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Vision and Worldwide Work

The Konrad Adenauer Stiftung (KAS) is a political foundation of Germany, with 
the vision to promote international dialogue, sustainable development, good 
governance, capacity building, regional integration and enhance understanding 
of the key drivers of global developments. It is named after the first Chancellor 
(Prime  Minister) of the Federal Republic of Germany, Konrad Adenauer whose 
name represents the democratic rebuilding of Germany, the anchoring of German 
foreign policy in a trans-Atlantic community of values, the vision of European 
unity, and Germany’s orientation towards a social market economy. Currently KAS 
is present in around 120 countries, with over 100 offices on six continents.  With 
our worldwide networks and long-term partner structures, we aim to contribute 
to knowledge exchange and policy development in line with our values and goals. 

Our Work in Australia and the Pacific

As current global developments - such as a volatile security environment – under-
score the common interests of Europe and Australia, KAS’ Regional Programme 
for Australia and the Pacific seeks to foster durable collaboration through dialogue 
among parliamentarians, representatives of government departments and leading 
academic/think tank experts, as well as political analysis and consultancy. For the 
European Union in general and Germany in particular, dialogues with Australia 
and New Zealand are of special relevance due to our history of strong bilateral 
and regional relations. Given our shared values and common interests in shaping 
the rules-based order, there are manifold opportunities for this partnership. Our 
programmes are dedicated to collaboration and knowledge-sharing to strengthen 
our collective resilience and ability to find solutions to the pressing problems of 
our time. 
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A Conversation with 
Gabriel Sjöblom-Fodor 
Annotated and edited by Katja Theodorakis

INTERVIEW

INTRODUCTION  /  BERTIL WENGER

Introduction

Gabriel Sjöblom-Fodor (GSF) is a researcher who specializes in the study of religious com-
munity work in the countering of violent extremism and extremist narratives, and how 
this work impacts national security. His focus is on deradicalization and prevention of 
violence using theological and psychological counseling, as well as the specific politico-re-
ligious and social roots of modern violent extremism. He has a background in journalism 
and in politics, and has also previously consulted political parties on the topic of counter-
ing extremism in Sweden, such as the Center Party and Christian Democrat Party. Gabriel 
has also consulted and assisted in several research projects on the topics of religious 
extremism, Salafism and radicalization. His work is informed by interviewing religious 
leaders and actors who witnessed close-up the call to violent extremism during the rise 
and peak of the ISIS “Caliphate” and were able to witness first-hand these processes and 
engage with radicalized individuals, recruiters and FTFs. This way, a particular strength 
of Gabriel’s work is to shed light on how various phenomena and processes are lived and 
experienced on a grassroots level among affected populations, communities or groups. 

He is interviewed for this Paper by Katja Theodorakis (KT), Head of the Counterterror-
ism Program at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI). Before joining ASPI, Katja 
was Senior Program Coordinator for Research and Analysis (Foreign/Security Policy) at 
KAS’ Regional Program Australia and the Pacific where she coordinated a portfolio of 
terrorism/extremism, European defence/security matters, cybersecurity and the wider 
strategic relations in the Indo-Pacific. Katja has previously lived in the Middle East, where 
she was engaged in educational projects and NGO work in Syria during the early years 
of Bashar al-Assad’s presidency. She has also taught and tutored on Middle East politics, 
Islam and International Terrorism at the Australian National University. 

Additional questions are addressed to Gabriel by Director of KAS Regional Program Aus-
tralia and the Pacific, Bertil Wenger (BW) who is particularly interested in how the issues 
raised by Gabriel’s research compare to developments in Germany, and what could be 
done to counter those challenges. 
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KT: Gabriel, your research details how 
“antipathic attitudes in Swedish society 
towards Islamic religious expressions on 
both macro- and micro-levels” were ex-
ploited by ISIS recruiters. “Society was in 
fact at war with the religion of Islam and 
with Muslims.”1 Could you please give 
some detail on what had gone on in 
Sweden previously for those narratives 
to resonate with youth? 

GSF: This goes back to the fact that Sweden 
is one of the most secular, liberal coun-
tries in Europe where the preferred type 
of religious freedom is what I call ‘nega-
tive religious freedom’: it is freedom from 
religious expressions that’s favoured in 
the public sphere, rather than including 
different faiths into secular society on an 
equal footing. Historically, the Church [as 
an institution] used to be very powerful 
in Sweden, it occupied a prominent place 
in public life. Then, at the beginning of the 
20th century, modernizing movements 
curbed the power of the Church, what is 
seen as one of the foundational myths of 
modern Sweden: they broke the monop-
oly of the Church and pushed Christian-
ity back into the private sphere from [the] 
public sphere. Sweden has been a cultur-
ally, ethnically, religiously homogenous 
country until about 40 years ago. There 
were maybe some regional differences, 
like in Germany, between various parts, 
but basically still the same culture from 
North to South.  

So when Muslim immigrants began to 
settle in Sweden and brought with them 
religious and cultural practices from their 

1 The Role of Religion in Countering Extremism: Notes from the Nordic countries - European Eye on 
Radicalization (eeradicalization.com); Sjöblom-Fodor, Gabriel & Speckhard, Anne. “Exceptionalism at the 
Extremes – a brief historical overview of Sweden’s ISIS foreign terrorist fighter problem.” ICSVE report, 2021

2 Abdelgadit, Aala & Fouka, Vasiliki, “Politcal Secularism and Muslim Integration in the West: Assessing the 
Effects of the French Headscarf Ban” American Political Science Review, vol. 114:3 (2020), p. 707-720; When 
Discrimination Masquerades as Equality: The Impact of France’s Ban of Religious Attire in Public Schools - 
Shadow Report by the International Center for Advocates Against Discrimination (ICAAD) prepared for the 
United Nations Human Rights Committee on the occasion of its briefing on France, Country Report Task 
Force, 111th session (July 2014) INT_CCPR_ICO_FRA_17451_E.pdf (ohchr.org)

 2 Education, secularism, and illiberalism: Marginalisation of Muslims by the French state - Jonathan Hauser, 
2021 (sagepub.com)

countries of origin, this was seen as a 
social and political assertiveness of sorts, 
a challenge against the prevailing order 
of society: This caused friction, along the 
lines of “we managed to get rid of these 
medieval, superstitious ideas. Now these 
people are bringing them back into our 
society.” And with time it became seen as 
a threat against the secular foundations 
of the modern state, that if you leