: //mosquedenmark.org/  

18 www.moskeen.dk  
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the group of imams during the crisis, who used to hold a prominent position in Aarhus as 

a Danish-speaking imam, especially popular among young Muslim. Akkari has also left 

Aarhus and is now w orking in Greenland as a teacher.19 Religious authority is , however, 

not confined to the mosques. There are some religious authorities  in Aarhus , some of 

which may occasionally function as imams in the mosque, but whose primary duties are 

outside the mosque, where they function as religious guides, brokers in family conflicts 

and as teachers of Islam in private.  

Other Muslim institutions: the Muslim free schools 

Besides the Islamic organizations and mosques, other institutions also play an important 

part in  the Muslim milieus in Aarhus. The most important are the Muslim free schools, 

which are subject to the general legislation for schools. Due to part ial state funding ( about 

80 percent)20 they constitute stable institutions for primary  socialization of child ren as well 

as a job market for adult Muslims with the relevant qualifications  (though by no means all 

employees are Muslim). There are three Muslim private schools in the municipality of 

Aarhus and one private school, Nilen, which primarily attracts Musli m children, but do es 

not consider itself a Muslim  private school as there is no teaching of religious subjects. 

Table 4. Muslim, private schools in Aarhus  

Name Established  

Nu mber  

of students 

Ethnic background  

of students  Website 

Lykkeskolen 1992 202 (2006) Palestinian, Somali,  

Iraqi, Ku rdish 

www.lykkeskolen.dk  

Selam fr iskolen 1993 182 (2006) Turkish, Somali, Arab, 

Bosnian, Pakistani 

www.selam.dk  

Den Moderne  

kult urelle skole 

1998 110 (2006) Palestinian, Somali,  

Iraqi  

www.dmk -skole.dk 

Source: Ihle 2007. 

 

The number of students in the Muslim private schools is , as shown in Table 4, about 500, 

i.e. about 15 percent of the children aged 6-15 in Aarhus with a Muslim background  at-

tend a Muslim priv ate school. There are some Muslim students in the Catholic private 

school in Aarhus,21 but the bulk of students with a Muslim family background attend  the 

public schools, where they on average constitute 10 percent, though students with a Mu s-

lim family background are concentrated on relatively few schools. There are no specific 

Muslim institution s for secondary education in Aarhus. Youth with a Muslim family 

background attend the public gymnasium (high school) and provide as many as 20 percent 

of the student population in some places. The number of Muslim students at Aarhus Un i-

                                                           
19 http://www.kristeligt -dagblad.dk/artikel/296435:Danmark -Ahmed -Akkari -er-faerdig-som-imam 

20 http://www.friskoler.dk/index.php?id=395  

21 http://www.aarhus.dk/default.asp?Id=306&AjrDcmntId=3749.  

http://www.lykkeskolen.dk/
http://www.selam.dk/
http://www.dmk-skole.dk/
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versity is not known. A Muslim student organization was established in 200 8. It has orga-

nized a couple of activities but is still in a process of institution alization, and so far there 

has been little  visible Muslim mobilization at the university. There is a ȿsilent roomɀ in the 

main building, which , although it is decorated with Christian symbolism, is open for st u-

dents regardless of religion and is apparently occasionally used for Muslim prayer. 22 

Some shops cater specifically to a Muslim audience. There are a number of halal butche-

ries and shops, especially in the ȿethnicɀ shopping mall Bazar Vest, and it is possible to 

buy I slamic decorations and clothing. There is no Islamic bookstore in Aarhus, but it is 

possible to get free booklets and buy books in some of the mosques. It is also possible to 

buy books off the counter from one of the butcher shops. Muslims in Aarhus who request 

Islamic literature would , however , buy it in Copenhagen or at an int ernet bookshop. 

Among the Muslims we inte rviewed , Islamguide.dk appeared to be the most popular 

supplier of books. 

The Muslim milieu in Aarhus differs from the Muslim milieus in for instance Odense and 

Copenhagen on several measures. Firstly, the ethnic composition differs. Whereas there 

are large groups of Muslims of Pakistani descent in Odense and Copenhagen, and where 

mosques and organization s primarily catering to Muslims with a P akistani background 

are prominent on the Islamic scene in these two cities, there are very few Pakistanis in 

Aarhus and no specific Pakistani mosque. There are also relatively few Bosnians in Aar-

hus. Unlike in Odense and Copenhagen, there are apparently re latively few Sufis ɬ in par-

ticular within the Arab milieu 23 ɬ and only relatively few Shia -Muslims, who by the way 

are not very public ly oriented . Until recently there have not been any active student 

movements, and the notorious Hizb ut Tahrir has appa rently been unable to set up a base 

in Aarhus. The Aarhus Islamic youth movement is , unlike what appears to be the case in 

Odense and Copenhagen, not situated in specific youth organization s.  

Religious revival  in the  Muslim community : the ASC milieu  

It has become commonplace to describe the situation of Islam in the early 21st century as 

that of resurgence, a revival  or an awakening. These terms all point to the same reality, i.e. 

that Islam today play s a much more pronounced role than 40 years ago, not only in ind i-

vidual lives but also in public life . American scholar Michael Barkun has suggested that a 

distinction is made between ȿrevivalsɀ and ȿawakeningsɀ (1985). A revival  is an episode or 

period of ȿemotional outpouring of religious fervor ɀ, an awakening is ȿa more profound 

and longlasting reorientation of values and thought patterns ɀ (1985: 426). Where awaken-

ings ɬ at least in an American Christian context ɬ tend to take roughly a generation, 30 

years, revivals are more concentrated in time and, thus, more identifiable as events. The 

                                                           
22 http://www.mit.ps.au.dk /kanden/Enkeltnumre/Kanden_Marts2009.pdf  

23 The international Sufi school MTO has a branch in Aarhus, which mainly attracts people of Ir a-

nian descent. The Turkish group Dialog Forum also belongs within the Sufi tradition.  
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global reorientation of Islam that has been taking place in the Muslim world since the 

1970s is therefore rightly described as a global Islamic awakening. Though the awakening 

began earlier, its impact was only noticed after th e Iranian revolution in 1979; an event 

that shocked the world. The Islamic revolution in Iran changed the way people regarded 

the influence of religion in the modern world and redirected r esearch in order to explain 

it. The Islamic revival is often equaled  to the resurgence of political Islam or I slamism, but 

it is in fact much more than that:  ȿFrom Cairo to Kuala Lumpur, the resurgence of Islam 

manifested itself in personal and public life, in piety and politics. Many became more rel i-

giously observant in p rayer, fasting, dress, and behaviorɀ (Esposito 1999: 656). Muslims in 

various Muslim countries began to revive their religious identity and to take on or intens i-

fy their religious practice . Though it is difficult to put the awakening on a simple formula , 

it involves a rethinking of Islamic tradit ion and a search for sources and interpretation 

which could renew the attra ction of Islam for its adherents. One of the best known Islamic 

scholars, Youssef Qaradawi, member of the European Fatwa Council  and editor of Isla-

monline.org discussed the consequences of the awakening in the book Islamic Awakening 

between Rejection and Extremism from 1990, because he found that from an Islamic point of 

view , besides the obvious good aspects of the awakening, there were risks of extremism 

and excessiveness too:  

Excessiveness is too disagreeable for ordinary human nature to endure or tolerate. 

Even if a few human beings could put up with excessiveness for a short time, the ma-

jority would not be able to do so. Godɀs legislation addresses the whole of the un-

iverse, not a special group who may have a unique capacity for endurance. This is 

why the Prophet was once angry with his eminent Companion Mu ɀadh, because the 

latter had led the people one day in prayer and so prolonged it th at one of the people 

went to the Prophet and complained. The Prophet said to ȿMuɀadh! Are you putting 

people to the test?ɀ and repeated it three times (Qaradawi 1991: 12-13). 

Qaradawiɀs point is well  known in sociology of religion: revivalism may lead to f anatism 

and sectarianism if people get too caught by the winds of change. 

Islamic revival in Denmark 

Islamic revival is not confined to the Muslim World. Kepel dates the onset of the ȿsecond 

evangelization of Europeɀ, which he describes as an attempt to ȿIslamize modernity ɀ, to 

around 1975 (Kepel 1994: 2). Other researchers have documented revivalism among Mu s-

lim minorities in Western societies since the 1990s (Cherribi 2003). Danish research on 

Islam has not paid  much attention to  the issue of Islamic revival.24 In Denmark t he notion 

                                                           
24 But many ȿpublic intellectuals ɀ have used the concept, see for instance the home page of the 

watch organization Dialogcenteret http://www.dci.dk/index.php?option=com_content&task= view  

&id=957&Itemid=34 and books by for instance Helle Merete Brix (2002). It is not uncommon for 

Danish Muslims to refer to a situation of revival or Islamization or re -Islamization (see e.g. Shah 

2004).  
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of revival is mainly associated with the large religious revitalization mov ements of the 

19th century, which  formed the current religious milieu of Denmark by pr oducing two 

main factions of the Church of Denmark, Grundtvigian an d the Inner Mission mov e-

ments, as well as many of the free churches. 

Table 5. Experiences of becoming more or less religious  

ȿHave you become more or less religious within the last three years? ɀ 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative  Percent 

V
a

lid
 

More religious  319 28.7 28.7 28.7 

Equally rel igious  459 41.2 41.2 69.9 

Less religious  219 19.7 19.7 89.6 

Either or 73 6.6 6.6 96.1 

Donɀt know  43 3.9 3.9 100.0 

Total 1113 100.0 100.0  

 

Little is known about the history of Islamic awakening in De nmark. Recent surveys doc-

ument that about 20 percent of Muslims surveyed claim that they have become more rel i-

gious in recent years (Afsar 2007).25 The survey conducted by Shahamak Rezaei and Mar-

co Goli resulted in a slightly higher number : 28.7 percent said that they had become more 

religious within the last three years. One article describing the results from a former sur-

vey uses the headline ȿYoung religious revival ɀ because especially young Muslims claim 

higher levels of religiosity  according to the survey.26  

Another observation is that since the 1990s Muslim organizations have increasingly sur-

faced in the public debates concerning immigrants, replacing secular organizations like 

Ind -sam and Poem as representatives for the Muslim population (Mikkelsen 2008). A par-

ticularly noticeable (and contested) trend that has followed the entry on the organizatio n-

al stage by young generations of ethnic minorities in Denmark is a shift away from ethno -

cultural to religious organizations. There is a tendency for young ethnic minority me m-

bers to become active in organizations where religion (Islam) is in focus rather than or-

ganizations built around ethno -cultural traditions. This tendency corre sponds to the shift 

from focus on ȿimmigrants ɀ to ȿMuslimsɀ which can be identi fied across Europe over the 

last decade, and which has probably been particularly visible in Denmark (Allievi 2006; 

Mouritsen 2005). Religion, in particular Islam, has become the main topos around which 

ethnic minorities organize in Denmark. The initiative  among ethnic minority organiz a-

tions at a political level is today clearly found among the Muslim organizations, which are 

becoming more and more politically active. The Muhammad caricatures controversy 

strengthened this tendency further.  

                                                           
25 11 percent say that they have become less religious.  

26 http://www.jur.lo.dk/2004/32/Baggrundoganalyse/Ungmuslimskvaekkelse.aspx  
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Rather than following a trail of secularization , the Muslim world is thus in a process of re-

Islamization (Esposito & Burgat 2003) and related to this, but also following its own path , 

is the Islamization occurring among Muslims living in the West (Esposito 2003: 11). This 

Islamization shows itself in a revival among hitherto non-practicing Muslims, who now 

return or for the first time begin to practice Islam as well as in a number of non-Muslims 

converting to Islam. The revival creates ȿborn-again Muslimsɀ, a term used by Olivier Roy 

and Peter van der Veer, among others, to emphasize the similarities between Muslims 

who have been re-Islamatized, paralleling the phenomena of Christians who have redis-

covered their Christian faith. Other scholars use the notion of Islamic acti vists (e.g. Chri s-

tensen 2001 or Wictorowicz 20 01, 2003).  

A Change Institute report from 2008, Studies into violent radicalization, done for the Euro-

pean Commission build s for its Danish part on interviews with about 30 young Danish 

Muslims, most of them affiliated with Munida, the youth organ ization of Islamisk Tros-

samfund, based in Copenhagen. The report clearly sees the Danish situation in terms of 

Islamic awakening and revival : 

The Danish context in particular illuminates a process of Islamic revivalism  and a 

construction of shared immigrant identities based on an Islamic faith that can be ide n-

tifiable from the fieldwork responses gathered by the Danish research team. (Euro-

pean Commission 2008: 96).  

The study shows a clear pattern of religious revivalis m in Aarhus , particular ly  in two m i-

lieus, the mainly Turkish milieu around Dialog Forum and the more diverse milieu (et h-

nically and religiously), which we have termed the ASC milieu. The report focuses on the 

activities of the latter, because the former ɬ though of considerable interest ɬ is Sufi-

oriented and considered to be quite liberal (Yavuz 1999). 

One definition of revivalism, constructed for the Christian context, but applicable to a 

Muslim context too, is that revival ȿassumes some sort of decline, whether real or i m-

agined, out of which the faithful are called to new heights of spiritual ardor and commi t-

mentɀ (Blumh ofer & Balmer 1993: xii). This is a strong element in some of the interviews, 

where the world is seen as being not what it is supposed to  be, and that this is because 

Muslims have left their religion : 

In Denmark and in other part s of the world we should , as you said, we should r eturn 

to our religion, because we ȱ we have lost many things ȱ I am not free, and I think 

that bad people are given the possibility to rule the world. I think that he who rules 

the world should be good and consider all people in t he world. Now he [the leaders] 

does not think about people, he thinks about himself and how he c an get money and 

become famous (Mahmoud, ima m) 

There are a lot of things which has been made legal, right. Well, Muslims are weak 

and that is why they have lost power in Andalusia, in th e south of Spain. It was be-

cause we departed from the law of Allah, and everything went haywire. That is why 
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Musli ms are weak today, because we have left the original message. There is a hadith  

[a narration originating from the words and deeds  of the Prophet} which says that 

when we are happy just to follow the tai l of the cow and plough the soil, right and 

not act, then Allah will humiliate us until we return to our religion. Today Muslims 

are humiliated  (Thomas). 

Some of the interviews also express great confidence that people are in fact returning to 

Islam at the moment: 

There is the first three generation in relati on to the hadith of the prophet, right. But 

gradually  ɬ 1427 years have passed since the Prophet migrated to Medina, there have 

been periods for the Muslims where things went downwards and they were sleeping 

tightly , but there were also periods where the Muslims woke up. And right now we 

are in a period , where the Muslims are waking up, right  now (Racheed). 

There is much that suggests that the revival is particular ly  strong among the women. 

Whereas there are many activities for Muslim women, courses, inform al gatherings and 

more, there is less for the young men, and women play a prominent role in setting up 

activities for both genders. As far as re-Islamization in the Muslim world , the fact that 

women constitute a substantial part of the Islamic awakening has attracted considerable 

attention (Christensen 2001, Mahmood 2005). It is thus highly remarkable that men not 

only practice less, but also are much more integrated into the ȿDanish youth culture ɀ of 

drin king and dating:  

Unfortunately these days young men they have forgotten their religion. You may say. 

ȿHe is a Muslim ɀ but then suddenly he is  in a bar and frankly how much Islam is 

there in a bar? So they donɀt care a lot, not all of them, but many donɀt care (Kareem, 

22 years). 

Islamic activism 

The consequence of the revival is Islamic activism: ȿactivism where I slam forms the ideo-

logical basis of an organizationɀ (Olesen 2009: 9). The Islamic activism taking place in the 

ASC milieu in Aarhus is primarily focused on saving lost souls. The Muslims interviewe d 

are frustrated about how young people with Muslim family background have become 

involved in crime and other kind s of illegal activities : 

Muslims are weak today because they have drifted away from Islam. Many canɀt 

even be bothered to pray. All those who are making trouble in Gjellerup or on Nørr e-

bro they donɀt do Salat [prayer] and their parents are most likely not practicing. All 

the youngsters that come here in the mosque are either under education or working. 

Muslims need to start practicing their reli gion again (Thomas). 

Some of the young Muslims interviewed suggest solution s for keeping the young ȿnomin-

alɀ Muslim off the streets:  
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It would be  a good idea if a [real] mosque can be established. Because we young ones, 

right, we have some plans. If a mosque is established then we will invite all those 

young who make trouble to this place and we could d o all kind of things ( Talha). 

Others have already been involved in patrolling the streets and calming emotions running 

high during the riots following the rep rinting of the Muhammad cartoons in 2008: 

I promise you, if we had not stopped the youngsters back then during the unrest, 

much more would have happened. It was us that stopped it ɬ we patrolled in cars 

during those nights. They had sympathy for the Prophe t even though they donɀt even 

pray and go to mosque. They walk the streets; they drink and smoke hash and stuff 

like that. But every Muslim loves the prophet. That is something deep in every Mu s-

lim. They wanted to burn things, but we stopped them. We have been running a pa-

trol and been driving with the police at night, when there were riots here in Brabrand. 

That is what we have always done (Racheed). 

One Muslim in his late  30s attempts not only to stop the youth , but also to bring them 

back to Islam. He therefore runs a study group for boys, who he find s walking the streets 

at night:  

And step by step from this moment in the streets we find some respect, start to do 

something and then step by step they come to the house they knock the door. They 

say we want to sit with you to know who we are, because I ask them all the time; who 

are you? Example, if I am going to ask you who you are, you are going to say ȿI am 

humanɀ. I am ȱɯÔàɯÕÈÔÌɯȱ bla bla bla. But we are not just human. We are the best 

made of God. We are [those] who control the body. We are supposed to care about 

this life. But can we be the opposite of that, what is that going to be? Evil? Devil (Abu, 

shaykh). 

The reason for engaging in these kinds of activities is simple: 

If I remove him from the street s, remove him from hashish, remove him from crime 

and find a place for him where he can be decent, then it is a good thing for me. I ex-

pect to be rewarded for that in the last days, right ? (Racheed). 

Some interpreters make a direct link between Islamization and the crime in the banlieu. 

Jespersen and Pittelkow for in stance suggest that the claim of some criminals in the Swe-

dish town Ronna that the town is theirs and the police has nothing to do there , is a sign of 

Islamist attempts to create Muslim enclaves (2006: 113). This claimed relationship between 

crime and the Islamist revival upsets the Muslims in the ASC milieu. Several of the i nter-

view persons worry about  crime rates and understand them as a sign of the poor condi-

tions of faith  among Muslims in Aar hus. The criminal and rioting elements are not a part 

of the ASC milieu , but a target for mission initiatives.  

The ASC milieu in Aarhus is dominated by what may be called Salafi currents , which ad-

vocate a return to the teachings of the Quran and the practi ces of the Prophet (sunna) 
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without the mediation of the trad itional Law schools. The Salafi movement is preoccupied 

with the purity of faith and therefore rejects branches of Islam they feel compromise this, 

for instance Shia Islam and Sufism. The domination of Salafism makes it markedly diffe r-

ent from the milieu s in Odense and Copenhagen, who host strong Sufi-milieu s. Asked 

whether there was a revival in Copenhagen as well, a Muslim from Copenhagen who had 

taught a course on Islam in Aarhus replied :  

Yes, but I do not think that it is primarily within Salafi. I have noticed it among our 

people too. Many young people have started to attend the mosque and really many of 

the more young, wasallah about 20-30 in the crowd, where there used to be 2-3. Well, 

they used to have contact to the mosques, but now slowly they come to be more prac-

ticing  (Fadl, religious theacher). 

The revival is difficult to catch objectively, but it may be an indication that whereas an 

estimate of participants in Friday Prayer in 2003 says 1000 (Kühle 2004: 184), a current 

estimate suggests that today the number is probably around 1500. The rise reflects partly 

the opening of two new mosques (and new larger building for one) and the growth in the 

absolute number of Muslims in Aarhus from 2 003 to 2009 (from about 15,000 to about 

18,500), but it may also suggest that former non-practicing are now taking up a religious 

practice.  

Why a revival? 

Why do awakening s and revivals take place? There are no definite  answers. One re-

nowned book in sociology of religion simply states that ȿTo remain successful, long after 

formation, religious groups re ly greatly upon the tactic of revival ɀ (Stark & Bainbridge 

1987: 273). Yet the interview material makes it possible to investigate different indications 

of the background for the individual  Muslim. First, it is well  known that immigration o f-

ten tends to be a ȿtheologizing experienceɀ rather than a ȿsecularizing processɀ (Smith 1978: 

1181) and several studies attest to the fact that migrants tend to attain higher levels of re-

ligiosity in their new settings (Duderija 2007: 143). Though this certainly does not apply to 

all migrants  as some use the new setting to escape formerly prescribed religious behavior 

(Afsar 2007), it is not uncommon that migration leads to  religious change. Some of the 

interview ees testify how the migration and resettlement in Denmark led them to a reli-

gious reorientation. Racheed was ȿrevivedɀ in the early 1990s, when he lived in a refugee 

center in a small provincial town in Jutland. He a nd many of the other refuges in the cen-

ter fled Palestine after the first intifada (1987-1993) and he tells how he along with ot her 

Mu slims in the refugee center was sent on a journey for answer:  

He [his brother] was still in Lebanon then ɬ and then he sent me some books and I 

started to read and acquaint myself with what it means to be a Muslim. Because the 

challenge, that is, the experience of being confronted with Danish society on a daily 

basis: ȿWell, are you a Muslim?ɀ, ȿyes, I am a Muslimɀ, ȿWhat does it mean to be a 

Muslim ?ɀ People often posed these questions to me ɬ what does it mean? Well, for me 
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as a person it was a bit shameful not to know very much about my religion. This is 

partly why I started to turn to Islam ɬ because I wanted to be able to answer people, 

because ȿokay, I am a Muslim, but what do I know about Islam? (Racheed). 

Yet for other interviewees  the religious awakening is unrelated to the migration process 

as such because they were either born in Denmark or  moved here as young children. 

Some were raised religiously, others were not, but some of our interview ees experienced 

how they  changed while growing up and became more and more religious:  

There was not a lot of praying at home. There was not so much religion ȱɯWe were 

only Muslims  by name. But when you grow up and you are called to Friday prayer 

and such then you learn a bit more and then you become more religious (Hamza, 19 

years).  

Research has focused on how some young Muslims find Islam attractive as an identity 

also because of the liberties associated with ȿre-Islamizationɀ vis-à-vis their parents. The 

revival entails learning and studying Islam and being critical of the parents ɀ form of Islam  

(Johansen 2002; Schmidt 2004):  

I am not trying to be clever regarding the older Musl ims, but I feel that they have a 

bad tendency to mix culture with religion. I personally do not know a lot about my 

culture except for weddings where we have to do a specific dance. And there is noth-

ing more because I also feel that my religion is my cultu re and politics is my culture. 

And in that way I have only one religion, whereas they  may mix it for instance in r e-

lation to female genital mutilation, where they will say ȿbut you mustɀ and we will 

completely reject it because we regard it as completely ridiculous  (Kamila , 19 years, 

came to Denmark as 1 1/2 years old) . 

Though some young Muslims felt that there was a difference between them and their pa r-

entsɀ generation, the current revival in Aarhus does seem to bridge the generational d i-

vide and bring the  generations together and return whole families to Islam:  

Then for instance in a family, where he [the father] has a son, who has become reli-

gious, then the son tells him how great he feels. And then he tells his brother how 

great he feels after he has started pray ing and this is how people tell  it: ȿnow I feel r e-

ally greatɀ. For me personally, when I am away from my God, I donɀt sleep well. I feel 

I am lacking something. But as soon as I start praying or reading the Quɀran or some-

thing I feel really great.  And that is God. God told us in th e Quɀran that the Quɀran is 

like medicine for your heart. If you read it you ɀll feel great. If you are close youɀll feel 

great. That is how it is with Islam (Talha, 20 years). 

That I have started to come here [in a private Islam study circle for young men] has 

meant that we as a family have something to talk about; it has brought us closer to-

gether. I come home and share what I have learned (Afif, 17  years). 
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Many interview ees indicated that  media attention to Islam and Mus lims may play a big 

role in this :  

It may be caused by the fact that the media forces you to relate to different things and 

then you begin to explore your own identity: Who am I really? It may lead you to at-

tend the mosque more often and other factors, you may get caught by something, you 

think about our existence ... Different things, different factors may play a part, but I 

do consider it a general tendency among the young (Imran ). 

According to some interviewees the Islamic revival is specifically connected to expe-

rienced hardship and political discourse: ȿIt is a fact that since The Danish Peoples Party 

gained influence in Danish politics in the last 10 years, Muslims in Denmark have become 

more practicing. We have not fallen asleepɀ (Thomas). 

Another factor may relate less to the general phenomenon of being a Muslim in the West-

ern world, but focus es more on the specific elements causing a revival in Aarhus. The 

most important was Shaykh Raed Hlayhlɀs arrival in  about 2003: 

I continued to hear about this shaykh Raed, who had come to town (laughs) and it 

was certainly not everyone who were equally happy about this or about him. He be-

came a key person in the Muslim milieu or at least the Arab part, in fact the rest  ɬ the 

Turks frankly did not care about it ( Malene, journalist ). 

Shaykh Raed was by some interviewees regarded as someone, who unlike any other rel i-

gious authority in Denmark , was alim, a religious scholar: ȿI respect him very much. If 

you ask me who is the best in Denmark. He was ... I have been 13 years in Denmark, and I 

have never seen a man like himɀ (Mahmoud , imam). 

Others, primarily  Muslims outside the ASC activist milieu , were less happy with Shaykh 

RaedɀÚɯÞÖÙÒ, in particular during the cartoon crisis , where they felt that he helped to po-

lari ze the debate: 

Yes it was Raed who ran the campaign and there is no doubt that many Muslims felt 

offended because [of the cartoons]. Then there was this debate about freedom of 

speech contra non-freedom of speech and a group of Muslims, both shaykh Raed and 

his group, and ... but almost all Muslims felt offended. Then they ar e placed in this 

box, well they  are a threat against welfare society and against freedom of speech and 

such. And you say that the debate took place in a harsh atmosphere and a lot of ȿare 

you against?ɀ and many Muslims that were against the process led by Raed were 

quiet and felt trapped in this debate: well,  either you are with us and love  the Prophet 

or you are in the other camp. I found that very unpleasant  (Imran ).  
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Shaykh Raed left Aarhus in the aftermath of the cartoon crisis .27 To some, his departure 

only amplified his reputation , as shown by the following sequence:  

A : He is down in Lebanon now, because he could not be bothered, because of the car-

toon crisis. He thought what is it wi th this country, to do something like that ? Then 

he just left, though he has a handicapped son, who he canɀt take care of down there. 

But he thinks if it is going to be this way then I will sacrifice it all  

Q: What was so great about him? 

A: He knows how t o talk to people and he has Islam in his heart, really. If you think 

about that he has a handicapped son, and he has the chance to live here. It is hard. 

Then you think: you [he] have to choose between myself [himself] and religion and 

then I [he] choose the religion (Kareem, 22 years). 

For some participants in the ASC milieu shaykh Raed did not play a particular role, e ither 

because they had entered the milieu after he left or because they got their inspiration from 

other sources. A few mention Abdul Wahid  Pedersen as ȿa good Muslim brother, he 

shows the way for a lot of peopleɀ (Ali, 20 years), some reject him because of his sympathy 

for Sufism, and others lack knowledge about him and have not formed an opinion : ȿI have 

only heard his nameɀ (Kareem, 22 years). Many mentioned the Egyptian scholar Youssef 

Qaradawi, who is the leader of the European council for Fatwa and research and editor of 

islamonline.net , but again he was not a general authority, and not even known by all pa r-

ticipants in the ASC milieu:  

I have received education from the imam, you mention, Youssef Qaradawi. He gives 

lessons on the internet and on TV (Ali, 20 years). 

I have heard about Shaykh Qaradawi, but I do not remember in what connection 

(Pernille, convert). 

I donɀt know him,  no. There ÈÙÌɯÖÍɯÊÖÜÙÚÌɯÚÖÔÌɯÚÊÏÖÓÈÙÚɯȱ from the time of the 

prophet; they are the ones that I look into (Ghaada). 

For most of the Muslim interview ees, the religious authority was neither a local imam nor 

an alim (religious scholar), talib (a student of religion, someone who may become alim) or 

shaykh (authority)  in Denmark, but a scholar in the Muslim world, which they have either 

read, seen on TV, listened to on the internet or heard on tapes. Many names were men-

tioned in this connection (see Table 6), but the most important point is perhaps that the 

authority is very individualized. There are hundreds of religiou s authorities on the inter-

net and hundreds of lectures available there, on tapes or in books. There are no authorities 

in the ASC milieu to disregard any of these except the critical sense of the individual .  

                                                           
27 Shaykh Raed still has ties to Aarhus, as he occasionally communicates via Skype with his former 

congregation in a Somali mosque in Aarhus. 
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Table 6 . Religious authorities mentioned in interviews  

Youssef Qaradawi  

Anwar al Walaki  

Al Albani  

Ibn Baz,  

Ibn Uthamin/Othaimin  

Zindani  

 

Awakenings generally take place when interpretations of th e basic ideas within a religion 

no longer are suitable for adherents as the societies and life conditions have changed. 

Awakenings mean a reorientation of the religion back to  roots and a rejection of aspects of 

the religion, which may once have been central, but are now regarded as untrue to the 

fundamentals of the religion. It is more difficult from a scholarly view to say why revivals 

take place. In the context of the believers this question is, however , simple:  

Yes in fact this happened for this group and I canɀt tell you why. It happened sudde n-

ly, right, but as a believing Muslim , you know that it is the knowledge of Allah that 

we believe in. Allah wants us to wake up and worship him, because that is why we 

were created, right? [...] When you produce a car, the purpose of the car is to trans-

port you b ack and forth. That is the purpose of it. But what is the purpose of me ? This 

was how I was beginning  to think: Why am I here? I read a poem by a Christian poet 

and he poses the same questions, but he did not come up with an answer. His name is 

Elia Abu  Madi and he says ȿI am here, why am I here, where am I going? Where do I 

come from? (Racheed). 

Summarizing  

Revivals are common phenomena in the history of religion  and tend to lead to social 

change. The current Islamic revival is focused on the core elements of Islam, most basical-

ly the daily prayer (salat) and leads the revived to be occupied with the cultivation of 

their Muslim identity. Many feel the need to express their gratitude that they themselves 

foll ow a path that may lead them to salvati on, but also sadness that others are deemed to 

suffer the fire of hell. The need to avoid the temptations of Satan is another important is-

sue of the revived. The revival  leads to the existence of what may be called ȿborn again 

Muslimsɀ, focusing on daɀwa and therefore on the distinction between saved and con-

demned. This may make the ȿsavedɀ unpopular in other parts of the Muslim milieu , espe-

cially  if aggressive missionary tactics are used. From the stateɀs point of view revivals con-

tain positive as well as negative aspects. A revival empowers people: The Lutheran revi v-

al of the 19th century gave farmers self-confidence and helped pave the way for democra-

cy. On the negative side it is obvious that the enormous forces set loose by a revival may 

be uncontrollable by the state. One important question is the extent to which the fight 

against radicalization is really ɬ at least partly ɬ a struggle against ideas and actions com-

ing out of the revival . It is evident that m any theories of radicalization link the Islamic  

revival to radicalization through ideas of ȿidentity crisis ɀ and ȿcognitive openingsɀ among 

young seeking Muslims in Western Europe , though they are not always conscious about 
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it . The emphasis on the revivalist elements of radicalization may not change the determi-

nation of governments ɬ for instance the Danish ɬ to work to counter radicaliz ation, but it 

may help frame an understanding of how and why things are happening and how u n-

wanted effects may best be avoided. The next sections will apply the definitions of radic a-

lization used in the Danish context to the ASC milieu and discuss their usefulness and 

possible clarifications.  

1.4. Applying official definitions and corresponding theories of 

radicalization on the ASC  milieu   

In the following we will look at the answers the official Danish definitions of radicaliz a-

tion give us when applied to the ASC Islamic activist milieu in Aarhus. According to the 

definitions of radicalization proposed by the PET Centre for Terror analysis and by the 

Danish government (see Table 2), the elements to look for are, first, the accep-

tance/support of violence to reach political goals, including acceptance of terrorism. The 

answers we received on these questions, including reflections on the concept of jihad, are 

discussed in following section, ȿTerrorism as jihad?ɀ Second, we will discuss the extent of 

undemocratic beliefs, goals and actions in the milieu. The section entitled ȿUn- or antid e-

mocratic actions and attitudesɀ discusses the perceptions we encountered of e.g. voting, 

implementation of Sharia and an Islamic state. 

ôTerrorism õ as jihad? 

The first question we will address empirically is the extent to which the Muslims inte r-

viewed accepted the use of violence to achieve political goals or supported terrorism.  The 

answer was unequivocal: There was substantial support for organizations which accor d-

ing to the US and EU terror lists are considered terrorist , not only among the young Mu s-

lim interviewee s, but also among Muslim leaders, Musl im social workers and the five 

young Muslims outside the ASC milieu who were chosen as a control group. Support for 

organizations in the Muslim world, which  are generally perceived as adversaries by 

Western authorities, was overwhelming  and perhaps the clearest result of this study. Just 

about every interviewee with a Muslim background, regardless of religious or polit ical 

opinions, supported or accepted the legitimacy of one or more organizations, which 

Western authorities and intelligence services (for in stance PET) consider terrorist organ i-

zations.  

Support for Hamas 

Many Aarhus Muslims have a Palestinian background , so it is not surprising that Hamas 

plays such a prominent role among Muslims in Aarhus. Hamas is a Palestinian organiza-

tion , established in the 1930s with roots in the Muslim Brotherhood. It emerged as a di s-

tinct political movement in 1987 and won the Palesti nian parliamentary elections in 2006. 

However, Hamasɀ questioning of the peace treaty with Israel as well as the ongoing con-
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flict  with its rival party Fatah, which is supported by Israel and the US, has destabili zed 

the Hamas government and led to warlike situations in Gaza, with the  outages in January 

2009 as the most recent episodes.28 Support for Hamas was widespread among the inte r-

view ees. A couple of examples:  

They are the kind of people who defend Islam. And attempt to protect children and 

wives and such ȱ who will be raped and killed in Israel. And  there will be small 

children growing up, being born in prison and don ɀt know what is go ing on in socie-

ty. The case is that Hamas tries to help here and to the extent that they try to help we 

agree with them (Talha, 20 years). 

It is my opinion that Hamas is not a terrorist organi zation. You see, we forget that it is 

an occupation and it is the first time in world history that the international society 

protects an occupying power instead of protecting the people who are occupied and 

you may say ... as a resistance movement they have the right to weapon and to de-

fend themselves (Imran, 43 years). 

The particular support for Hamas was obviously grounded in the Palestinian presence in 

Aarhus. Hamas is considered a terrorist organization by EU/US authorities, and the Da-

nish intelligence service, PET, explicitly mentions Hamas as an example of a terrorist or-

ganization.29 The categorization of Hamas is indeed a very complex thing .30 In June 2009, 

former American president Jimmy Carter urged President Barack Obama to remove Ha-

mas from the list of terrorist organi zations. In the opinion of professor in glob al politics 

and Islamic Studies, Peter Mandaville:  

Hamas is a complex and controversial entity. It has been variously described as a po-

litical movement, a terrorist group, and a social welfare organization. T he diff iculty in 

analyzing Hamas arises from the fact that it is, in fact, all three of these things ɬ but 

not reducible to any of them  (Mandaville 2007: 201).  

For many interviewees Hamas is the best hope for the future of Palestine, but support for 

Hamas is also ɬ for reasons of extension of the argument ɬ principal support for any Mu s-

lim movement perceived to be in a similar situation, that is, supported by the pop ulation, 

but regarded as terrorist by the Western world.  

Taliban 

Taliban, an Afghan movement, literately meaning the students, emerged in 1994, took 

over Afghan government in 1996 and ruled until they were expelled from power by US 

forces in 2001. After their removal from power , Taliban has been fighting a guerilla war 

against US and NATO forces (including Danish troops ) and has recently experienced re-

                                                           
28 http://www.cfr.org/publication/8968/  

29 http://www.pet.dk/upload/microsoft_word_ -_terrorfinansiering_i_danmark_ -_final_15_9_08.pdf 

30 http://w ww.foxnews.com/politics/2009/06/16/bomb -plot -carter-gaza-discovered/ 
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surgence also in Pakistan.31 Opinions on Taliban were diverse. Some interviewees sup-

ported Taliban whole-heartedly, as shown by the following sequences: 

A: Because in the law of time of Taliban, in the law of Sharia, did you find, or hear on 

television that any kind of drugs in these five years, ha ve started coming out of Af g-

hanistan? Thereɀs nothing ȱ 

Q: You said that Taliban would be the sort of, the closest to perfect?  

A: The best, the best of this, of this time (Abu , 38 years) 

Q: You mentioned Taliban? They are perhaps the people closest to it [ achieving an Is-

lamic state]? 

A: Yes they are closest. 100 percent. Well, what they are fighting for is to make a Sha-

ria state; that is evident. Saudi-Arabia is far away, very far away, though it says on 

ÛÏÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɯÈÎÌÕËÈɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯÐÕɯÍÈÊÛɯȱɯÛÏÌàɯËÖɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÛÏÈÕɯSharia. There is 

a Sharia trait, but it is just not enough. You must ground Sharia 100 percent. And that 

is what the Taliban is attempting as far as possible (Pernille, 18 years). 

Others took a less enthusiastic approach to the organization: 

There are good things that Taliban does and there are bad things. One of the bad 

things is that they kill civilians and fight against their own people: they do kill Af g-

hans too. But you can say: They do it  ɬ as I interpret it  ɬ because their goal is that Sha-

ria law will be introduced in Afghani stan. That is of course something good. But they 

apply violence to achieve it, and I find that to be very wrong.  If for instance you look 

at the Iranians, who come from Iran to Europe , they are Muslims that  ... If you look at 

how they were in Iran, they were completely covered, because they were forced to, 

but when they come to Denmark  they reject Islam completely and who is to blame? It 

is the people who forced them. That is why I think it is very i mportant that you as a 

Muslim know that it is illegitimate to force anyone to anything. Because if I force a n-

yone to do something and he will do it because of me and not because of God then he 

will not achieve any rewards  for it at all. He will become  ȱ I will be punished for 

having forced him. And that is what is so wrong  ȱ It is a good idea to have people 

following Sharia, but if you use the wrong tools, then yo ur case will be weaker (Yu-

suf, 20 years). 

However, t he differences in the support for Taliban reflect not so much a difference in 

adherence to values, but rather a difference in what information about Taliban is true and 

false, as shown by the following sequence:  

Q: But isnɀt it true that Taliban has been pretty close to Osama Bin Laden? 

A: No 

                                                           
31 http://www.cfr.org/publication/10551/taliban_in_afghanistan.html  
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Q: No, in no way? 

A: Not true, not at all  (Abu, shaykh ). 

Another interviewee emphasi zes that she considers much of what the media says about 

Taliban to be untrue and that she therefore is upset with one of her teachers, who she 

finds is spreading media lies: ȿHe says that Taliban kills small girls who want to go to 

school. But that is a rumor rather than the truth, right. So then I become like: ɁWatch out 

what you are sayingɂɀ (Pernille, 18 years). Others defend Taliban by arguing  that there are 

also ȿfalse Talibansɀ, that is, people who join Taliban for the wrong reasons:  

A1: There will always be good guys and bad guys and that goes for Taliban as well as 

for anything else. There will also be someone: ȿOK, Taliban rules and i f I am not a Ta-

liban I  might  get killed. So Iɀll be Taliban, even though I am not [adhering to their 

ideas]ɀ. Do you get it? Maybe they are the ones we hear about?  

Q: So you think that there might be false Talibans? 

A1: Yes, someone who donɀt quite get it , who just destroy and rape and whatever 

(Kareem, 22 years). 

A2: Someone who is corrupt, that might be the case. 

Q: But the idea of Taliban is ok?  

A2: Yes (Mette, 18 years, convert).  

The fact that people support an organization  therefore does not mean that they necessari-

ly condone all of its actions. Their support may regard only part of the obje ctive, as was 

the case with Yusuf, they may contest the truth of the information regarding the organiza-

tion  available through  Danish media or they may find that although they support the 

overall goal of the organization , the actual actions of the organization may not always live 

up to the standards set.  

Al-Shabaab 

Al -Shabaab, literately meaning ȿthe youthɀ, is a recent Somali movement, erected from the 

breakdown of the Islamic Courts Union , which ruled parts of Somalia for six months in 

2006. After the defeat of the Islamic Courts Union by the Transitional Federal Government  

backed by Ethiopian forces, factions from the Islamic Courts Union joined the more mil i-

tant Al -Shabaab in a guerilla-style organization, attempting to regain power in Somalia . 

Al -Shabaab has claimed affil iation with Al Qaeda since 2007, and Al -Shabaab and Al 

Qaeda have apparently pulled together to declare the struggle to expel Ethiopian forces 

from Somalia. Experts find , however , that the link between Al -Shabaab and Al Qaeda is 

weak, if existing at all,  and perhaps more of a move to attract wider support for the Som a-
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li cause. Nonetheless this affiliation has earned Al -Shabaab a position on the US list of 

terrorist organizations.32  

On December 6 2008, the Danish daily Politiken published an article on Somalis living in 

Denmark who returned to Somalia to fight with Al -Shabaab. On that occasion Somalisk 

Forum i Aarhus, an umbrella organization for Somali organizations in Aa rhus, issued a 

press release questioning not that Somalis are returning to Somalia to fight, but condemn-

ing terrorism en bloc along with the ȿillegal and cruel Ethiopian occupation of Somalia, 

supported by among others the US.ɀ33 One of our Somali informants explains his own p o-

sition vis -à-vis Al -Shabaab like this:  

I do not agree completely with Al -Shabaabɀs ideology, but I consider them to be fair 

people who have created peace in the areas they control. Many Somalis support Al -

Shabaab today because of the fair way they treat the people and their abolition of 

clanism which is a sort of illness in Somalia (Idris ). 

Another interviewee agrees that Al -Shabaab has had a lot of followers, but that this has 

changed now, due to their militanc y. ȿPeople are crying now. There is zero support for Al -

Shabaab. There is no-one you can rely onɀ (Hakim , Somali). 

The citations presented above are chosen to illustrate another point regarding support for 

so-called terrorist organization s: support is conditioned on the behavior of the organiza-

tion . The interviewees generally frame their support in terms of what they consider the 

best candidate for a peaceful future for the country they or their parents were born in. 

Support is most often not chosen for ideological reasons and may therefore quickly be lost 

if the organization  no longer seems to be the best choice for a good future, because they 

for instance are too militant. Asked about the support for Al -Shabaab among Somalis in 

Denmark, one interview perso n, thus, explained how Al -Shabaab has lost much of its 

former popularity among Somalis:  

Q: But Al -Shabaab has defended Somalia against Ethiopia? 

A: Yes and in this way they did have some followers. But people are suspicious. What 

is their purpose of seizing Somalia? Why do they keep on fighting ? (Hakim ). 

The situation in Somalia is followed closely by many Somalis living in Denmark, who 

generally seem to have lost any hope of ever returning to their home country.   

Iraq 

For some reason there seems to be less direct emphasis on Iraq among the interviewees, 

though Iraq is often mentioned along with Palestine, Afghanistan  and Somalia as places 

where resistance movements are labeled as terrorist by Western governments and media. 

                                                           
32 http://www.cfr.org/publication/18650/  

33 http://www.stoettekredsen.dk/pdf%20filer/somali%20mod%20terror%202008 -12-10.pdf  
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For one interviewee Iraq provides  a particular ly  striking illustration of how the media 

deliberately manipulates the news currents to fit the agenda of Western governments: 

In my opinion Al Qaeda is murderers but there are attempts to mix things up. Al 

Qaeda is perhaps 1000 people that wo rk within Al Qaeda, the Islamic ȱ the one 

called Moqawama al-Islamiya  (Iraqi National Islamic Resistance Movement) in Iraq, 

they are about 100,000. They have nothing to do with Al Qaeda. But when we see in 

the media that there are bombs against civilians, there are about 100 actions against 

the Americans, the American armies and about 100 actions by the American armies, 

but we donɀt see them. We only see the bomb that explodes in a mosque and there are 

40 people killed and they do this consciously because they say ȿok, listen we are fight-

ing terrorist s, right ?ɀ We only see murderers that plant bombs in mosques and malls 

and more, but we donɀt see the real resistance. That is done to legitimize, that is, that 

it is a legitimate occupational power that people all over the world are shown on 

these pictures. So weɀll say ȿok, that is fineɀ. So they think that it is legitimate that they 

are there. But to me A l Qaeda is a bunch of murderers. They donɀt have principles 

and they have different agendas, but there are 100,000 or so [members of] liberation 

movements that fight for their country and want to liberate their country, but we 

donɀt hear anything about them  (Imran ). 

Critiques of US/Western policies  

The interest in the development in the Muslim world and the su pport for the ȿterroristɀ 

movements lead to a critique of Western and in particular American foreign policies , 

which are regarded as very imposing  and aggressive:  

There was the Islamic Court Union . They ruled the country for six months. It was 

peace and quiet. They cleansed the cities of problems. The West and the US were sur-

prised. It lasted until suddenly the US  ɬ and I donɀt know about Europe ɬ would not 

allow the Islamic Courts Union  to have power ɬ for what if it would spread to Eth i-

opia? ... But how come we are not allowed to mind our own business ? Why canɀt we 

be left alone? Why does the US always interfere? (Hakim ).  

People wanted democracy [in Somalia]. Democracy means that you have to be elected 

by the people, right? That you need to stand together and those who get the majority 

vote govern, right? Isnɀt that what it means? You know that, right? When they voted 

in Somalia and the people voted for Sharia they got Sharia. Do you see any reason 

then why the US and other countries would interfere in So malia to promote democr a-

cy? They were elected to judge according to Sharia. They were democratically elected 

to implement Sharia. That was the choice of the people (Ali, 20 years). 

There is this ... and I feel this all the time, that in for instance the Ar ab countries, there 

I think all the time that the USA wants to dominate and I can ɀt support that: Mind 

your own business; that is how I fell. W ell the USA is so engaged in ... well the Iraq 
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war and the thing with Afghanistan . It may be that it helps, but clean up at home: 

How many ghet tos do you have? How many wars? How many live on the street? 

How many  teenage girls get pregnant? ... Personally, I hate it when people talk about 

how the US saves the world because I simply do not believe it (Maryam , not active in 

the ASC milieu) . 

The critique regards in particular how the US government uses the notion of terrorist s to 

label their opponents, as show by the following quotations :  

The USA kills civilians:  ȿExcuse us, it was a wrong bombɀ, ȿSorry our planes missedɀ 

and all that crap we listen to.  It is ok. You are excused. But when someone else by 

mistake kills  innocent people, then they are terrorists (Ali, 20 years). 

The greatest terrorist in the world is the USA  (Nasser, 20 years). 

One of the problems is that nowadays we are in a situation where people, [the US], 

will accuse religious people of terrorism and attack them for no real reason ( Mah-

moud , imam). 

I think it is wrong to go to other people ɀs country in our uniform and our weapon 

and then force them to fol low our  law and power and when they try to shoot me, 

then they are called terrorists. They are freedom fighters not terrorists  (Kareem, 22 

years). 

But for many the bulk of the critique is how the Western governments in the opinion of 

the interviewees often appear hypocritical when they claim that they promote demo cracy: 

The US ɬ for instance ɬ support s regimes which are in fact dictatorships  and not 

democratic in any way. And you ask yourselves why anyone would want to go on 

that side and others on the other side. So that is the reason that some people hate and 

will not accept the West. I shall not mention  any countries specifically, but we know 

that ȱ if we for instance take Gaza, and what happened in Gaza with Hamas, then 

everyone knows that there was a democratic election, but the West did not accept it 

ȱɯThough there was a democratic election, it was attacked and nobody wanted to 

recognize it (Hassan, social worker). 

Some discussions on radicalization emphasi ze the importance of anti-Western rhetoric 

among radical Muslims  (see e.g. the Silber & Bhatt definition in Table 2). But to critici ze 

Western foreign policies does not necessarily constitute a critique of Western values: 

And even though I am not a Palestinian, I am from Tunisia, the Palestinian-Israeli his-

tory  is part of my life and of my background as a Muslim and it is  ... and what affects 

me is the Western hypocrisy . On the one hand they want to talk about democracy and 

that we are a civilization which must, a n enlightened civiliz ation which must  ... we 

bring democracy. We bring human rights, we bring justice. We must create justice in 

the world . We must change the world. But what you experience is the opposite. And 
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that is in Iraq, the US experience with Iraq or Israel, who breaks every rule and  who 

doesnɀt give a shit about the international community  and bombs civilians and wo m-

ÌÕɯȱ it is horrible  (Imran ). 

The critique of Western policies in general and US policies in particular is , thus, very 

much focused on the perceived double standards of the West, which on the one hand 

claims to promote democracy, but on the other hand does not respect democracies, if the 

vote of the people does not go their way. One interview ee explicitly states that her crit i-

que of Western policies is not to be understood as anti -Western:  

Well, that I donɀt like the USA does not mean that I do not like the people. It is be-

cause I do not like the government and the  way they do foreign policy. I don ɀt like the 

way ȱɯI feel that we are looked down on and it is not because I have anything 

against Western culture. Good heavens, I live in Denmark  (Aisha, 18 years, not active 

in the ASC milieu ). 

After having critici zed the Danish engagement in Afghanistan and stated how it would 

not be allowed for him as a Muslim to fight with Danish forces against the Taliban, Ka-

reem explained that: 

If I stay here in Denmark and Germany attacks Denmark then I will fight with the 

Danish military against Germany. I will be allowed to do that  (Kareem).  

And his wife added : That would not be haram because then he will be protecting the 

place where he is staying. It is his country and mine (Mette, convert). 

Conditions for support 

Though almost all Muslim interviewees to some extent support ed one or more of the or-

ganizations regarded as terrorist organizations, it is important to emphasi ze that this sup-

port is firstly conditional on a feeling that the militancy is not excessive, but that only the 

necessary amount of violence is used and that civilians as far as possible are left unhurt. 

The evaluation of the different organizations generally follows the idea that ȿsomeone 

who kills other people is a bad guyɀ (Talha), but that the use of violence may be legitimate 

in situation s of resistance against occupational forces. The general logic is that it is accept-

able to kill someone in war, but that it is not legitimate to kill civilians.  Secondly, support 

may therefore change if the situation changes, that is, if the organization  begins to use 

violence in a way which is illegitimate. Thirdly, the support to the organization  is often 

carried by a critique of the policies of Western government in the Muslims world. The 

general critique was that Western governments ɬ in particular the US government ɬ 

would interfere excessively with the developments in the Muslim world,  often randomly 

support some regimes and fight other s, regardless of the support from the population and 

that this maneuvering  was hypocritica lly termed ȿfight for democracy ɀ. Some also felt that 

the media is an accomplice in this and help s to cover up the true conditions. Fourthly, the 

critique of Western policies in the Muslim world generally did not take the form of anti -
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Western rhetoric . The support for the organizations was most often posed in terms of de-

mocracy: Ali ɀs comment represents the argument very well : that the Islamic Courts 

Movement won a democratic election, and that is the background for him to que stion the 

legitimacy of interfering with them.  Support for different ȿterror organizationsɀ is there-

fore not necessarily associated with a general acceptance of violence regardless of context. 

All interviewee s would agree that violence is only acceptable in situations of war, though 

the evaluation of what constitutes a situation of war may vary. Support for H amas, Al -

Shabaab and Taliban was for some interviewees of a ȿsecularɀ character. The different or-

ganizations were considered freedom fighters to a smaller or larger extent. The discus-

sions on radicalization have focused on people who are considered political as well as 

religious radical s. Slootman & Tillie , for instance, single salafi-jihadis out as the target for 

their discussion as those ȿwho theoretically defend the use of v iolenceɀɯ(2006: 5). But does 

the reference to jihad constitute a particularly  problematic framework?   

Jihad  

Jihad is a traditional Islamic concept . Historically, several variations of the concept may be 

distinguished. Defensive jihad, which  in particular concerns a struggle against oneɀs inner 

ego (nafs) is the current mainstream interpretation ; another, the Islamist jihad , is nowa-

days the most familiar in the West (Sedgwick 2007: 11). Some of the more religiously e n-

gaged consider the fighting in Palestine, Iraq, Afghanistan and Somalia to be jihad:  

This is jihad ɬ we need to call things what they are. Danish and American soldiers i n-

vaded Afghanistan, which is Muslim territory, it belongs to us. Of course it is a llowed 

to shoot at them. Danes also reserve their rights to defend themselves. We even travel 

far away and say: ȿWe have attacked Afghanistan or Iraq to defend ourselvesɀ. There 

is always this double standard for what is allowed for us, but what the others cannot 

do (Thomas, convert). 

We believe of course that the thing about doing jihad, making war , is a part of being a 

Muslim. We must defend our faith, defend our aq ida, defend our family. So I do 

think that those who rebel in  Iraq, Afghanistan and Palestine, I do think it is co m-

pletely legitimate ( Martha, convert ). 

The interviewees who considered participation in the war s in Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq 

or Palestine to be jihad all took great effort to explain that the jihad in this connection 

means participation in a Muslim army  similar to the NATO army:  

We often forget that Europe is one big entity today. We have NATO. If one country in 

Europe is attacked all countries in Europe will attack and defend, right? Why is this 

allowed for Europe and not for Muslims to do the same thing ɬ it is exactly the same 

principle when some Muslims go to Iraq and fight. In fact, Europe imitated the pri n-

ciple from the Caliphate  (Racheed). 
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The sheer fact that the jihadis t is considered part of an army is in  fact what makes killing 

legitimate:  

It  [going to Afghanistan or Somalia or Palestine on jihad] is like it is in the American 

military. It is fine with them. They cannot kill Muslims i n the US. That is illegal, but if 

they go to Afghanistan it is ok, because there is a war there. It is the same ... at least I 

have this understanding of it as military and as a Muslim  I am obliged to  help and if 

this [going on jihad] is the only way I can  help, then it is fine  (Yusuf, imam).  

It was emphasized, however, that the call for j ihad was in no way a free invitation for u n-

constrained violence: 

There are some very clear rules that should be fulfilled before you can go on a jihad ɬ 

rules of engagement right? Of course, if Muslims are attacked they are allowed to d e-

fend themselves ɬ no doubt about that. Why should Muslims not be allowed to shoot 

back? Israel has occupied Palestine, which is a crime ɬ even UN says so ɬ and then 

they defend themselves. For that they are carpet-bombed and the entire international 

community says that that is fine  (Thomas, convert). 

For some it was important to emphasize that participation in jihad may be considered 

obligatory : ȿJihad is an obligationɀ (Thomas). Along the same lines a few argue that: ȿTo 

fight for Allah, to do jihad that  is one of the greatest forms of worshipɀ (Martha ). Some 

express how jihad is linked with a  longing:  

I would wish for it [to die in jihad]. But the question is whether I will attain  [it] . ȱ 

Then you will enter Paradise and you may bring a certain amount of witnesses, ac-

quaintances with you to Paradise. And then you will get virgins and a house in Par a-

dise. At any rate you will fe el well  (Kareem). 

The realization that jihad was obligatory combi ned with the longing to do jihad, or even 

die in jihad, did  not mean, however , that the interviewees were about to pack their bags 

and go: 

However, I don ɀt know shit about firing a gun, I never tried it, but you can do jihad in 

many ways. They also need money, letɀs put it that way. We canɀt contribute with the 

same. The Afghans are born with a gun in their hand  (Thomas). 

Well, I am not considering going anywhere . Now I live happily  with my wife and 

such (laughs) ȱ but the day the Jews really enter Lebanon or Palestine then I would 

have no reservations about going down there. That is my duty  (Kareem). 

Asked why he wasnɀt considering going to any of the other battlefields , he replied that in 

some way he was obliged to, but ȿit is more difficult there because I donɀt know what is 

going on ȱ there will be  shots suddenly  and ȱɀ (Kareem).  

Some Muslims living in Denmark are interested in going on jihad , and it is know n that 

some have already done so. Slimane Hajj, ȿthe Danish prisoner in Guantanamoɀ, who 
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lived in Aarhus before he went to Afghanistan , is one example of a Danish Muslim going 

on jihad, and he is apparently not the only one. But rumors are that the fighters in the 

Muslim countries were not always too happy to receive fighters from Europe: ȿYou risk 

being sent back, right? ... and well , you really need to be trained in war to go into that ɀ 

(Thomas). It is therefore generally considered better to support the wars in the Muslim 

world in other ways , for example by sending money. Some Muslims would also pr efer 

this kind of help: ȿAs long as I can do something where I donɀt have to kill anyone Iɀll pr e-

fer thatɀ (Yusuf). But because of the general sympathy for the ȿresistance movementsɀ in 

the Muslim world, a Muslim will not necessarily meet great opposition , in for i nstance the 

ASC milieu , if he or she declares his or her intension to go on jihad.  

Terrorist actions in the West ð views on Al Qaeda  

An overwhelming majority o f the interview ees to a certain extent found terrorist actions 

acceptable in the conflicts of the Muslim world. Only one would not completely rule out 

that a terrorist action in the Western world could be legitimate . The entire sequence is 

here quoted at length:  

Q: So in that way you would say that it could be justified ɬ as Denmark is engaged in 

for example Afghanistan ɬ to carry out actions in Denmark  as well? 

A: Possibly, I will not make myself judge over that, however, I believe that it will be 

better to end the war down there.  

Q: In that way the actions are directed against soldiers? 

A: Yes, to begin with. If that does not work you can then maybe do something some-

where else. Because that is the reality in a democracy ɬ if you want to describe it 

briefly it means by the people, to the people, for the people. The real power lies with 

the people, not the prime minister or the general, they only do what they are told, 

and it is the majority that has decided that they should be given power. When the 

people are making the decisions they should also accept responsibility for their a c-

tions.  

Q: In that way the Danish people is a legitimate target? 

A: Yes and no. I donɀt know ɬ I cannot answer that, because there are many factors 

involved. You also need to assess if such an action would be good or bad ɬ would it 

hurt Muslims more than it would benef it them? It would probably hurt them more  

(Thomas).  

Another interviewee could not follow the logic that Danish civilians, as responsible for 

electing the government, may be a legitimate target at all: 

A: Again as a Muslim in war  ɬ let me take an example ɬ the Palestinians in Palestine 

against the Jews ȱ I am not allowed to ɬ as a fighting Muslim, fighting against the 

Israeli ɬ to kill old people, kill small children, and kill  civilians. You are not allowed 
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to. So when the prophet (saws) he called jihad on those who fought against him , there 

were rules that he would follow. So you may say that if you are to act in acco rdance 

with him, it is impossible to fight in a country like Denmark. Or commit an act of te r-

ror in Bruuns Galleri [shopping mall in central A arhus] because there are some ȱ 

well again it is an odd way of thinking, which I cannot relate t o at all. To bomb 

Bruuns Galleri  or a train or a bus because there are some warriors in Afghanistan, 

some Danish warriors in Afghanistan . 

Q: It does not add up? 

A: Not at all. At least it doesÕɀÛ add up in my head (Yusuf). 

Most interviewees had no sympathy for terrorist attacks in the Western world. One Mu s-

lim in his 30s who had a study group for young Muslims in fact said that he was careful 

not to tell the yout h that jihad in his opinion is obligatory at the start of the study group:  

A: Not at this moment, not at this moment, because ȱ 

Q: When? When then? 

A: I cannot tell you when. When he can understand the diffe rence between the jihad 

in Iraq and here. 

Q: Youɀre afraid that they would do it here or what?  

A: That is because of the mind of the young . They cannot understand everything that 

I say to him. 

Q: The difference? 

A: The difference between if he be here and he be there (Abu, shaykh ). 

For this interviewee the ban on terrorism in Denmark is due to the existence of what he 

conceives to be a contract between him and Danish society. He acknowledges that Danish 

society has received him, and taken care of him, and engaging in terrorism against Danish 

society woul d be a breach of this contract. This interpretation is also supported by a n 

imam, not partaking in the ASC milieu (Fadl), and though the term inology of a contract 

was not widespread, the idea of a terrorist action in Denmark was generally absolutely 

unappealing to our  interview persons.   

Summarizing  

Concepts of radicalization typically do not distinguish between support for terrorism in 

the Muslim world and support for terrorism in the Western world. The interviews with 

Muslims in Denmark seem to suggest that they generally make a very clear distinction 

between the two phenomena: where many of them support one or more organizations in 

the Muslim world which are considered terrorist organizations, only one of the intervi e-

wees did not see the situation in Denmark as fundamentally different from situations in 

the Muslim world, because Denmark is not a war zone. Similarly there is a line between 
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actively engaging in violent action and being supportive of those who do engage in it. The 

report from the Change Institute suggests the same, namely that the emphasis on support 

for ȿterroristɀ organizations in the Muslim world seems to erase the line between radicals 

and others because the narrative to a certain extent is shared: ȿViolent radicals employ 

many comparable narratives to that expressed both by those with radical views and those 

who would be considered Ɂmoderateɂ or even Ɂprogressiveɂɀ (European Commission 

2008: 98). 

The connection between the different situations and developments in the Muslim world 

and situations and developments that the notions of radicalization used in the Danish 

context tend to be problematic on two levels.  

First, it may block our access to understanding what the phenomenon of radicali zation is 

really all about. French sociologist and expert on Islam Olivier Roy thus notice the grow-

ing role of European Muslims in terrorist acts (Ro y 2007: 52), but warns about seeing the 

radicaliz ation of European Muslim youth  as: 

a spill -over of the crisis in the Middle East (Palestine, Afghanistan, Iraq). But in fact 

the chronology of events, the geographical origin of the radicals and their own claims 

most often contradict this assumption. No Palestinian, Afghan or Iraqi has been i n-

volved in terrorist actions in Europe  (Roy 2007: 53).  

In Royɀs opinion radicalization in Western contexts is a phenomenon which must be un-

derstood in the context of Muslim youth seeking identity and action in a situation that 

does not differ much from what earlier created left-wing terrorists. Emphasis on opinions 

and critiqu es which are shared by a broad group of Muslims hardly helps scholars win a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon.  

Second, the intervieweesɀ support for alleged terrorist organization s in the Muslim world 

may leave Danish Muslims in dilemmas  concerning w hich camp to support. In a group 

discussion with the control group, three young girls, who are not active in the ASC milieu  

(Aisha, Ayan, Maryam) , although rejecting al Qaeda and Bin Laden as religious authori-

ties would not completely reject Bin Ladenɀs authority  as interpreter of the world order:   

A1: It may be that he has attitudes, which many share, but the way he ȱ  

A2: The political  ȱ 

A1: Yes, exactly the political, the way he  ȱ When you live in Afghanistan or in a  

country that  ȱ I donɀt say that I understand him, but try to understand where he 

comes from and what he really wants. I am not saying that I support him, and I am 

not saying that I am ok with the religious part, but he has some good things which I 

share ȱ 

Similarly Ghaada , who has expressed very strong opinions about the illegitimacy of using 

the notion of jihad to legitimi ze violence even in war, says: 
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In some ways I understand him well. He has so much anger and he feels that nobody 

does anything ɬ helplessness. Muslims are bombed time after time, and there was 

Iraq and such and without a reason. So heɀll pay back in such a way that people can 

see ȿoopsɀ, that is what you are doing to your self. Though you call him a terro rist, you 

yourself have bombed Iraq. But the trouble is: Who is a terrori st? So I think that he 

has done this to say, ȿListen, it might be that you bomb without a reason, but so can 

we. Here you are, then you can learn how much fun that isɀ (Ghaada). 

In relation to the stance taken vis-à-vis for instance PET, support for some of the organiza-

tions denoted terrorist lead s to frustrations. When asked about the fact that Hamas is on 

PETɀs terror list , the following interchange took place  in one of the group interviews  with 

young Muslim men  (Talha, Nasser, Hamza and Ali):  

A1: They have lots of people on their terror list.  

A2: We donɀt care what PET has [on their list]. 

A3: I donɀt give a damn what PET has. I have my own opinion. And we have fre edom 

of speech and we may state our opinions. This does not mean that we are fans of this 

group, but I feel sorry for the children and the people in the country, wherever they 

are. 

A2: Well,  in fact, we have PET on our terror list.  

A4: Yes we do (laughter).  

The conclusion on the first element of the definitions of radicali zation used in the Danish 

context ɬ acceptance/support of terrorism  ɬ is therefore discouraging. If the definition is 

applied as it stands, the extent of Islamic radicalization is huge and not confined to the 

Muslim milieu at all, but exten ds far into certain leftwing parties,  who support what they 

consider resistance movements in the Muslim world. Bu t maybe it is not as one scholar 

suggests, ȿthe case that Islamic terrorists are simply those who are designated as suchɀ 

(Herbert 2009: 389). To some of the interviewees, labeling certain organization s as terrorist 

appeared to be tactics of delegitimizing opponents in war rather than an objective classif i-

cation. But some of the intervi ewees suggest that it may be possible to apply objective 

criteria for judging who are to be termed  a terrorist , and that the killing of civilians would 

be a prime criteri on. To insist on the current definition is not helpful for building a lliances 

in Muslim  milieu s for joint efforts to fight radicalization.  

Un- or antidemocratic actions or attitude s 

The second element we will discuss empirically  in the conceptualization  of radicalization 

is the increasing existence of undemocratic or antidemocratic attitudes or actions  as a de-

fining property . Both ȿundemocraticɀ and ȿantidemocraticɀ are used in debates on radicali-

zation, but it may be fruitful , as it will become clear from the following analysis,  to make a 

distinction between them. Undemocratic attitudes and actions may be understood as atti-



61 

tudes or actions that do not support democracy. Antidemocratic may be used to describe 

attitudes and actions that directly undercut democracy. An example may ill ustrate these 

delicate distinctions . Democracies are dependent on the existence of voting systems and 

on the willingness of its citizens to participate in vot ing actions. Some countries have 

made it a formal duty to vote in  elections. This is not the case in Denmark where citizens 

are encouraged to vote, but are not obliged to. A large majority of citizens still choose to 

participate in elections. There are voters who abstain from voting, but most are not driven 

by ideology. It is  well known , however , that a small group  of citizens abstain from voting 

on ideological or religious grounds , most conspicuously Jehovahɀs Wi tnesses. There are 

also Muslims who abstain from voting on religious grounds. The ind ividual decision not 

to vote on ideological/religious grounds may be termed an undemocratic action. Efforts to 

convince others of the illegitimacy of voting, but not putting pre ssure on them may still be 

considered an undemocratic  action. If actions are taken to affect other peopleɀs individual 

decisions to vote or not, this would be antidemocratic, that is an action that attempts to 

undermine the foundations of democracy.   

The debate about Islam and democracy tends to focus on the choice between Sharia or a 

democratic constitution . The results from the interviews in Aarhus indicate that this di s-

tinction may not be the most adequate to describe opinions concerning democracy and 

Islam, which are much more subtle than an either-or indicates. A better approach may be 

to focus on how different Muslims in different ways find it  possible to live in a democracy 

while being a practicing Muslim. The opinions expressed in the interviews may be d i-

vided in three groups.  

One stance on the relationship between Islam and democracy is that they are not contra-

dictory . Islam either does not concern form of government  or regards democracy as being 

supported by or even embedded in Islam. The interview ees did not see any problems in 

being a Muslim as well as a democrat, and, in fact, found  questions suggesting that there 

were, far-fetched. Support for democracy  is according to studies (Tænketanken 2007: 53) 

the most prevalent among Muslims in Denmark, but probably not the most common 

among the interviewees in the ASC milieu.  

The second position is that there may be problems associated with being a practicing  

Muslim in a democracy, but that these problems may be solved. One interviewee ex-

plained his stance on voting:  

It [voting] is not sunn a, but it is one of the things where people disagree, where some 

say that in particular here in the non -Islamic countries, it may be dangerous to vote, 

because you will vote for someone who does not follow the words of God and in this 

way support them and that is why they say  that it is forbidden to vote. And then 

there is this other group which says that the reason that we vote is that there are two 

groups: One group which is very much against Muslims and another which supports 

Muslims . If we support the g roup that supports Muslims we will make things easier 



62 

for us. There are two roads and you choose yourself which one to follow  ... I follow 

the one that votes ȱ Some will say that it is illegal, some will say that it is legal, but 

as long as we follow an imam who considers it legal (Yusuf). 

This position does not endorse democracy unconditionally, but Yusuf feels that it can be 

defended that Muslims vote.  A similar position is taken by Kareem , who states that: 

It depends upon whether there is a small purpose. Better not vote for Pia Kjærsgaard 

for instance. If there are two candidates: Pia Kjærsgaard for instance and someone 

who is a little better than her and Pia Kjærsgaard, she will win, then you must vote to 

save yourself (Kareem, 22 years). 

The third grou p consists of those who simply say that the specific action of voting is h a-

ram:  

I do not vote at elections because I consider it kufr to do so. That is why I keep very 

much away from it  (Pernille, 18 years, convert). 

Voting is not allowed. Because God says in the Quran that legislation is for him and 

for him alone. Therefore democracy is an ideology next to Islam, that is, Islam is ide-

ology which you must i mplement in society, right  (Thomas, convert). 

A few are undecided about whether they should vote or n ot: 

The rules ɬ well there are not really any Islamic rules concerning this  ɬ and that is the 

problem. Every time  there is an election there is this huge discussion whether Mus-

lims should vote or not. But firstly we live in Denmark and we live in this way ac-

cording to the rules  ȱ It is a bit like this: Some will vote , others will not. But some 

think  that one should vote because this is the country we live in and what we are li v-

ing according to, and as such you should have influence (Ghaada, 19 years). 

Though Ghaada is not unsympathetic towards voting, she  feels that she will probably not 

vote in the next election unless: 

If there is a very good politician. If someone shows up and youɀll think that he has 

something, there is something about him. Like Obama or something. There is some-

thing about him, so then I might. If that happens then yes  (Ghaada). 

But the rejection of the action of voting does not necessarily mean a rejection of the ideas 

of democracy. This is also the case with Mette, who finds that : ȿOne should not vote for 

laws which are not Shariaɀ (Mette, 18 years, convert), but also emphasizes that democracy 

in the more substantial sense is endorsed by Islam: 

I donɀt really think that we can compare them  [democracy and Islam]. Well, Islam is 

not really  democratic. We have a law book and if you are to make a Sharia state then 

ɬ like in a court of justice where there is the constitution  ɬ then there will  be the Qu-

ran. It is not particular ly  democratic because there is only one who decides and we do 

not need to ask why. But in relations between people, I think Islam is highly dem o-
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cratic. Also in marriages, though many think that this is not the case and that it is the 

husband who decides everything. But that is not the case at all. (Mette) 

Ideas of democracy can therefore not be reduced to simply voting behavior , and other 

aspects of life may also cause trouble for someone truly wanting to live only under the 

law of God. One example is payment of taxes, which is difficult to avoid, but which can be 

legitimat ed through the notion of niya, intension:  

Yes it is haram to pay the kind of tax through  a non-Islamic state ... as we have a tax 

in Islam that is zakat. But this tax [to the Danish state] goes to among other things the 

military and to Folkekirken [the Ev angelical Lutheran Church of Denmark] . These are 

the kind of things that we should not pay for  ȱ but if my niya is such that if I could 

be released from paying then I would not pay, then you have not committed anything 

haram [by paying]  (Pernille).  

There are in fact a lot of other aspects of living in a democracy than just voting, and 

though some Muslims find that it is in principle problematic to engage with democracy as 

a Muslim, there are ways that allow the individual to navigate in a democratic societ y. 

However, t hese problems are generally left to the individual. The issue of democracy did 

not seem to be very much on the agenda in the ASC milieu and was in this way not of any 

major importance as a distinction between groups ɬ for instance of ȿradicalsɀ or ȿnon-

radicalsɀ. Many, but not all activist s in the ASC milieu would find it challenging to com-

bine life in a democracy with living as a practicing Muslim, but a nyone would have his or 

her own individualized strategies to deal with the challenges of democracy.  

Islamic state 

Questions concerning the relationship between democracy and Islam tend to come down 

to issues regarding an Islamic state. It was very difficult to get answers to  these questions, 

because the interviewees felt that their answers woul d stigmatize them in Danish society . 

One group of otherwise quite knowledgeable Muslims thus declined to respond to ques-

tions concerning their opinion on an Islamic state and Sharia: ȿWe donɀt have knowledge 

about that. You will have to  make contact to an imamɀ (Ali, 20 years). Many inte rviewees 

felt that the concepts of an Islamic state and Sharia were the most misrepresented in Da-

nish media:  

Q: But isnɀt it a dream for many Muslims to live in a n Islamic state? Is it your dream 

to live in an Islamic state? 

A: You are thinking about Sharia? (laughs) Okay, well , I would like to  ȱ well , but 

when people talk about Sharia, then they only think, when you say Sharia, then youɀll 

see this picture [shows how hands are cut off] but that is not what constitutes Sharia. 

However, m ost interview ees would  agree with Thomas, who says: ȿOf course we would 

like an Islamic state ɬ if a Muslim does not want that he is a hypocrite ɀ (Thomas, convert). 

This position was even shared by Ayan, who was part of the control group of yo ung Mu s-
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lims outside the ASC milieu , but who found that : ȿWell, all Muslims dream about a n Is-

lamic state, but it is not something we are working on ɀ (Ayan ). The Islamic state Muslims 

are dreaming of is the ideal society. Some mention how there would be free food, and no 

need to lock the doors as there would be no crime, no criminals and perhaps joint proper-

ty rights . 

Others thought in a more abstract way: ȿActually, what is an Islamic state? ȱ But an ideal 

state for me is a place where there is room for diversity and where competences are pa-

ramountɀ (Aisha,18 years, not part of the ASC milieu). Generally ideas about an Islamic 

state were vague and diffuse and not something that was going to come along tomorrow: 

ȿThere are a couple of things which are more imp ortant before we erect an Islamic state 

and it is not on my to -do-listɀ (Aisha). 

There was general agreement that there is no real Islamic state in the world today , as 

shown by the follo wing two sequences:  

A: There is nowhere in the world where Sharia is practiced except for Somalia. It is 

the only country which has  [had]  Sharia legislation .  

Q: Would you say that there is an Islamic state today? 

A: Not today  (Ali, 20 years). 

Q: Well, but which country is closest, if there is a country which is close at al l?  

A : In fact I donɀt know. That is, I have not studied it, because I have accepted the 

conditions that I live under in Denmark and I don ɀt dream that much. I am a very rea-

listic person (Racheed). 

A few would point to either Saudi -Arabia or the former Tal iban regime in Afghanistan as 

good examples: 

Q: But what about Saudi Arabia for instance, they call themselves a Muslim state? 

A: Itɀs not far away from the truth, the y follow some and keep some, but the country 

[that] was before had that law hundred percent. 

Q: Which country? 

A: Afghanistan . 

Q: Afghanistan? 

A: At the time of the Taliban (Abu, shaykh). 

A small group of Muslims find it  almost unbearable to live in a society that is not an I s-

lamic state: The only solution they can think of is to migrate, ther eby in fact following the 

example of the Prophet, who in 622 did the hidjra,  emigration from Mecca, where he was 

persecuted, to Medina (Yathrib), where a group of Muslims where already living.  The 
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attraction of migration  was evident for this convert (Thomas), who however had nowhere 

to go: 

A: Well, basically I would like to move. I have said this often , but there are several 

different  ideas, it changes all the time, where we are going, that is. I have a huge di-

lemma, right because there is not one place where we can move. Regardless of how 

much politicians , Arab leaders or such they go on and on about how they are Muslim 

and how they take care of the interest of Islam, but it is a lie. Even in Saudi-Arabia 

they do not use the law of Allah. They do some terri ble things.  

Q: So there isnɀt an Islamic state today, then? 

A: No, there is not. 

Q: Where would you want to live if you were to choose freely?  

A: Well, I would prefer to live in Mecca and Medina, there is no doubt. They are the 

best places on Earth, or Jerusalem for that matter .  

Pernille, an 18-year old convert also tells about some of her friends, many of whom are 

also converts, who feel like this: ȿWell, you can do like hidjra [migration], that is go 

somewhere which is closer to being an Islamic stateɀ (Pernille). 

Because they ɬ like Thomas ɬ really have nowhere to go, they choose to establish their 

own Islamic state inside the four walls of their apartment and only rarely come out.  Per-

nille , however , prefers to live a more extrovert  life while staying in Denmark:  

I would also like to move to a country which is closer to an Islamic state, but on the 

other hand, I am not saying that we should isolate ourselves from this society. We 

shouldnɀt say that we will not walk the stre ets, or speak Danish or educate ourselves, 

that we donɀt want to do anything . If you donɀt learn the language, how can you 

teach others about Islam, if you know what I mean? You have to  ȱ There is someone 

who thinks like this: I want an education. I really want a good education. Becaus e if 

you are not educated then you are nothing in a Muslim country. We need doctors. 

We need smart people in a Muslim country. We canɀt all just sit around (Pernille). 

In the situation of living  in a non-Muslim country Pernille  adopts a strategy of internali z-

ing Al Wala Wal Bara, love and hate for the prophet , which she interprets as ȿSharia in 

your heartɀ: 

When we are in Denmark, weɀll just say that al wala wal bara has to be inside us be-

cause we canɀt just say: ȿWe want Sharia! You must wear a veil now,  come on! Shut 

down the music!ɀ ȱ Really you just canɀt do that  (Pernille). 

The fact that she is a convert and Danish is her native tongue means that she envisions 

herself as having a special role as a Danish Muslim: 
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I am Danish and speak Danish well, so I think in one way that it is my duty to work 

for Islam in Denmark. I cannot create a Sharia state, I canɀt, but I could try as far as 

possible to ɬ what can you say ɬ do some daɀwa [mission]  ɬ that is Islam in Denmark. 

Someone has to do that. We canɀt all be locked up in Afghanistan, all us who are rel i-

gious ȱ We need to come out in the world. That is our duty  (Pernille) 

Islamic state in Denmark? 

The establishment of an Islamic state in Denmark was perhaps the question that received 

the most unanimous answers. None of the Muslims interviewed though t it a realistic goal: 

However, those who believe that Muslims in Denmark want to establish an Islamic 

state here have eaten too many toxic mushrooms in their youth. It is unrealistic ɬ it 

would be logical to establi sh an Islamic state where Muslims are in majority and 

strongest. Besides, it is too cold here (Thomas). 

Iɀll say it again: One cannot implement Sharia in Denmark unless there are Muslims 

who  want Sharia ɬ a majority. We can never be 10 people who want it ɬ it is very u n-

realistic. And this fear should not exist here ɬ Muslims in Denmark are not here to 

implement the caliphate (Racheed). 

We donɀt claim that we want to transform Denmark into a Muslim state. We are 

guests in Denmark and its fine and we take care of Denmark as well as any Dane and 

it is obligatory for us as Muslims to behave properly and be grateful for the hospital i-

ty we have met (Ali ). 

Save a few, the interviewees were in fact relatively happy with their lives in Denmark , if 

what the inte rviewees consider a media smear campaign is disregarded: 

I feel fine in Denmark. I really don ɀt have any problems. I wish that we had a mosque, 

where we could pray together, a common prayer. We donɀt have that yet of course, 

but I am hoping  (Yusuf). 

In summation , the idea of an Islamic state was important for the interviewees in the ASC 

milieu, as well as for some of the interviewees outside the milieu.  None of the intervi e-

wees saw it as a realistic goal to establish an Islamic state in Denmark, because an Islamic 

state according to the interviewees can only be established voluntarily and by consensus: 

ȿThen my grandmother would have to convert. And she wonɀtɀ, as one 18 year-old convert 

explained. The results broadly support the conclusion in the report from the European 

Commission, which concluded that among Danish Muslims:   

the concept of a Caliphate is commonly presented as a conceptual or idealized con-

cept rather than a practical aim by some of the interviewees and is envisaged as being 

realised somewhere in the Muslim world and not in Europe  (European Commission 

2008: 68). 
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Basically, few thought that a Muslim state had already been established in the Muslim 

world. For a few the brisk establishment of an Islamic state was necessary as they found it 

painful to l ive in a non-Islamic state. 

In relation to the general discussion of the presence of undemocratic  or antidemocratic 

sympathies, the general conclusion is that some of the interviewees hold undemocratic 

convictions. They considered it to be haram, forbidden , to vote in elections and some of 

them also have problems with other aspects of Danish society, for instance taxpaying. The 

convictions were not always that deep-felt , and were not anti-democratic. It was not the 

democratic society as such that was a problem, but the fact that it was not Islamic. Some 

of the Muslims who most strongly felt the need to live in an Islamic state had plans to 

emigrate. Others looked for ways to accommodate their problems with democracy, b e-

cause they wanted to stay in Denmark. 

1.5. Moving forward ? Conclusions and recommendations  

The purpose of the research presented in previous sections has been to investigate how 

members of the ASC Islamic activist milieu in Aarhus describe their rel igious practices 

and political convictions. The idea has further been to confront, through ȿresponsive soci-

ologyɀ, this segment of the Muslim milieu with the topic of radicaliz ation, and ask how 

interviewees perceive this phenomenon, and how they themselves connect/ disconnect it 

to other phenomenon such as ȿterrorismɀ, ȿjihadɀ, ȿIslamic stateɀ and ȿdemocracyɀ. We have 

tried to distil l through a conceptual analysis the most typical defining properties of rad i-

calization (Section 1.2). By reviewing a sample of influential defin itions of radicalization 

we found that the trend in defining radicalization is to se e it as 1) a directed, 2) individual 

process 3) including the acceptance or support of terrorism, 4) and/or the use of undemo-

cratic means. The definitions of radicalization in a Danish context, put f orward by the 

Danish government and by the Danish Police Intell igence Service, share these defining 

properties. During interviews these different defining elements were more or less directly 

touched upon, and we tried to uncover how intervi ewees related to these issues, and not 

least, how they suggested alternative distinctions, conceptualizations and relevant topics. 

The underlying  aim has been to see what we can learn about radicalization, and the pos-

sibilities of de-radicalization , by critically applying  official definitions of radicalization to 

the empirical material gathered within the ASC Islamic activist milieu in Aarhus.  

Our main result  is that if we accept the defining properties of radicalization in of ficial d e-

finitions, in particular the defining  properties of ȿacceptance/support of terrorismɀ and 

ȿundemocratic means/goalsɀ, then there are indeed many ȿradicalsɀ among the interviewed 

members of the ASC Islamic activist milieu in Aarhus. However, we also found that if we 

listen to the categories, distinctions and conditions put forward by Mu slims themselves 

there are good reasons to modify and specify these defining properties.  
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We found that almost all Muslim interviewees to some extent accepted or supported the 

actions and/or goals of different or ganizations such as Hamas, Taliban and Al -Shabaab, 

which are found on list s of terrorist organizations in the West. The differences in opinion 

between Muslim interviewees  inside and outside of the ASC milieu were on this matter 

not prefound, but ideological support for Taliban was only found within the milieu.   

Likewise, we found that m any, but not all  of the interview ees within the ASC milieu (in 

contrast to Muslims interviewees outside the milieu) held some sort of undemocratic atti-

tudes. When confronted with the hypothetical choice between living in a society based on 

democracy or an Islamic state based on the divine rules of God implemented through  

Sharia, many chose the latter. This result ɬ that there are many ȿradicalsɀ in the Muslim 

activist milieu i n Aarhus ɬ is in sharp contrast to the perceptions among the interviewed 

young Muslims, imams and religious authorities, and social workers, who describe radi-

calization as a very marginal and distant problem. A social worker working closely with 

young Musl ims puts it this way:  

Q: So if I were to conclude on what you have been saying, then the whole debate, the 

whole focus on radicalization does not relate that much to the reality as you exp e-

rience it? 

A: No I don ɀt think, no . 

Q: It is not a pressing issue? 

 ȯɯ-ÖɯȻȱȼɯ ÛɯÓÌÈÚÛɯ(ɯËÖÕɀt think that it is a wish from below that one will say that we 

should focus on it.  

Q: And then you say, yes ok, if that is so then of course you will attend a course on it? 

A: Yes, if that is something we have to do, then of course, weɀll do it (Lotte, non-

Muslim social worker ) 

The problem of radicalization is by many experienced as constructed, as something that 

authorities are pushing rather than a real issue and problem on the ground . A few quotes 

illustrate the point:  

I think w e live in a radical time. All over , people are leaning more and more towards 

the radical positions. Therefore we also experience a few people of Muslim descent in 

Denmark who cannot come to terms with the society they live in  and who hold rad i-

cal views. They are few, but they exist. So, yes, some sort of radicalization exists, but 

it is not a specific Muslim problem and it is not a problem of the dimensions that the 

authorities want us to believe. Issues of ordinary crime, gang culture and unemplo y-

ment are much bigger challenges that we are facing. And they have nothing to do 

with Islam (Taamir, imam). 

What the Danish Secret Service sees as a threat ɬ the young man talking about jihad 

and bin Laden I donɀt see as threat. I can show you 2600 of those in my home village 



69 

in Pakistan and several dozen here in Denmark. They talk like that. But they donɀt 

mean anything by it. It is not rooted in real ideological beliefs, but more in despair 

and a sense of crisis (Naadir ). 

There will always be a group of youngster w ho do not like the surrounding society. 

They have different norms or they will invent different norms. We have far left activ-

ists [de autonome] here in Denmark. In every society there will be groups who do not 

like the structure of society, the way it is p ut together. We also find them among the 

youth with a Muslim background. I see that as a natural part of the picture. They are 

not revolting because they are Muslims, but because they are young and because they 

donɀt like the way our democracy functions in  practice. Not because they donɀt like 

democracy (Majid , social worker). 

During interviews it was often argued that what is perceived as radicalization by the su r-

rounding society is rather the expression of youthful frustrations, revolt and solidarity 

with  populations in the Muslim world ɬ expressions that lack any deep ideological foun-

dation. The study of radicalization in Denmark conducted in 2008 by the Change Institute 

for the European Commission, supports this view and concluded that levels of radicali za-

tion in Denmark were low and that there was ȿno evidence that violent radical narratives 

have normalized into mainstream discourseɀ (European Commission 2008: 98).  

What our  empirical investigation has shown is that there is a large discrepancy between 

the way radicalization is defined officially and the way radicalization is perceived within 

the ASC milieu in Aarhus. Put another way, we can say that there is large gap between 

the content of the official and academic ȿeticɀ categories of radicalization and the ȿemicɀ 

categories put forward by young Muslims active in the milieu , religious authorities  and 

the social workers close to them. Building on the assumption that we might learn som e-

thing new about the phenomenon of radicalization by taking serious the  way young Mu s-

lims themselves perceive radicalization and related issues, we have tried to map out the 

distinctions, categories and conditions put forward.  Two results seem particularly impo r-

tant. 

First, we found that interviewed Muslims  in most cases support or accept the use of ter-

rorism, but only in a very conditioned  manner. Most importantly all interviewed, but one, 

made a clear distinction between the actions of organizations working to protect the po p-

ulations and defend territories in the Muslim worl d from what they saw as US or Israeli 

aggressions and indiscriminate use of violence, and actions meant to harm civilians in the 

West. Thus, the actions carried out by different organizations, such as Hamas and Taliban, 

were not seen as terrorism, but rather as defensive struggles against unjust occupations. 

In this view going on jihad to support these struggles was deemed legitimate. However, 

the support and acceptance of these struggles in the Muslim world were further cond i-

tioned on civilians not being k illed and that the use of violence was not excessive. The 

violent actions against civilians in the West , as carried out by Al Qaeda, were dismissed 
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by all interviewees, but one, as dreadful deeds. Several interviewees dismissed explicitly 

the Al Qaeda logic of making civilians in the West legitimate targets as they are responsi-

ble for e.g. the war in Iraq because they voted for the leaders who made the decision to go 

to war. However, some interviewees showed a degree of understanding for the overall 

politic al goals of Al Qaeda ɬ their battle against the suppression of Muslims and the occu-

pations of Muslim territories. In general, the support and acceptance of ȿterrorismɀ, we 

found,  are more often than not a conditioned support for certain political goals (e. g. peace 

and freedom), and not unconditional ideological affirmation of all (violent) means.   

Our position here is that we cannot just overhear all the conditions for accepting violence 

as a means put forward by interviewees. If we do that we will lump tog ether a wide-

spread sense of injustice in relation to the situations in, for example, Palestine, Afghani s-

tan, Somalia and Iraq among Muslims, and non -Muslims, with the very rare support of 

indiscriminate killings of civilians in the West by e.g. Al Qaeda. T his cannot be expedient, 

neither from an academic nor from a policy perspective. Too many details and distin c-

tions are lost, and we put Muslims in a difficult situation of not being able to support or 

accept the fighting of e.g. Hamas without being labeled  as ȿradicalsɀ who pose a potential 

danger to the democratic order in Denmark. On the other hand , if we accept that a distinc-

tion is necessary in the defining properties of radicalization, between support or accep-

tance of violence in defensive warlike  situations in Muslim countries, and violence i m-

posed in an indiscriminate manner against civilians in non -Muslim countries, we realize 

that radicalization in the West should not be seen as a mere spill-over of conflicts in the 

Middle East  as sometimes suggested. The vast majority of Muslims make a clear distin c-

tion between the two , and support or acceptance of defensive violence in the Muslim 

countries do not lead to acceptance or support of violence against civilians in the West. 

We believe this is an important insight, which has to be reflected in the way we define 

radicaliz ation . 

Secondly, we found that several Muslims in the ASC milieu held undemocratic attitudes, 

in the sense that they did not participate actively in elections for ideological reasons, and 

that they would hypothetically prefer to live in a n Islamic state based on Sharia rather 

than a society rooted in a democratic constitution. However, none were actively anti-

democratic in the sense that they were actively working towards the implementation of 

Sharia or the creation of an Islamic state in Denmark, nor did anybody think this was a 

realistic or even a desirable goal. The fight for a truly Islamic state should be fought where  

Muslims are in the majority, and without the use of force. Thus, anti -democratic activities 

were only seen as legitimate when they were sanctioned by the majority of people in the 

involved territory, as it e.g. happened in Somalia. Paradoxically, anti -democratic activities 

and goals had to be democratically sanctioned to be legitimate in the eyes of most inter-

viewees. 

Once again we take the position that these conditions and distinctions put forward by 

interviewed Muslims, in regards to undemocratic and anti-democratic means and goals 
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cannot just be overlooked. In contrast to anti-democratic activities, undemocratic attitudes 

and passivity towards democratic practices  hardly represent a danger to the foundation of 

democracy in Denmark, but they can certainly be viewed as unwanted from a democr atic 

perspective. Nevertheless, it seems important to distinguish between the two in order not 

to lump together the relatively many Muslims, and Jehovahɀs witnesses for that matter, 

who out of religious beliefs want to stay out of democratic practices, and who dream of a 

society based on Godɀs rule, with the very, very few who would actively work to unde r-

mine democracy and who believe that Denmark will one day be an Islamic state. No i n-

terviewees in our sample held such views, and an important insight from the study is that 

many Muslims are  able to navigate between religiously driven undemocratic attitudes 

and passivity, and anti -democratic activities. Obviously most Muslims outside the ASC 

milieu have no problem with participating in democratic elections, and see no conflict 

between Islam and democracy. Within the ASC milieu, and similar groupings in Aarhus 

and elsewhere, the tendency to abstain from voting may have become more widespread 

in accordance with the diffusion and intensity of the Islamic revival in recent years. As 

more come to practice Islam in a neo-orthodox way, more have accepted that Muslims 

should not participate actively in Western democracies. However, it is important t o notice 

that there is no automatic connection between this religious belief and anti -democratic 

behavior. Fact is that among the youngsters affected by the Islamic awakening in Aarhus 

there is little, if any, resonance of the active fight against the democratic order in Den-

mark. If we do not recognize these facts, we risk confusing religious revival and ȿborn-

again Muslimsɀ with radicalization. This is one of the consequences of defining radicaliz a-

tion  as the antithesis of democratic attitudes, as it is increasingly done, and this will not 

further our understanding of the phenomenon of radicalization .  

Althou gh our interviewees  generally did not perceive the concept of radicalization to be 

the most useful tool for addressing problems, some of them did find  that there were prob-

lems in the Muslim community with issues of social control and religious bullying . One 

interviewee, working in a local youth club, describe d a concrete situation: 

A: We had a group of young men who stopped the girls who wanted to attend one of 

our parties for girls here at the club. This was two -three years ago. They were hang-

ing around ou tside and were pushing the girls not to attend parties , and trying to 

convince them to stay at home. 

Q: Did you talk to them?  

A: Yes. 

Q: What did they say? 

A: Well, they said that the girls were like their sisters, and that they did not want 

them to go to parties, because it would harm the girls, as people would start to talk 

bad about them, people would gossip (Jamaal). 
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Such attempts at social control ɬ the application of social pressures to achieve a certain 

type of behavior in other people ɬ were described in a handful of our interviews.  Howe v-

er, that social control is a widespread problem is claimed in a recent study of equality 

among Muslim women in Denmark:  

One issue can be identified, which all respondents have had to deal with : Social con-

trol. Some have internalized this way of thinking, and ha ve maybe started exercising 

social control, others have wanted to criticize  such practice, but have not dared. A 

few have broken away from social control and have experienced deep conflicts with 

family and other  networks, conflicts which have cost social exclusion and in some 

cases violence. Social control is an important issue from the perspective of equality as 

boys do not seem to be subject to the same control, but are rather to large extent the 

ones who exercise the control (Maïa Consult 2009: 206, our translation). 

It is typical for the  descriptions of social control in our interviews , however, that such con-

trol and religious bullying are seen as phenomena that were more common 3-5 years ago 

in Aarhus than to day. In fact, most of the instances described refer to the period when 

Shaykh Raed Hlayhel was an influential imam in Gjellerup. More often than not Shaykh 

Raed, or his close companions, was mentioned as the source of the social pressures:  

Once I was organizing a demonstration against the Iraq invasion, and I had picked a 

few people to speak at the demonstration, including a Muslim wom an called Nadyia . 

At one point I received a phone call informing med that Raed had said that Nadyia  

should not speak at the demonstration ɬ it was not suited for a woman to speak in 

public when  men were present. I got very upset as I thought it was completely ina p-

propriate that he would say something like that. I told them that we stood by our d e-

cision. However, what happened was that Nadyia  heard what Raed had said and 

then she called me and said that she did not want to give the speech after all ... In this 

way Raed functioned as a controller in the community  (Muhammad, not part of the 

ASC milieu ) 

One interviewee told how Shaykh Raed and his followers had a practice of making home 

visits to families who they believed were not coming to mosque often enough  and try to 

convince them to come to mosque more regularly. The interviewee did not co nsider this 

undue pressure, however (Salah). When asked about it, all our interviewees dismissed 

that any imam or other religious authority in Aarhus today had the same status or infl u-

ence as Shaykh Raed had before he left Aarhus. Many said that there is no religious ȿcon-

troller ɀ in the commun ity  today who is able to use their position and authority to exercise 

social control .  

The kind of social controlling and religious bullying described above is from the perspe c-

tive of equality and freedom of choice a serious social problem. In a community where 

social group pressures are widespread, fear and coercion develop. However, it is probably 

more useful to address this kind of problem in terms of a battle between conservative re-
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ligious values and liberal progressive ones rather than as signs of radicalization. It is im-

portant to recognize that social control and group pressure based on religion are not par-

ticular Muslim phenomen a. It is text book knowledge that ȿReligion is a potent force for 

social controlɀɯ(McGuire 2002: 244). Social control has also characterized, and to some ex-

tent still does, some communities, e.g. small rural communities also in Lutheran Protes-

tant Denmark. French scholar Olivier Roy has put it this way:  

Europe is now facing the same challenge: how to deal with Islam as a ȿmereɀ religion. 

But the emergence of Islam as a mere religion does not create a divide between ȿEastɀ 

and ȿWestɀ but a realignment between conservative and religious values on one hand, 

versus progressive and liberal ideas on the other hand. But values are not the expres-

sion of a given culture (Roy 2005:7) 

There is a tendency in public discourse in Denmark, and elsewhere, to equate expressions 

of social control and religious bullying with signs of radicalization . Following the defin i-

tions of radicalization such behavior is seen as signs of radicalization as it is covered by 

the fuzzy ȿundemocratic meansɀ property. However, in our opinion little is won by i n-

cluding social control in the definition of radicalization.  The only aspect of social control 

which is relev ant for discussions of radicalization is when social control is directed 

against the democratic system, i.e. attempting to coerce people to abstain from voting. The 

threat against democracy embedded in this tends, however , to be forgotten when anti -

democratic behavior is lumped together with other kinds of social control. 34 All social 

groups exercise some kind of social control and sanction as a way of reproducing norms ɬ 

this is a standard sociological insight ɬ and it should not matter if the social contro l is 

based on religion or any other normative system. Social control can be more or less expli-

cit, but there is nothing to suggest that explicit social control, as described in our inte r-

views, should be any more effective or problematic from a democratic p erspective than 

the kind of political culturing that takes place in e.g. many work places, where member-

ship of certain unions is sanctioned. We believe that such instances of social control and 

culturing are more accurately captured with reference to the f ight between conservative 

and liberal values than by the discourse of radicalization.  

Summing up we recommend, based on our conceptual analysis and empirical results, the 

following conceptual clarifications:  

1) The tendency to define radicalization in terms o f ȿsupport or acceptance of terrorismɀ 

should be delineated to include the distin ction between support/acceptance of the use 

of violence in defensive warlike  situations in Muslim countries, and violence i mposed 

in an indiscriminate and offensive manner aga inst civilians in non -Muslim countries . 

                                                           
34 If it can be verified that Hizb ut Tahrir has threatened voters and candidates for the local election 

2009 this should be taken very seriously (see http://www.lorry.dk/moduler/nyheder/showreg -

video.asp?dato=09-11-2009&cID=1&vId=512825 
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2) The tendency to define radicalization as the antithesis of democracy, making ȿunde-

mocratic meansɀ a defining property, should be avoided, or at least delineated by re f-

erence to the distinction between undemocratic and anti-democratic behavior. 

In general we recommend more caution in distinguishing religious awakening and certain 

political sympathies from radicalization . Part of what authorities and some researchers 

regard as radicalization may from another point of vi ew be regarded as a widespread 

critique of international political affairs combined with a revival of Islamic practices and 

identities. We believe that by paying attention to the concrete recommendations above 

this can be partly achieved with regards to th e definition of radicalization. However, it  is 

just as important that such clarifications and distinctions are made  visible  in public d e-

bates and in the discourse of the political elite. Here academics working in the field have a 

responsibility to highligh t nuances, conditions and distinctions. Only by taking these r e-

finements seriously can we hope to reach a better understanding of the phenomenon of 

radicalization and the possibilities of de-radicalization . 
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Part II.  

The Cultic Milieu: A Framework for  

Understanding Radicalization Processes  

Lene Kühle 

Part I of this report discussed radicalization as defined in the Danish context by PET, the 

Danish Police Intelligence Service, and the Danish government and suggested improv e-

ments within the conceptual framew ork by making a distinction between support for te r-

rorism in warlike and oppressive situations and the use of terrorism in situations of peace. 

This distinction builds on the important difference between using violence against civ i-

lians and using violence against soldiers on the battle field. Another i mportant distinction 

is the one between undemocratic and anti-democratic ideas and actions. It was suggested 

that there are big differences between avoiding participat ion in democratic practices, 

whenever possible, which was the content of the notion of ȿundemocraticɀ, and the more 

active denunciation of democracy, the ȿanti-democraticɀ ideas and actions, which would 

constitute an attempt to directly abolish democracy. We would argue that only the pres-

ence of the latter constitutes a threat against democratic society. These recommendations 

may improve the usefulness of the concept for practical reasons, but the concept of radica-

lization may still be problematic as the point of departure of a scientific theory of  radicali-

zation for two reasons.   

First, it does not allow for the reali zation that the actions and world views in the Muslim 

world may be very different from the Muslim actions and world views in the Western 

world. The processes of radicalization in Western societies and in the Muslim world ove r-

lap, of course, to the extent that some European Muslims either join the jihad somewhere 

in the Muslim world or support it financially, and that some radical Muslims in the Mu s-

lim world may plan terrorist attacks i n the Western world (Bakker 2006, Taarnby 2006; 

Neumann 2006). Some scholars argue, however, that not only does the situation in the 

Muslim world and in Western societies differ ɬ the Western world tends to have relatively 

stable and well-functioning democ racies for instance, while democracies in the Muslim 

world tend to be u nstable, corrupt and illiberal ɬ but also the motivation of Muslims in 

the Western context and in the Muslim world respectively differs widely. One scholar, 

Farhad Khosrokhovar, thus argues that jihadism in the Muslim world and jihadism in the 

West are completely different phenomena and that the ȿscheme governing the forms of 

martyrdom characteristic of these neo-ummas is very different to that governing the b e-

havior of the desperate young men of Muslim societiesɀ (Khosrokhavar 2005: 151). The 

same position is taken by Olivier Roy , who finds that : ȿThe Western-based Islamic terror-

ists are not the militant vanguard of the Muslim community; they are a lost generation 

unmoored from tradition al societies and cultures, frustrated by a Western society that 

does not meet their expectationsɀɯ(Roy 2007: 56). Even scholars who emphasize the global 
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aspects of jihad find that global jihad is a ȿpowerful metaphor ɀ (Neumann 2006: 76) carry-

ing the jihadi st world view as much as a reflection of reality. In fact, the call for a ȿglobal 

war on terrorism ɀ and the call for a ȿglobal jihadɀ are similar calls to the extent that they 

emphasize the unitary character of phenomena around the globe. Both these calls may, 

however, tempt us to ignore the differences and take the homogeneity of the phenomena 

as a given fact and not something that ought to be established empirically. A sound scien-

tific approach will be open for the study of both similarities and differenc es.  

Second, the concept of radicalization focuses on how individuals come to take on ȿradicalɀ 

opinions or condone the use of violence, yet it does not appear recommendable from a 

scientific point of view to focus too much on radicalization as an individu al process. It 

may, at this point, be relevant to emphasize that the ȿoriginal ɀ concept of radicalization 

came from political science, where it has been used to discuss political violence in coun-

ter-cultural milieus. The way the concept of radicalization has been employed in political 

science may be described in this way:    

Radicalization can occur on both the individual and organizational levels. In some 

cases, only some individuals within an organization will opt for a radical approach 

(typically creatin g inter-organizational conflict). In other cases, an entire organization 

can develop a radical approach. Radicalization therefore primarily occurs within o r-

ganizations, i.e. after recruitment has taken place (though there are examples of indi-

viduals commit ÛÐÕÎɯÙÈËÐÊÈÓɯÈÊÛÚɯÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÉÌÐÕÎɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÈÕɯÖÙÎÈÕÐáÈÛÐÖÕȰɯȱȺɯȹ.ÓÌÚÌÕɯ

2008: 9).  

In the recent discussions of radicalization, which  primarily have related to Islamist radic a-

lization, radicalization has changed from a primarily collective concept to a primari ly i n-

dividual concept. Interest has focused on charting the process from being an ordinary 

Muslim to b eing a radical or extremist and the concept seems to be used synonymously 

with ȿconversion into radicalismɀ. The present concepts of radicalization ha ve, thus, 

moved away from the original understanding of radicalization, where radicalization is a 

collective process of change in discourses and orientation of groups, milieus and societies 

to an understanding of radicalization as an individual process . The emergence of the cur-

rent individually based concep ts of radicalization, is probably related to the fact that cu r-

rent approaches to radicalization are policy -motivated rather than ȿscience-drivenɀ, 

guided by academic research. The current po licy approach to radicalization is, however, 

problematic from three perspectives. From an empirical perspective, research on (Islamic) 

radicaliz ation, which has mainly focused on micro -level analysis, has been tremendously 

unsuccessful so far (Kirby 2007; Sageman 2008). Basically, the only outcome of this r e-

search is that the individuals ɀ roads towards ȿradicalismɀ have no patterns: It is impossible 

to predict who will become radicalized . From a pragmatic perspective, it is therefore time 

to change horses from an individual -oriented approach to a more collective-oriented ap-

proach. Secondly, the focus on the individual is problematic from a theoretical perspe c-

tive. Micro -level analysis tends to build on the assumption that ȿradicali zed individuals ɀ 
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are very different from the rest of us ɬ either psychologically or in their backgrounds 

(traumatic events, for instance), both of which are empirically unsustain able (Sageman 

2008: 18-19). It also assumes that people have very clear intensions with what they do and 

that their opinion s are relatively stable and steadily grounded. But theories of identity tell 

us that this is not always the case, in particular not for young people. As part of a youth 

rebellion, some young people become for instance ȿhyperreligious ɀ (McGuire 2002: 63) or 

in other ways assert identities separate from their ȿchild identity ɀ. Rebellion or resistance 

is very much part of youth culture (Rabi 2005). Some of our interviewees who are wor king 

with young people warn against taking the opinions of the young too s eriously:   

We should always remember that it is young people we are dealing with, who are 

looking for an identity. And it may be that one day they regard Bin Laden as an idol 

because that is where they are right now. The next day, they think something else. We 

should be careful not to take them too literally. But at the same time, we should have 

a good impression of when they are crossing the line (Louise) . 

A similar stance is taken by Lotte, who also has daily contact with young Muslims and 

who warns that ȿwe must be really careful that it [the focus on radicalization] doesnɀt get 

out of hand. It is young people we are dealing with ɀ (Lotte). By stressing that she is deal-

ing with young people she emphasiz es that, in her experience, young people try out di f-

ferent identities and the debate on radicalization may become ȿa bit absurd. Of course we 

should not educate terrorists or accept that kind of thing. But I think that we should be 

open to different opinions. If we all become too similar, I find that to be just  as dangerousɀɯ

(Lotte). Since opinions ɬ in particular among young people ɬ are not stable, it is further-

more methodologically problematic to assume a stable identity as ȿradicalizedɀ. Thir dly, 

the problems concern, of course, also the methodological difficulty of finding the rel evant 

ȿradical Muslims ɀ and the problems associated with convincing them to participate in an 

interview study. Most research has consequently relied on demographic data, written 

documents and on interviews with friends, parents etc.  It is Sagemanɀs sustaining argu-

ment that radicalization can be studied neither as an individual phenomenon nor excl u-

sively on the societal level. ȿBoth micro and macro approaches to the study of terrorism 

have severe limitations. Nor can we combine them to create a more comprehensive pic-

tureɀ (2008: 23). It is Sagemanɀs argument that radicalization can neither be understood in 

terms of general societal processes of for instance marginalization nor in terms of indivi d-

ual conversions to radicalism. It is necessary to understand the dynamics of the concrete 

environment in which radicalism takes place. 35 In Aarhus, the relevant environment to 

discuss in this context is the ASC milieu. The fact that the ASC milieu is exactly a milieu 

and not an organization or a group complicates this shift of perspective, however. 

                                                           
35 Unfortunately,  2ÈÎÌÔÈÕɯÙÌÛÈÐÕÚɯÈɯÉÈÚÐÊÈÓÓàɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÐáÌËɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛɯÖÍɯÙÈËÐÊÈÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕȯɯȿÛÏÐÚɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚɯ

of transforming individuals from rather unexceptional and ordinary beginnings to terrorists with 

ÛÏÌɯÞÐÓÓÐÕÎÕÌÚÚɯÛÖɯÜÚÌɯÝÐÖÓÌÕÊÌɯÍÖÙɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕËÚɀɯȹƖƔƔƜȯɯÝÐÐÐȺȭ 
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2.1. The ASC milieu  

It is important to emphasi ze that the ASC milieu, as described in Part I, is not linked to 

terrorism.  It is in fact upsetting for most participants in the ASC milieu that I slam is often 

associated with terrorism:   

Terror, that is not Islam at all. So I am a bit: What are you doing? If you are doing ter-

ror, then stop it. And I do think that if he [any of the convicted on terrorism charges 

in Denmark] has done it and if there is eviden ce that he has done it, then of course he 

should be punished (Ghaada). 

Though some participants do express sympathies for organizations that appear on inter-

national terror list they are on this matter, as discussed in Part I , not very different from 

the other Muslims interviewed. For both groups a clear distinction is made between the 

ȿterrorismɀ of resistance taking place in war in the Muslim world and the ȿreal terrorɀ of 

terrorist attacks in peaceful Denmark. The support for the first and the lack of sup port for 

the latter is as such not specific to the participants in  the ASC milieu.     

So far, research has been conducted under the assumption that Islamist terrorism is not an 

isolated phenomenon completely disconnected from other parts of the Islamic tra dition, 

theologically and socially. It is obviously distressing for many Muslims that what they 

consider to be for instance a religion of peace or justice has been ȿhijackedɀ by radicals 

who use Islam to legitimate killings of civilians. Yet, this appears to be the social reality. 

One of the best-known scholars on radicalization, Quintan Wiktorowicz, explain s it in the 

following way: ȿAl Qaeda and the radical fundamentalists that constitute the new Ɂglobal 

jihadi movement ɂ are not theological outliers. They are part of a broader community of 

Islamists known as ɁSalafisɂɀ (2005: 75). In the Danish context, it also appears that the 

convicted in the Vollsmose/Odense case and the Glostrup and Glasvej cases were part of 

the general Muslim milieu in and , perhaps more precisely, around specific mosques. In 

the journalistic rewriting of the events leading to the arrests in the Vollsmose case, the 

efforts to buy materials to construct a bomb seem to alternate with Quran readings in the 

mosque and they apparently were seen as constituting a dawa (mission) group relating to 

the mosque (Gotfredsen 2008). This does not, of course, mean that the imam, the mosque 

board or other people attending the mosque knew what the Vollsmose group had been up 

to, but it does appear that radical groups in Denmark have emerged ȿaroundɀ specific 

mosques. The ASC milieu in Aarhus is not a conveyer belt for terrorists; it is a milieu 

where young Muslims search for authentic knowledge about how God wants them to live 

as Muslims. But on the other hand, it appears to be relatively similar to the milieu, which 

for instance the convicted in the Vollsmose case were frequenting. Additionally, some of 

the interviewees had connections to individuals involved in the Vollsmose m ilieu. The 

ASC milieu is in  that way a milieu which most likely is monitored by for i nstance PET, a 

fact which participants in the milieu occasionally  referred to. 
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The function of mosques and imams in Western contexts are often misinterpreted. At least 

in Denmark, it is not a general trend that ȿmosques are largely defined by their imamsɀ 

(Olesen 2009: 19).36 In fact, the majority of mosques do not have a permanent imam and if 

there is a permanent imam, he is often either an unpaid volunteer living in Denmark or a 

paid, educated imam staying on a visa for a couple of years (Kühle 2006). Discussions on 

Islam in the media often depict the mosques as something akin to the Evangelical-

Lutheran Church of Denmark with educated salaried imams serving a rel atively well -

defined congregation. But this picture simplifies the function of mosques. Only in a pa r-

ticular type of mosque, the ȿsheikh mosqueɀ, do the imams define the profi le of the mos-

que (Kühle 2006). None of the mosques in Aarhus can be defined as sheikh mosques37 and 

there are no imams who all activists in the milieu know or will even have heard of. Lik e-

wise, the deficiency of qualified imams means that most mosque boards would be wil ling 

to accept as imam almost anyone willing and able to do the job, which means that mos-

ques often do not have very clear profiles. The job of mapping the different pr ofiles of the 

different mosques is not made easier by the theologically based indisposition of partic i-

pants to see the mosque environment in this way: ȿBut it is still ɬ and this is what people 

donɀt understand ɬ regardless of how much I disagree with a Muslim, I am still his 

brother and he is my brotherɀ (Ali).  

The ASC activist milieu in Aarhus is related to five mosques. The two mosques centrally 

placed in the milieu would occasionally be refe rred to as ȿArab mosquesɀ, but both mos-

ques attract a more mixed group of Muslims, including many co nverts, because of their 

many activities, which are often in Danish. One or two Somali mo sques that function as 

outskirts of the milieu also have a lot of activities . One of the mosques would for instance 

have courses for women in Arabic, Quran and Islam, Monday to Thursday, but because 

activities tended to be conducted in Somali, few non-Somalis would attend. One of the 

Somali mosques is situated in the centre of the city ɬ as is another Arab mosque ɬ and 

they are therefore attended by many, when they are downtown for other reasons. Many 

of the activists in the milieu would therefore reply like K areem:   

Q: So it is a matter of chance which mosque youɀll attend? 

R: Yes, there is not a particular one that I am attending (Kareem, 22 years). 

The reply reveals only part of the reality , however. The mosques Kareem occasionally 

attended would be chosen among the three to five mosques mentioned above. Though he 

                                                           
36 In a rÌÝÐÌÞɯÌÚÚÈàɯÖÕɯ,ÜÚÓÐÔɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÐÛàɯÐÕɯ$ÜÙÖ×ÌȮɯ%ÙÈÕÒɯ/ÌÛÌÙɯÍÐÕËÚɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÔÖÚÛɯÚÛÜËÐÌÚɯ×ÜÛɯÛÏÌɯ

emphasis on the relative decline of imams, criticise the obsession of policy-makers with this group 

ÖÍɯÈÊÛÖÙÚȮɯÖÙɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÛÖɯɁÕÌÞɂɯ(ÚÓÈÔÐÊɯÈÊÛÖÙÚȮɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ×ÙÌÈÊÏÌÙÚȮɯÈÚɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ×ÈÙÛÐÈÓɯÙÌ×ÓÈÊÌÔÌÕÛɀɯȹ/ÌÛÌÙɯ

2006: 111). 

37 Lighed og Broderskabsforeningen was considered a sheikh mosque when Shaykh Raed was 

heading the mosque, but after he left, the mosque does not have the characteristics of a sheikh 

mosque anymore.  
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may know of the existence of other mosques, he would be unlikely to attend the prayer in 

one of the Turkish Diyanet mosques, whose imams are employed by the Turkish state, or 

in the Afghan mosque for that matter: They would be much too oriented towards a speci f-

ic national background for his and other activists ɀ taste. There are of course activists in the 

milieu who would only attend prayer, courses or gatherings in one mosque, but many 

would not discriminate between them: ȿIf I could make it work then I would ju st go. There 

was not a particular place where I would go. It was like this, if there is a course [on Islam], 

then I would go there ɀ (Ghaada). The two Arab mosques most centrally placed in the mi-

lieu, were both considered Salafi. One of the Somali mosques was also considered Salafi, 

but some of the interviewees suggested that Salafism was in fact even more prevalent, 

ȿWell, it is not only the three mosques that you mention which are Salafi, so are the othersɀ 

(Kareem). It was the general impression shared by people outside as well as inside the 

milieu that ȿalmost allɀ young practi cing Muslims with a Somali -Arab-Convert back-

ground in Aarhus were Sal afis. This may seem to be in contradiction to the conclusion in 

the 2008 report from the Change Institute, that:  

[t]he research in Denmark indicates that the global movements such as Salafism, Hizb 

ut-Tahrir and Caliphate State do not seem, in an organized way, to have gained a foo-

thold in the Danish society. The complexities and variety of Salafi thinking, such as  

striving towards living a life as a ȿgood Muslim ɀ, is also noted (Change 2008: 68) 

But if the words ȿin an organized wayɀ are underlined, the discrepancies disappear. Nei-

ther Hizb ut-Tahrir38 nor  any other Salafi movement has been able to establish themselves in 

Aarhus and although the ASC milieu is a mainly Salafi milieu, this is in an individual r a-

ther than in an organized way.  

It may be an important aspect of this, that it was essential for many of the interviewees to 

underline that Salafi was not to be understood as a group identity as such. Salafi was not 

something you could be, but something you would hope to become:  

I donɀt really think that you can call yourself Salafi because Salafi is huge and means 

that you follow the right path (Khaled) . 

Well, the meaning of Salafi is the one who guards. It does not mean anything. We 

cannot choose to be Salafi. When we are dead they call us Salafi, which means the one 

who came before you. That is the only thing that Salafi means (Ahmed). 

But we are not Salafi. We donɀt have a creed. We just have our reliable source, that is 

the Quran and the Sunna of the Prophet and then we follow the Prophet. We don ɀt 

have a specific name for ourselves (Ali). 

                                                           
38 Hizb ut -Tahrir has in fact tried to establish themselves in Aarhus but have ɬ apparently because 

of opposition from the Islamic establishment in Aarhus ɬ been unable to enter the Muslim arena in 

Aarhus. There are of course individual Muslims in Aarhus who find Hizb ut-Tahrir appealing.  
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Another position was taken by Bilal who argues that most Muslims are a ware of the ne-

cessity to return to the ways of the Prophet and that ȿthis is why, you cannot say about 

someone that he is not salafiya. Even though it [the concept of salafiya] is not mentioned 

in the Quran. Because anyone who says that they are following the path of the prophet, 

they are salafiya, right?ɀɯ(Bilal). Emphasizing that Muslims differ in their practice of Islam, 

many intervi ewees did, however, reluctantly accept the categorization as Salafi:  

No, but it is not like I would say that I [belong to]  a group or something or that I am 

... because I am, as it is, a Muslim. I would prefer to say that I am a Muslim, but the 

trouble is that Shiɀas would also say, ȿI am a Muslimɀ, a Sufi would say ȿI am a Mus-

limɀ. Everyone says ȿI am a Muslimɀ so you are in kind of need to ... establish that I 

am not a Shiɀa, I am not a Sufi; you may say that you are Sunni, following the Salafi 

path (Pernille). 

One of the interviewees had some problems with the fact that the notion could be used to 

label a specific group of Muslims. Replying that he was not a Salafi, he said,  

If someone asks me then I will reply just as I have done to you. I am a Muslim. I was 

never to be categorized within any groups and I never will be. But it gives the media 

an opportunity to write someth ing again. They love it. If they hear that there is a 

group called Salafi, then they will immediately write that there are these two very di f-

ferent groups that disagree. But it is nonsense. We are all Muslims (Ali). 

The reluctance to take on a Salafi identity may also be one of individual resistance to be 

framed within a defined identity: ȿOk, but I feel right now that I don ɀt need to put a label 

on myself and say, Ɂwell, I am thisɂ or ɁI am thatɂ, but [just say] ɁI am a Muslimɂɀɯ(Kami-

la). A Dutch researcher studying Muslim groups on the web faced a similar problem r e-

garding identities. On her blog, she presented arguments for retaining the n otion of Salafi, 

but refraining from the notion of Salafist:   

Relating back to my initial somewhat careless use of ȿSalafiɀ or ȿSalafistɀ, I have come 

to the point of not using ȿSalafistɀ (or Islamists) for my research anymore since it sug-

gests membership in a party or something similar. Furthermore, no activists I have 

encountered have used the term Salafist, Islamist or Salafism so far. So I am left with 

the terms Muslim, salafiyyah and Salafi. However, to resort to ȿMuslim ɀ, which is the 

self-ascription of all activists as the lowest common denominator , is not a solution in 

my opinion. It is too general and indiscrimin ate in order to be helpful for my ethn o-

graphy. After all, there are by far enough Muslims who outright reject the salafiyyah 

thought. Nobody can claim to do research about Muslims in general.  

Instead, I talk about ȿactivists inspired by the salafiyyah ɀ in order to name the group 

of activists I am interested in. Admittedly not the most elegant solution. This label i n-

cludes those who do not like to be called Salafi and those who really want to be called 

Salafi. When talking about individuals I will have to se e how they describe them-

selves and take this into account (Becker 2009).  



82 

Following this argument, the ASC milieu in Aarhus is not a milieu full of Salafists (or I s-

lamists for that matter), but a milieu occupied by activists inspired by salafiyyah. Some of  

these activists embrace the identity as Salafi, but many do not. They are, however, all en-

gaged in conjuring up the frameworks of their life as Muslims taking their point of depa r-

ture in the Quran and the exemplary life of the prophet.   

The report from t he Change Institute concludes that activists inspired by the salafiyyah do 

not create large organizational structures, but rather create smaller structures where face-

to-face interactions are important: 

Salafism is fissiparous and has similarities with un -churched Evangelical Christian ity, 

producing small communities based around charismatic religious leaders (som etimes 

religiously trained, sometimes lay) who align themselves with more senior scholars 

who stand somewhere within the Salafi spectrum  (Change 2008: 111). 

The ASC milieu in Aarhus is very much a grassroots milieu. The compa rison between 

Salafism and un-churched Evangelical Christianity applies well in the case of the ASC 

milieu in terms of the ȿunorganizedɀ, except that the ASC milieu lacks charismatic rel i-

gious leaders. It holds no strong organizations and no positions regarded as authoritative 

among a wider group of activists. This does not mean that there are no authorities. Per-

nille, for instance, pointed to a Muslim living in Aarhus who she wo uld follow because 

ȿHe is the only alim in Denmark ɀ. Most other participants in the milieu had never heard 

about him, because he is not interested in a public role as an imam. His interest is mainly 

to study and write books on Islam. Other points of refere nce are the different imams; in 

particular those who also act as teachers tend to draw small groups of young Mu slims, 

which may be considered their herds (until they drift on to somewhere else). It is also easy 

for any individual who possess knowledge abou t Islam to contribute with pre sentations 

in any of the meetings in the mosques or to set up study groups privately or in the mo s-

que. The ASC milieu is therefore a basically unorganized milieu  and can only with some 

difficulty  be understood with reference to the aims and goals of organizations. The unor-

ganized character of small Islamic youth milieus like the ASC milieu is probably not u n-

usual for Muslims in Europe. There is  a general lack of knowledge about how Mu slim 

organize in the minority situation and that is probably the cause of many misunderstan d-

ings concerning the conditions of Muslim in Europe.  For the study of radicalization it 

leads to a specific problem because the unorganized character of the milieu makes it more 

difficult to do a study. It is a well  known fact that religious organizations facilitate re-

search because they (usually) provide a coherent world view and have leaders and mem-

bers who  (normally) can be reached for interview. Of course there may be diversity within 

an organization, there may be factions and dissidents; the mere fact that there is an organ-

ization provides some kind of standard of measurement. The ASC provides none of this. 

It consists basically of a number of individuals with individual ideas and goals. Yet there 

are some ȿstringsɀ connecting the individuals, which the same time distinguish the parti c-

ipants from other Muslims. But the ideas and norms of the interviewees di ffered on many 
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matters, that of democracy being a good example. The ȿstringsɀ are therefore not norma-

ti ve, but rather based on a parallelism of goals and aims. The participants in the milieu are 

all religious seekers and their goal is to live the way God has prescribed. An approach 

that takes its point of departure in this realization will be the best to grasp the character of 

the ASC milieu.  

2.2. The concept of a cultic milieu  

Some studies on Islamic activism have a deliberate point of departure in social movement 

theory (Olesen 2009; Wiktorowicz 2002: 189). This approach places Islamic activism in the 

context of general social activism and emphasizes the similarity between Islamic  move-

ments and other types of movements. Other researchers have placed Islamic activism in 

Europe in the context of sociology of religion, emphasizing the religious elements of I s-

lamic activism. Identity form ation among young Muslims is  increasingly studied in terms 

of a general process of secularization and individualization , and the establishment of 

mosques is seen as examples of ȿdenominationali zationɀ or ȿcongregationalizationɀ. The 

process through which the practices accommodate to the European context: The imam 

takes on a priest-like position , the mosque organises like the churches and more (Cesari 

2004: 127-131; Maréchal 2003: 99). Recently, it has been suggested that Islamic terrorism 

and radicalism in Europe may be well captured by comparison with the research on sects, 

cults and new religious mov ements. Marc Sageman builds his arguments in Understanding 

Terror on a comparison between entry into Al Qaeda and a new religious movement, but 

also Farhad Khosrokhovar and Mark Sedgwick, among others, have argued that Islamic 

radicalism may be grasped by focusing on the similarities with cults/new religious 

movements like Aum Shrinrikyo, for instance (Kh osrokhavar 2005: 151; Sedgwick 2007: 

18-19).  

Where these researchers have focused on the actual terrorist cells and movements, the 

discussion on radicalization goes much further. It also focuses on support for what is pe r-

ceived as terrorist movements and undemocratic or anti -democratic opinions, which in no 

way resemble the tight social control or commit ment of for instance members of the Aum 

Shrinrikyo, the Aumians. Different religious associations have traditionally been di s-

cussed using the concepts of ȿsectɀ and ȿchurchɀ, which wer e introduced as sociological 

concepts by Ernest Troeltsch and Max Weber in the early 20th century. Best known are of 

course Weberɀs divisions between church and sect, where the church encompasses mass 

religiosities, the sect organizes the religious sect virtuoso/the religiously qualified. W e-

berɀs typology focuses on inclusion and exclusion or the extent to which m embership is 

based on choice or whether members are born into  the religious group . Troeltsch supple-

mented the concepts with that of the ȿmysticɀ, which according to Troeltsch is non-

institutionalised religiosity per se. Howard Becker took his point of departure in 

Troeltschɀs mystic, when he, in 1932, suggested the concept of ȿcultɀ: A cult is a loose or-

ganization of people with a private, eclectic religiosity. However, there is also another 
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meaning of the cult as a new, dissenting (or foreign in culture), religious tradition. The 

notion of cult became accepted in sociology of religion, though it became derogatory in 

the public, 39 but it proved diffic ult to study. Cults, unlike churches and the denomination, 

were seldom lasting phenomena. Often, they would emerge, flourish and then die out 

quite soon. In order to establish firm er ground under the study of cults, Campbell coined 

the notion of the ȿculti c milieuɀ in 1972 to describe a counter-cultural environment in a 

society where different religious and philosophical currents flourished and intermi ngled 

and occasionally provide d the background for formation of cults. Campbell understands 

the cult as an organization encompassing unorthodox deviant views and which, unlike 

the sect, does not have firm organizational forms of fixed dogma. Campbell presents the 

cultic milieu as a methodological tool to enable the study of cults. The main problem has, 

according to Campbell, been the difficulties associated with studying something transit o-

ry as the cult. The cultic milieu is much more tangible: regardless of the wax and wanes of 

particular cults, the cultic milieu is a ȿconstant feature of societyɀ (Campbell 1972: 122). 

Unlike other religious organizations, cults and people active in the cultic milieu do not 

form firm groups with aligned beliefs: ȿMembers do not act in common as a group so 

much as share ȿa parallelismɀ of spontaneous religious personalitiesɀ (121). The idea was 

that the cultic milieu was a stable and perpetual part of society, which could be st udied 

along with the different religious cults it would breed in order to understand non-

mainstream religious mov ements in a society. 

Campbell understands the concept of the cultic milieu as ȿthe cultural underground of 

societyɀ (Campbell 1972: 122). In a Western context, the cultic milieu has historically co n-

sisted to a large degree of mysticism, but has also incorporated any emergence of alterna-

tive rel igiosity from belief in flying saucers over neo -shamanism to new-age spirituality 

(124). Campbell does not find this surpris ing, given that what Campbell regards as the 

basic beliefs associated with the mystical position, unity of consciousness and life, need of 

spiritualization of the individual, emphasis on the erotic and sexual, rejection of materia l-

ism have been denunciated by the Christian traditions. It is therefore no wonder  ȿthat we 

should find that they flourish in the cultural underground of an offici ally Christian soci e-

tyɀ (Campbell 1972: 125). Though mysticism is central to the cultic milieu described by 

Campbell, it must be assumed that this is historically contingent and due to the fact that 

Western Christianity generally has suppressed mysticism. In Buddhist and Hindu soci e-

ties where mysticism is regarded as central elements in religion, other elements would 

have to be found in the cultic milieu. Pre -Christian pagan traditions also exist predom i-

nantly in the cultic milieus of Chri stian societies.  

But the world has changed since Campbell wrote about the cultic milieu. Some of the 

ideas and beliefs ȿdelegatedɀ to the cultic milieu, due to its clash with dominant mai n-

                                                           
39 Since the 1960s, the notion of cult has had a very negative meaning in English, while sect is a 

ÔÖÙÌɯÙÌÚ×ÌÊÛÈÉÓÌɯÕÈÔÌɯȹÖ××ÖÚÐÛÌɯÐÕɯ#ÈÕÐÚÏɯÞÏÌÙÌɯȿÚÌÊÛɀɯÐÚɯÏÐÎÏÓàɯÕÌÎÈÛÐÝÌȺȭ 
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stream beliefs, are now less controversial. Many of the ideas of the cultic milieu of 1972 

are now proliferated by mainstream media and shared by a large percentage of the popu-

lation in many countries. Where does this leave the concept of the cultic milieu? Some 

researchers find that the notion of the cultic milieu may still be utilized to  describe the 

New-Age spiritual ȿnebuleuse mystique-esoteriqueɀ environments and the religious ph e-

nomena usually referred to as cults (Mayer 2006: 99). Others find that the concept of the 

cultic milieu is perhaps better restricted to phenomena that are tru ly countercultural, r e-

gardless of whether these phenomena would in any way qualify as cults. This position 

has been promoted by Jeffery Kaplan and Helen Löow, who in an edited book from 2002, 

Cultic Milieu. Oppositional Subcultures in an Age of Globalization, provide evidence for the 

value of the cultic milieu in studies of a row of radical movements ranging from neo -

Nazism, radical nationalism, racism to environmenta lism: ȿCultic milieu theory suggests 

one key to understanding the linkages between the wide  variety of parading malcontents ɀ 

(Kaplan & Löow 2002: 4). The collection of papers put emphasis on a milieu of seekers 

and a diversity of co-existing countercultural ideologies which may prove useful to an 

understanding of Muslim radicalism . So far, the concept of the cultic milieu has pr imarily 

been used to describe the emergence of alternative religiosity from belief in flying saucers 

to neo-shamanism. But these kinds of beliefs are not the only ones which may create coun-

ter-cultural currents (and these concrete ideas may in fact become less alternative). Kaplan 

& Löow suggest that the concept of a cultic milieu should not be l imited to the study of 

the substantial beliefs that Campbell looked into but that it may in fact be used as an ana-

lytical concept in studies of neo-Nazism and radical racism. There may be several cultic 

milieus in one society with different ideas but similar in the extent to which they are mi-

lieus of and for  seekers. The claim that the ASC milieu may be considered a cultic milieu 

wit h its diversity of coexisting counter -cultural ideologies is a crucial point of departure 

for an understanding of its structure  and working .  

2.3. The ASC milieu in Aarhus as a cultic milieu? 

To what extent can the ASC Islamic activist milieu in Aarhus be studied in a useful way in 

terms of a cultic milieu? It appears to live up to the two main characteristics  of a cultic 

milieu: First, it is deviant. The value and norms of the Muslims interviewed are deviant 

on a series of issues. Significant issues from the view of the general population, religiou s-

ly, polygamy, for instance, was accepted (but not always embraced), but also politically, 

where organizations generally regarded as ȿterroristɀ by Danish authorities were general-

ly, at least conditionally, embraced in particular if the aim of the organization is to esta b-

lish an Islamic state. It may be argued that the Muslim milieu in Denmark as such is d e-

viant in certain aspects ɬ for instance, support for organizations considered te rrorist by 

Western governments was also widespread among the Muslims outside the ASC milieu, 

but the values and norms and actions of the activists in the ASC milieu were certainly 

more deviant in the sense that the Islamic identity was put forward and emphasized. The 

milieu definitely has strong ȿcounter-cultural ɀ aspects (see Roszak 1968) in terms of ac-
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tions: praying, reciting the Quran, and in terms of life style : wearing Islamic clothes, read-

ing Islamic literature. The Muslims in the milieu  had different ways of dea ling with the 

tension between the mainstream ȿDanishɀ way of life and the Islamic life style. Unlike 

ȿtraditional ɀ counter-cultural subcultures, the deviance is not necessarily chosen for its 

deviance and its element of protest. The way in which society, and in particular t he me-

dia, demonizes Islam was an important element in many of the inte rviews: 

There is the beard for men and the veil for women, and when a girl enters school [af-

ter having put on the veil] everyone will ask ȿdid your parents force you to do this? ɀ, 

ȿNo, i t is not my parentsɀ, ȿAre you sure about this?ɀ It is both the teachers and the 

students, because they have learnt from the media that Muslim girls are forced to 

wear a veil, but they are not. Nobody is forced to wear a veil, particularly not in 

Denmark, because you cannot force anybody to anything. You cannot. Everyone lives 

like they please and the media must know that (Talha). 

There were, however , different strategies for privatization of religion. Flagging the d e-

viance was thus an individual strategy f or some, while not for others. One interviewee, 

the 18 year-old convert Pernille, thus initially chose to wear the niqab (though confronted 

with the problems that her school had with her outfit, she agreed to take it off on the 

school premises), and boldly confessed her love of jihadi nasheeds and her admiration for 

Osama Bin Laden: ȿbut for sure I regard Osama bin Laden as a mujahid [one who fights in 

jihad] , that is I believe that he is a freedom fighterɀ (Pernille). 

Yusuf, on the other hand, found that h e could not defend wearing the beard, which 

would in his own opinion clearly mark him as a practi cing Muslim:  

Yes, it is sunna [habitual practice ] to wear a beard and that is why I keep a little bit of 

it. But I look at it in this way. I study medicine and  a doctor with a long beard will 

perhaps not work. Especially if he is a surgeon. But sunna, of course it is sunna. It is 

100 percent sunna, and if I claim that it is not sunna I am contradicting religion. It is 

sunna and if you want to be 100 percent correct then you will wear a beard (Yusuf). 

The fact that many of the ideas expressed in the ASC milieu may be considered marginal 

in some sense nullified the differences between positions: 

Yes, maybe the fact that there are not so many Muslims in Denmark [matters]. There 

are [so many] in a Muslim country , and there is therefore more room for discussing 

creeds and discussing opinions, whereas in Denmark, Muslims have to stick together 

more, because we are not so many. That is why the positions become ɬ more ɬ ȿneu-

tralɀ like (Kareem). 

Second, the ACS milieu lacked, as mentioned, clear organizational structures. Certainly, 

the mosques were organized and did have hierarchies, but the authority and charisma of 

the imams were not absolute in any way. Due to the inability to get a long-term visa for 

an imam, one mosque would change imam quite often (every month even), while the ot h-
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er mosque had steady, voluntary imams, who however failed to achieve reel positions of 

authority: ȿThere are some in Aarhus, but it is not like they do what they have stu died. 

They do not follow it 100 percent and then they have not studied enough. They have only 

a small amount of know ledge and you cannot call them shaykh. They [shaykhs] are just 

not thereɀ (Talha). 

The imams mentioned by the interviewees were described as funny, entertaining, good to 

talk to and ȿgood for the youngɀ rather than authoritative. Their authority as well as all 

other authorities could always be questioned by knowledge from other sources: Opinions 

of other shaykhs in Aarhus or internationally, books, internet pages could for instance be 

used as authorities. Both Arab mosques were very open to new initiatives and the mo s-

ques could easily be used for Islamic purposes. The mosques as organizations therefore 

resemble the organizations described by Campbell as: ȿorganizations for Ɂseekersɂ offer-

ing aid, support, facil ities and a form of fellowship to those in search of truth ɂ (1972: 127). 

Similarly, the Muslims occ upying the cultic milieu would actively seek knowledge from  

different sources. They would read books on Islam, and many would also listen to tapes 

or read and discuss Islam on the internet. The books and websites mentioned varied 

greatly, though there were also repetitions (for instance islamonline.net). The media  con-

sumption by the participants in the milieu is at the same time diverse and central to the 

working of the milieu. In this sense, it reflects the cultic milieu as described by Campbell: 

ȿthe cultic world is kept alive by the magazines, periodicals, books , pamphlets, lectures, 

demonstrations and informal meetings through which its beliefs and practices are di s-

cussed and disseminatedɀɯ(1972: 123). Though the ASC milieu is obv iously very different 

from the cultic milieu described  by Campbell, it  shares the two main characteristics, devi-

ance and lack of organization, which Campbell placed at the heart of the cultic milieu. We 

may therefore describe the ASC activist milieu as a specific form of collective, namely as a 

cultic milieu because it lives up to the de fining properties. Yet the concept of the cultic 

milieu also has other connotations. Kaplan and Löow emphasize the importance of two 

concepts for the working of the cultic milieu: tolerance and seekership: ȿThe sole thread 

that unites the denizens of the cultic milieu ɬ true seekers all ɬ is a shared rejection of the 

paradigms, the orthodoxies, of their societies. Beyond this element of seekership, the cul-

tic milieu is a striking diverse and remarkable tolerant ethos ɀ (Kaplan & Lööw 2002: 4). 

The emphasis on tolerance and seekership may not immediately ring true. But to what 

extent does the ASC milieu share some of "ÈÔ×ÉÌÓÓɀÚɯother characteristics of the cultic 

milieu?    

Tolerance and mathabs  

Is the ASC milieu in Aarhus tolerant? In one way it obviously is not. For Muslims naviga t-

ing in the milieu, the acceptable is obviously only what is acceptable by Islamic standards. 

Thus, it is not acceptable to bring alcohol or pork to the potlucks at the mosque ɬ to take 

obvious examples ɬ and participants are expected to dress decently. It is a major concern 
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of Campbellɀs to establish the extent to which the characteristics of the cultic milieu, toler-

ance for instance, are immanent in the concept of the cultic milieu or whether they are due 

to the specific face of a cultic milieu consisting mainly of mysticism. He finds that both 

tolerance and seekership are well supported by the mystic tradition, but also by the other 

traditions present in the cultic milieu. The importance of the legitimation of tolerance by 

the tradi tions in the cultic milieu leads to the question of what kind of tolerance Cam p-

bellɀs cultic milieu supported. Was it a all -encompassing tolerance? Campbell suggests 

that it is not. The tolerance is not extended to orthodoxy and dogmatism, for instance 

(1972: 122), and racism, sexism etc. would probably not be accepted either. The ASC mi-

lieu could likewise be described as tolerant though certainly within limits. The key word 

to the tolerance in the milieu may surprisingly be Salafi.  

Salafi is a notion derived from salaf al-salih, literally ȿthe pious ancestorsɀ, which refers to 

sahaba, the contemporaries of the Prophet who encountered him in a state of iman (belief), 

as well as the first three generations40 of Muslims. Salafism has been described as ȿa trans-

national effort for religious purification, connecting members of an Ɂimagined comm u-

nityɂ through a common approach to Islamɀ (Wiktorowicz 2001: 20) and has been im-

mensely successful, not only in terms of attracting many followers, but also by influe ncing 

other Islamic movements, for instance the Muslim Brotherhood. A Muslim observer of the 

Muslim youth milieu in Denmark thus points out that one important distinction is b e-

tween soft Salafis, the ikhwani Salafis, who combine a background in the Muslim Brothe r-

hood with Salafi ideas, and the najdi Salafis, who orient themselves more towards Saudi -

Arabia, either supporting the Saudi regime or any of the dissidents critical of the regime 

(Shah 2004: 40-41). Salafis claim their exclusive reliance on the sources of the Quran and 

hadith. Salafism is occasionally said to reject the later tradition of following a madhhab, a 

traditional school of Islamic Law. The traditional schools of law, Hanafi, Mal iki, Shafi, 

Hanbali refer to different methods of settling issues of interpretation. Traditionally, a 

Muslim is supposed to adhere to one of the law schools in order to follow a consi stent 

interpretation of Islam, but the madhhabs have not been considered as adversaries, but 

rather as different paths to the same goal. It is an important aspect of Salafi thinking that it 

is pointless to restrict oneself to just one maddhab: ȿFor a religious scholar simply to fo l-

low, in an unexamined manner, the lead of an earlier jurist is to avoid the oblig ation of 

making sure that a given ruling is in accordance with evidence and has been arrived at 

through the proper methodo logyɀ (Mandaville 2007: 246). 

Another characteristic of Salafism is that Tawhid, monotheism, is at the core of Islam. 

Tawhid, usually translated as monotheism, has diffe rent aspects. Particular the second 

element, tawhid al-asmaɀwa al-sifat, a belief in the unity of the names and attributes of God, 

is a source of disagreement, because it is taken to mean that when it for i nstance is said 

                                                           
40 Occasionally, salaf al salih refers to the three first centuries or the period of the three first C a-

liphs.  
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that God has hands, this means that he has hands. The hands are not like human hands of 

course, because God and man are incomparable, but they are real hands and not hands in 

a metaphorical sense (Wictorowitcz 2001: 114). Salafis are therefore known to have a lite-

ralist interpretation of I slam (Mandaville 2007: 246).  

Religious pluralism has traditionally been institutionalized in Islam through the concept 

of maddhab, schools of law. It is ɬ as discussed earlier ɬ perceived to be one of the defin-

ing characteristics of Salafism that Salafis reject madhhabs. Yet for most of the intervie-

wees in Aarhus, the proposition was not that they were rejecting the madhhabs, but r a-

ther that they were combining them:  

We follow all madhhab. We follow the one who has the strongest proof from al Q u-

ran or sunna or the friends of the prophet. We do not follow any madhhab  100 per-

cent (Ali).  

But the aqida, that I follow it is, how to put it, a mixture of all of them. We don ɀt take 

one person and follow him, we follow the person who has the evidence. If there is a 

person who does not have evidence then we will not take [knowledge] from him even 

if he is the person we follow as long as there is another person who has evidence ei-

ther from the Quran or sunna (Yusuf).  

You take from ulama the strongest arguments, the arguments which appear stron g-

est. It is not like we are only Hanafi and you cannot pass that boundary if you know 

what I mean. It is very much like this: We have the four schools of law and then you ɀll 

like take the strongest on all levels. The different [schools of law], there may be some 

Shafi, and then you add some Hanbali and then ȱ It is simply to follow the first three 

generations, because they are closest to the Prophet and in this way it is the straight 

path, and I find it very logical. At other poin ts it has been a bit like, well, they contra-

dict each other, well ok, where is tawhid in this, monoteism that is, where you follow 

the ulama, who calls for salaf as-salih (Pernille). 

And if you are Salafi or if you are Hanafi or you are Maliki or whatever you are. For 

me it does not matter. They are all the same. The reason that there is so much diversi-

ty is that it makes religion stronger  ... It may be different schools, but the idea remains 

the same. It is only making the idea stronger and there is no one who will say, ȿNo 

that is not trueɀ because in this school ... (Kareem). 

This kind of tolerance is surprising, because generally Salafism is often described as in-

evitably intolerant:  

Salafis are united by a common creed, which provides principles and a method for 

applying religious beliefs to contemporary issues and problems. This creed revolves 

around strict adherence to the concept of Ttawhid (the oneness of God) and the ar-

dent rejection of a role for human reason, logic, and desire. Salafis believe that by 

strictly following the rules and guidance of the Q uran and Sunna (Path or example of 
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the prophet Muhammad) they eliminate the biases of human subjectivity and self -

interest, thereby allowing them to identify the singular truth of God ɀs commands. 

From this perspective, there is only one legitimate religious interpretation: Islamic 

pluralism does not exist (Wiktorowicz 2006: 207). 

There are limits to the tolerance. Kareem extends his tolerance to the law schools of Sunni 

Islam: ȿBut of course there are other groups, like Shia and such. But we keep them apart. 

In our eyes they are not Muslimsɀ (Kareem). Others distance themselves from Sufi. The 

boundaries were perhaps not always as one would expect. This interviewee, who consi-

dered himself a moderate Salafi, and who fiercely rejected the legitimacy of violent jihad 

in Denmark, described his limits not in terms of moderate or extreme but in terms of sifat-

allah, the attributes of Allah. A certain mosque and a certain teacher are thus acceptable 

because they belong to ȿthe good side of Ashari ɬ that is they say that there is only seven 

attributes, no, I mean they believe in all the attributes, but they order them under seven 

(main) attributesɀ (Yusuf). 

Seekership and knowledge  

The notion of knowledge is perhaps  the strongest element in the milieu. Correct know-

ledge is the most valued cultural good, the status of people tended to be determined by 

their level of knowledge and the search for more knowledge was considered the most 

esteemed quest. The notion of seekership was therefore central though perhaps in a di f-

ferent way than Campbell describes it. The cultic milieu he d escribes ȿappears excessively 

individualistic ɀ (125) and as rejecting ȿthe importance of the fellowship of believers ɀ (125). 

The ASC milieu is o n the surface the opposite as it emphasizes the element of fellowship 

and explicitly rejects excessive individualism. In relation to fellowship, this is strongly 

emphasized in the ASC milieu: ȿAnd this is also why, whenever you meet a Muslim, 

though you do nɀt know her at all, then we are just ... we know that we share opinions. I 

ÒÕÖÞɯÞÏÌÕɯ(ɯÚÌÌɯÈɯÎÐÙÓɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÝÌÐÓɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɯÈÙÌɯÐÕɯÈÎÙÌÌÔÌÕÛɯȱɀ (Mette). In relation to ind i-

vidualism it is obvious that it is absolutely not up to the individual to define the rules:  

Yes, there are many things, but she did not really understand that for him it is ib adat 

[worship/ritual], he thinks it is ibadat and then she says, ȿIs there anything wrong 

with that? Is it haram to do ibadat?ɀ No it is not haram if you do it according  to sun-

na, but if you invent it yourself, then it is. That is, what has been invented after the 

constitution of religion ɬ that is bida. But that she could not understand. Again she 

says, ȿWhat if my inten tion was to do ibadat?ɀ Yes, but you know, that is if you have 

ÙÌÊÌÐÝÌËɯÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÌÝÌÕɯÐÍɯàÖÜÙɯÕÐàÈɯÐÚɯÐÉÈËÈÛȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÏÈÙÈÔɯȱɯÐÛɯÔÈàɯ

be that your niya is to do ibadat, but if it is not ibadat, then it does not matter what 

your intension is ... But of course if you are completely ignorant, t hen it is like this in 

Islam: Everyone thinks that Allah is all -knowing, and he is all -forgiving and all -

merciful. So she will not be punished for it, because she did not know (Pernille) . 
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The relationship between community and individuali zation is of paramount importance 

in the study of Muslims in Europe. The discussion is not about whether there is in fact a 

process of individualization of Islamic belief and practice, because there is consensus that 

there is. The discussion is rather about what the notion of individuali zation implies and 

whether individuali zation will necessarily lead to a liberali zation of Islam or whether i n-

dividuali zation may in fact coincide with a relative stability of dogma (Peter 2006: 107). 

The developments in the ASC milieu seem to suggest that ȿindividuali zation within Islam ɀ 

(Fadil 2008) does not necessarily mean liberalization and that the Salafi emphasis on ȿthe 

strongest evidenceɀ may in fact be a strong carrier of individuali zation without liberali za-

tion. 

Campbell speaks of one united cultic milieu  that ȿincludes all collectives ȱɀ (Campell 

1972: 122). But is this really so? Does a single cultic milieu encompassing all deviant ideas 

of a society do the job? Yes and no. Kaplan & Lööw find that Campellɀs idea about the 

cultic mil ieu may be too restricted on this area:  

The cultic milieu in this sense may be seen as a vast, imaginary urban landscape in-

habited by many neighbourhoods. Ideas flowed easily between neighbourhoods in 

1972, and with the explosion of Internet communicat ions in the present day, ideas 

move with unimaginable speed to an ever increasing audience of consumers. Seekers, 

however may not be as fungible (Kaplan & Lööw 2002: 6). 

Kaplan & Lööw ɀs intention with this description is to underline the existence of differen t 

cultic milieus as well as the possibility that forces within the different milieus, though 

they ȿdo not act in common as a group ...ɀ (Campell 1972: 121) may still ȿmobilise and ma-

terialise for same cause despite widely different ideasɀ (2002: 6). Though this, according to 

Kaplan & Löow, was ȿunlikely in 1972 [...] now it is the norm ɀ (2002: 6). The issue of ho-

mosexuality is a good example of an activist in the ASC milieu borrowing arguments and 

ideas from other counter-cultural milieus. A 19-year old female Muslim thus quoted from 

a famous Christian anti -gay bumper sticker to make her argument against homosexuality: 

ȿGod created Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steveɀ (Kamila). It is likely that similarities 

between certain statements about Israel and Jews and well -known anti -Semitic statements 

may be found. A similar point regards conspiracy theories, which are said to flourish in 

cultic milieus (Mayer 2006: 198). This is especially the case in relation to heterodox 

science, where ȿthe deviant science meets the deviant religion ɀ (Mayer 2006: 98). This par-

allelism may be reflected in a few statements of support for anti -Darwinism amon g the 

intervi ewees.  

Many opinions exist in the ASC milieu. As discussed in Part I, support for organizations 

regarded as terrorist by Western authorities is prevalent in the milieu as are undemocratic 

opinions. The above-mentioned example of issues where people in the ASC milieu seem 

to share opinions with other counter -cultural milieus would be in relation to hom ophobic 

and anti-Semitic opinions. Examples of opinions would be opinions that in some way r e-
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flect the ASC milieuɀs status as a cultic milieu. Though the presence of support for alleged 

terrorist organizations, undemocratic, homophobic or anti -Semitic ideas may be troubling 

for public authorities in liberal democracies , they can hardly be regarded as signs of radi-

calization. They are effects of political dissent as well as the Islamic revival and its societal 

position in a cultic milieu. Radicalization is something different. Radicalization has tradi-

tionally been seen as a process in which a group or social movement becomes increasingly 

hostile towards the state and eventually legitimises v iolence against the state. Though the 

notion of radical ization tends to be used in relation to groups or movements, it may also 

be applied to a cultic milieu. The question of radicalization may now be rephrased into 

two questions: 

1) Which factors explain ȿrecruitmentɀ into the ASC milieu? 

2) What may cause radicalization of the ASC milieu?   

2.4. Causes for joining  the ASC Milieu  

Why do people want to participate in the ASC milieu? There are of course different ind i-

vidual reasons, but a few explanations came up in many interviews. For the Muslims 

themselves, the question is often quite simple: The practice of Islam was highly r ewarding 

for them in many ways ; in particular s alat, the daily prayers and the reading of the Quran 

were important and the foundation of religious life among Muslims in the ASC milieu in 

Aarhus.  

Islam is my life. In this way, when I get up, I live after it, when I sleep I live after it. If 

it was not for Islam I would not have a life. Islam is my life and that is what I live by 

every day. When I get up and when I th ink and when I act ... (Ghaada). 

Some interviewees emphasized the direct physical effects of prayer: 

For me personally, when I am away from my God, I don ɀt sleep well. I feel I am lack-

ing something. But as soon as I start praying or reading the Quɀran or something I 

feel really great. And that is God. God told us in t he Quɀran that the Quɀran is like 

medicine for your heart. If you read it you ɀll feel great. If you are close youɀll feel 

great. That is how it is with Islam (Talha) . 

It means a lot to me, because I find that the prayer in Islam is the foundation for it al l. 

In fact it is not only a prayer, it is a kind of meditation. In ȿgymnasietɀ [high school] 

you may become stressed occasionally. But as I pray five times a day, it is like I medi-

tate five times a day and it helps me a lot with removing the stress and avoid depres-

sion. Because you sort of rely on God and hope for all good things. And the prayer is 

also important for me because it is like a conversation between God and the indivi d-

ual herself. I do not for instance need a Catholic priest to be a mediator between me 

and God. I can go wash myself and say ȿGod is greatestɀ, do my prayer where the i n-

tension is to meet God and tell him the things that I really need, and the things that I 

need forgiveness for. And when I die thereɀll be a lot of tests and I hope that Iɀll go to 
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Paradise. I am hoping for his mercy. Because you wonɀt go to Paradise due to your 

good deeds. You will go to Paradise due to the mercy of God (Kamila). 

The actions associated with being a practicing Muslim were basically individual. But it 

was often said that it would ȿgive more pointsɀ to pray together. Though communal 

prayer was often an aspect of the gatherings, it was not the fundamental aspect.  

Knowledge is the single most important concept to understand the ASC milieu in Aarhus. 

The Muslims find that Islam is more than just an individual and subjective faith. Islam is 

objective truth. Many emphasize how their interest in natural science led them to become 

practicing Muslims. What convinced them of the truth of Islam is how the Quran ad-

dresses scientific subjects. Thomas tells how he, when he converted five years ago, was 

particular ly  struck by how the Quran could describe the evolution of the fetus: 

... yes, that is in particular the thing with the fetus, that is very detailed and some-

thi ng you can only see in a microscope, which according to what I know was i n-

vented late in the 17th century (Thomas). 

For instance it says in the Quran and in fact I think it is only 50 years ago that crim i-

nal justice in Denmark began to use fingerprint s. It was realized that there is some-

thing individual with all people, but this is said in the Quran that every man and 

every woman has individual [traits]  ... (Mette). 

One of the things that struck me was the way the Quran describes the big bang for in-

stance (Martha) . 

The quest for knowledge is basically individual, but knowledge is often acquired when it 

is transferred from one person to another. The general expression is that ȿhe/she has given 

me this knowledgeɀ, regardless of whether this ȿpresent of knowled geɀ is transferred 

through books, the internet or through personal contact. The ASC milieu is described as a 

place where there is competition to achieve most knowledge:  

... we create a strong cohesion and community for us, where we can speak together 

and sort of compete among ourselves, ȿHave you read this?ɀ, ȿWhen do you come to 

the Quran schoolɀ, right? (Kamila).  

For another interviewee, the milieu is a place where young Muslims can get help to live as 

Muslims in Denmark, but also a fun place to be. She had participated in an event arranged 

by a Muslim organization outside the ASC milieu and found the atmosphere unwelco m-

ing:  

Those who knew each other greeted each other and that was that. I felt that it was ȱɯI 

just thought that it was wrong because when they make an open event like this there 

should be someone to greet those they have perhaps not seen before ... there was no 

atmosphere at all (Ghaada). 
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She herself had set up a network for Muslim girls between 12 and 19 in the ASC milieu : 

ȿWe are a group of girls who Ɂclickɂ. We have a lot of fun togetherɀ (Ghaada). So for many 

participant ɬ maybe particularly the girls ɬ the milieu provide s opportunities of frien d-

ship and someone to share the daily aspects of life with. The ȿpull ɀ factors in the milieu are 

therefore the way that Islam provides participants with well -being, its scientific qual ities 

and the community of friendship it provides for participants. But are there any ȿpushɀ 

factors, factors in Danish society that is, that are rejected in the milieu , the rejection of 

which may provide a particular attracti on for  people? For some participants in the ASC 

milieu, the selection of an Islamic identity was clearly associated with a de -selection of 

Danish youth culture ; not Danish culture as such, but specific aspects of the general youth 

culture, namely dating, drinking and excessive attention to appearances (fashionable 

clothes, make-up). An interviewee employed at an educational institution sees this very 

clearly: ȿOne of the big challenges is to find something they can share. Alcohol is the pivot 

of Danish youth culture and that is what the others rejectɀ (Louise).  

One of the Muslim interviewees mentions the Danish alcohol culture as the main negative 

aspect she can think of:  

Well, it is often, when I d iscuss with my class mates about what they are going to do 

for the Easter break. ȿWe are going to drinkɀ, theyɀll say then. Then Iɀll think: ȿAre you 

not going to do anything else?ɀ ȿNo, we are going to drink, we are just going to get 

drunk, we are just going to drink our brains out, we are going to drink until we can ɀt 

remember anything we have done.ɀ Then I am just a little bit like ȿwhat are you get-

ting out of that? Well, it is funɀ. Then I just think , when you are young, you are not 

going to be young forever. I just think that while you are young you should be doing 

things you can look back on. Because the time you have now, that time is not gonna 

come back. Every minute that passes, is a minute that will never come back. And I 

think that time is somethi ng really valuable. And if you don ɀt ... if you just take every-

thing for granted, then suddenly you are thirty years old and you ɀll be thinking 

ȿGosh, I havenɀt really achieved anything in my life ɀ. Then youɀll think: ȿIt is your 

own fault because you have spent your youth on partying Friday, Saturday, Sunday 

and having a hang-over Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday. Of course there are some 

who drink and still get something done and get an education, but except for the thing 

with getting drunk there isn ɀt really anything [that I am unhappy with] (Kamila) .  

The importance of and the separating effects of the focus on alcohol consumption among 

Danish youths is also noticed in a report made by Maïa Consult for the Ministry of Gen d-

er Equality (2009: 44-46), though the report emphasizes that not all young Muslims regard 

the drinking culture in similar ways. Some felt that the alcohol consumption was ȿexces-

siveɀ, others felt that it was not such a big problem. The overall conclusion of the report is, 

however, that the parties and the Danish alcohol culture are alienating and inh ibit the 

social intercourse with non -Muslims (Maïa 2009: 204). The young Muslims were generally 

puzzled about the meaningfulness of drinking so much alcohol, in partic ular when the 
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hang-over ɬ both physically and mentally ɬ is taken into account: ȿIt does not tempt me at 

allɀ as one girl of Palestinian background explains it (Maïa Consult, 2009: 44; our transla-

tion). The rejection of alcohol consumption and the party life of Danish youth is an imp or-

tant issue in the milieu. The rejection is done on the moral ground that this is forbi dden 

by Islam41 (a position completely shared by about half of Danish Muslims, see Table 7), 

but is also coupled to a sense of relief: Rejecting participation  in the youth culture saves 

the individual from the dangers of becoming addicted to alcohol and drugs and becoming 

involved with crime and gangs; a social reality which many of the them are fami liar with 

from their life  ȿin the ghettoɀ. 

Table 7. Attitudes towards certain practices  

ȿDo you agree or disagree with the following?  

You may occasionally drink alcohol and still be a good Muslim ɀ 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Agree completely  154 13.8 15.9 15.9 

Agree partly  82 7.4 8.5 24.3 

Either or 74 6.6 7.6 32.0 

Disagree partly 73 6.6 7.5 39.5 

Disagree completely  553 49.7 57.0 96.5 

Donɀt know  34 3.1 3.5 100.0 

Total 970 87.2 100.0  

Missing  143 12.8   

Source: Rezaei & Goli. 

 

There were far more activities for girls than boys in the ASC milieu , which  was explained 

with reference to the need to provide specific spaces for young Muslim wo men:   

It is peculiar that there are so many events for the girls, when this is not the case for 

the men. But I think it is like this: Men can go anywhere they so rt of want to. They 

donɀt need to think about the women or anything. I think it  is taken care in this way 

because youɀll think: Women need a lot of events that they can attend. But the men 

can go to the mosque whenever they like (Mette). 

For the women it w as a particular attraction that the ASC milieu was very gender  segre-

gated. Some of the gatherings and durus (classes) were for both sexes, but most were not 

and in the gender-mixed activities men and women would sit separately and remain rel a-

tively separated also during breaks. The general feeling was that it is better if genders are 

separated. Evaluating a gender-mixed course on Islam she had been following, Ghaada 

thus found the content to be good, but the overall ambiance to be lacking femininity: ȿIt 

                                                           
41 The different youth clubs are rejected on this basis: They are educating to the Danish youth cul-

ture, which with its emphasis on alcohol and dating (and possibly even crime) is educa ting to a 

decadent life according to the standards of many Muslims.  
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wasnɀt Ɂgirlieɂ enoughɀɯ(Ghaada). The interaction between the young women is very emo-

tional and caring and they feel that the atmosphere is much more relaxed when there are 

no boys/men around. The gatherings thus provide the girls with a space for this kind of 

emotional affection. Yet the most important attraction of girls -only gatherings may be that 

they provide a safe space, where the young women do not risk ending up in what may be 

considered inappropriate situation s according to the logic of their pa rents and the general 

Muslim community (see for instance Maïa 2009: 206).   

2.5. Radicalization of a cultic milieu  

Having discussed how the ASC Islamic activist milieu may be understood as a cultic m i-

lieu, the question of radicalization may be approached. The problems of current defin i-

tions of radicalization being too focused on individual processes and not emphasi zing the 

inter -personal level are partly caused by the fact that radicalization tend s not to happen in 

organizations but in more un organized and network-like settings, which it has been diff i-

cult for research to grasp. The introduction of the concept of a cultic milieu solves this 

problem. The cultic milieu is exactly the social setting needed to change the outlook of 

approaches to radicalization from i ndividual processes to a more collective phenomenon. 

But how can a cultic milieu become radicalized? Which processes and phenomena can 

influence the general constitution of a cultic milieu?  

Some definitions of radicalization will focus on radicalization a s a process in which the 

ideas and narratives expressed by individuals, or in a cultic milieu, increasingly include 

more radical ideas and narratives. The notion of radical mentioned in this definition is  

problematic , however. Radical is not only a relativ e concept; radical may be used in a reli-

gious as well as in a political way (Mandel in press). To single opinions out just b ecause 

they differ from the commonsensical is problematic in a liberal democracy. For instance, 

Denmark has had quite wide limits of  tolerance, among other things expressed in the way 

freedom of religion and freedom of speech have been practiced. Denmark is well  known 

for allowing for instance neo-Nazis to organize and work in the country; a tolerance that 

has also generally been extended to Islamic organizations. Efforts to ban Hizb ut -Tahrir 

have been rejected twice by Danish authorities, despite verdicts in 2003 and in 2006 (for 

threats on fliers against the prime minister and against Jews).  

Furthermore, focusing on the presence of individual deviant ideas is a m isreading of the 

constitution of a cultic milieu:  

Ideas unacceptable to the social, cultural and political mainstream flourish. This is not 

to say that they find acceptance. Most indeed, are heard and rejected, many are criti-

cized, most are ignored. But they are heard and exchanged and passed on from belief 

system to belief system, from leader to leader and from seeker to seeker (Kaplan & 

Lööw 2002: 4). 
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Some researchers have therefore suggested that radicalization should not focus on the 

actual content of the ideas as much as it should highlight the ȿmodeɀ in which radical 

ideas are expressed and the extent to which the ideas may be borne out in life in a way 

which may threaten the constitution of society. One approach in this  direction is viewing  

the process of radicalization as a process of securitization (Staun 2009: 7). Securitization is 

a process in which ȿthe processes by which Ɂsomethingɂ (a reference object) is deemed 

threatened and security action is taking in its d efenceɀȭ Many objects can be securitized 

(Laustsen & Wæver 2001: 148). 

A similar approach is tak en by Ehud Sprinzak (1990) (whom also Slotman & Tillie, di s-

cussed in Part I, draw  from). Based on a study of the Weathermen, an extreme Leninist 

group which declar ed war on the US government, attempted to build a Leninist va nguard 

and set up a red army in 1969, Sprinzak sets up a three-phase model of radicalization. The 

first phase consists of a ȿcrisis of confidenceɀ, in which the confidence between a group 

and the authorities is eroded in the course of a specific conflict between a specific group 

and specific rulers or policies (Sprinzak 1990: 80). The crisis of confidence may be contin-

ued in a ȿlegitimacy conflict ɀ, in which the criticism previously stated leads t o a question-

ing of the very legitimacy of the whole system. A sign that a crisis of confidence has 

emerged is that the challenge group comes to suspect ȿerroneous rulersɀ of deliberate pol i-

cies of misleading the people (Sprinzak 1990: 81). The final state, the ȿcrisis of legitimacyɀ 

is the culmination of the process of radicalization and describes the situation in which 

criticism of the system extends and develops into a dehumanization of people engaged 

with the ȿrotten, and soon-to-be-destroyed, social and political order ɀ (Sprinzak 1990: 82) 

and the development of a new ethics in which the group regard themselves as warriors 

combating evil. This final phase is determined by the occupation of the radicalized group 

with a ȿnonexistent Ɂfantasy warɂ with auth orities and expend themselves in a struggle to 

win it ɀ (Sprinzak 1990: 85).  

Radicalizing events  

Sprinzak emphasizes the effects of conflicts with the authorities for initialising processes 

of radicalization. The same has been emphasized in studies of radi calization of radical 

left-wing groups in Italy (della Porta 1995)  and from numerous studies of conflict and 

violence in relation to religious groups where  

violence grows out of escalating social confrontations between, on the one hand, an 

apocalyptic sectarian movement, and on the other, ideological proponents of an es-

tablished social order who seek to control ȿcultsɀ through emergent, loosely instit u-

tionalized oppositional alliances, typically crystallized by cultural opponents (esp e-

cially apostates and distraught relatives of me mbers) (Hall 2003: 378).   

Hall suggests that the risk of violence increases if the cultural opponents succeed in mobi-

lizing government representatives or the media (ibid) . The ASC milieu may, due to its 

individuali zed character as a cultic milieu, not easily undergo collective processes of radi-
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calization in full. But it is possible that the general key note of the cultic milieu may u n-

dergo part of the radicalization process and increasingly come to regard for instance state 

and government representatives with mistrust. That may enhance the risk of violent m o-

bili zation to emerge from the milieu. But what kind of events may initiate processes of 

radicalization of the cultic m ilieu?   

One major event influencing the relationship betwe en Muslim s and non-Muslims in 

Denmark is the cartoon crisis. The crisis, which put  Denmark on the world map in recent 

years, did in fact begin in Aarhus and involve d two Aarhus -based imams on the front 

seat, Shaykh Raed and Ahmed Akkari. The cartoon crisis changed the constitution of 

Muslim life in Aarhus:  

(ɯÛÏÐÕÒɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÙÛÖÖÕɯÊÙÐÚÐÚɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯȭȭȭɯÍÖÙɯÉÌÛÛÌÙɯÈÕËɯÍÖÙɯÞÖÙÚÌȱɯÈɯÎÖÖËɯÛÏÐÕÎɯÉe-

cause they, the debate it caused, the heavy debates, has created a kind of conscience, 

where a lot of Muslims are beginning to think that there are other opinions, and that 

someone may in fact go very far, and how should one relate to that. If other dra wings 

are done, I think that many Muslims will deal with it differently. I hear many people 

say: ȿLet them do it. We should not make heroes out of themɀ And what is the artist ic 

quality in the cartoon? But it has been a healthy process for better and for worse, 

though many Muslims find that we should have dealt differently with it. We should 

perhaps write in the media, we should use democratic methods. We should be 

stronger among us as Muslims. We should create internal debates and more, so it has 

in my eyes been positive in many ways (Imran, social worker) . 

Surprisingly the cartoon crisis did not come up in most interviews a nd seemed to be in 

the past for many participants in the milieu. Yet the cartoon crisis played a part as the 

background for the event that was mentioned in almost all interviews, which o ccupied 

the minds of many Aarhus -based Muslims in the spring of 2009, the Tunisian case.    

The Tunisian case 

The event that initiated the Tunisian case was the arrest in February 2008 of three men, 

residing in Aarhus, on charges of planning to kill one of the cartoonists, Kurt Weste r-

gaard. One of the men, a 40 year-old Dani sh citizen of Moroccan origin was released after 

interrogation, while the other two men, both Tunisian citizens, were expelled from De n-

mark without a trial. 42 One of the Tunisian men left the country immediately, while the 

other man was unable to return to Tunisia and remains in Denmark under the cond itions 

of ȿexceptional leave to remainɀ. Because of the public upheaval and fear caused by the 

fact that he was not incarcerated, but was free to move around the streets of Aarhus, 

where he might in fact accidently run into  Kurt Westergaard, the man he allegedly plo tted 

to kill, a special law was enacted, known as the Tunisian Law, which meant that pe rsons 

present in Denmark under the conditions of exceptional leave to remain are obliged to 

                                                           
42 http://jp.dk/uknews/article1263133.ece 
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report to the police on a daily basis so that the police know s their wher eabouts. In reality 

the law meant that he had to show up in Sandholmslejren every day, a fact which would 

in reality make it impossible for him to continue his ordinary life with his wife and chi l-

dren in A arhus. Many Muslims inside and outside the ASC milieu were upset:  ȿPET has 

taken two completely innocent peopleɀ (Hakim).  This case was widely discussed in the 

Muslim enviro nment in Aarhus:  

R: There has been some discussion. Some will say: Why is this way chosen instead of 

dialogue and who has permitted them to plan a murder? ȿWho has given that fatwa?ɀ 

And right now it is a bit ...  many are talking about how it has become a jungle out 

there where a lot of people are giving fatwas ɬ now Iɀll permit myself to behave in 

this way. But how can anyone choose this kind of action. There has been some discus-

sion. Anyone can do a fatwa to legitimi ze an action or shouldnɀt you have a frame of 

reference? 

Q: So the opinion is that they have made the fatwa themselves, or?  

R: A lot of people think that they have been treated unfair: There is no evidence, just a 

conspiracy theory. A scenario is taking place where Islam and Muslims are attacked 

and that there is a political agenda behind this (Imran, social worker) . 

The discussion was not least fueled by the fact that both Tunisians (and their wives) were 

well -known in Aarhus.  

For me, it could be anyone except those two, because I know the wife of one of them. 

She is one of my friends and she has told me about it on a personal level, right , and I 

can really see that this has been done completely idiotically (Mette). 

The Tunisian case did seem to constitute a crisis of confidence to the extent that many felt 

that their confidence in the authorities  was eroding due to the case:   

There has been a law made especially for him. A basically inhuman law. A law which 

also basically surprises me in the Danish society ȱ yes, which surprises me because I 

have always had this view o f Danish society and how it is. Like rosy. I have always  

regarded it as rosy and without flaws, but that is not the case at all (Mette).  

It is a breach of human rights. 100 percent. Also the European Unionɀs [The European 

convention of human right]. I can ɀt understand how people can be quiet about this 

case. It is like ... Kenya now (Kareem). 

What I am so shocked to learn is that PET are allowed to just put you to prison  ȱ 

.ÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÞÌɯÍÓÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯÐÕɯ2ÖÔÈÓÐÈɯÞÈÚɯÐÕÑÜÚÛÐÊÌɯȱÈÕËɯÞÌɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɯ

ended up in a place where there has been democracy for the last 100 years. And then 

you do the law on terror and  all  ȱɯ3ÏÌɯ#ÈÕÌÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÖÝÌÙÙÌÈÊÛÌËȭɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯ

(Hakim) . 
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The Tunisian case may in this way be said to have radicalized the ASC milieu. Though the 

case left some people in the milieu indifferent, the majority seemed to be very emotionally 

affected by the case, expressing disappointment with the actions of PET and the Danish 

authorities, but the disappointment did not lead to a co mplete de-legitimization of the 

institutions (see also Part III):  

I respect PET and I respect what people do when they do their jobs properly, but I 

think that according to the legislation in Denmark you cannot be punished before 

evidence is on the table. And this case is the case that I have laughed most about in 

my whole life, because I once trusted that when a man is convicted in Denmark, then 

he is convicted 100 percent right and fair and I trust that we have a really strong legi s-

lation in Denmark and the juridical power is really strong, right? The courts are 

strong and the verdict is only made on the basis of 100 percent strong evidence. And 

PET chooses not to present their evidence because they fear that people will find out 

about their working methods! That is the biggest pile of rubbish that I have ever 

heard. And that is ÙÌÎÈÙËÓÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÈɯ3ÜÕÐÚÐÈÕɯÖÙɯȱ regardless of every-

thing. If you are convicted then I think it should be fair. That is what we b eÓÐÌÝÌɯÐÕɯȱ 

justice ... yes ȱɯ( Ali ). 

I have always looked upon Denmark as the best country and I still think that i t works 

ÞÌÓÓȮɯÉÜÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÓÐÒÌɯȱɯÈɯÔÈÕɯÞÏÖɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÈÓÓÖÞÌËɯÛÖɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛɯÖÕɯÈÕàÛÏÐÕÎȮɯÉÜÛɯ

just gets imprisoned and they will not even tell why they have imprisoned him ...  

(Mette). 

The Tunisian case has for the majority of people involved in the ASC milieu  not led them 

to question  the legitimacy of the system, the second phase in Sprinzikɀs model.   

Some, perhaps mainly outside the ASC milieu , tried to draw a lesson from the Tunisian 

case:  

He has become a superstar, that man; I donɀt remember his name [Kur t Westergaard]. 

Yes, Westergaard after those Tunisians were arrested [for plotting to kill him]. He 

ÊÈÔÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÈɯÚÜ×ÌÙÚÛÈÙɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËȭɯȱ And a lot of people say: It is us who 

made him a superstar. We should not have given him any , what should I  say, we 

should not at all have given him or others the opportunity to become very known or 

famous, because when you see the content ... I mean it is not exactly an artistic  ȱ it is 

not a piece of art (Imran). 

While other s just felt that the case may have taught him to keep quiet:  

I feel sorry as hell for them. They were very mad and then they said ȿletɀs do itɀ but it 

did not mean anything. I have said loads of stuff. I am just happy that there is no -one 

ÞÏÖɯÏÈÚɯȱ I have said all kind s of things. I just t hink that they have reacted in the 

same way (Kareem). 
































































































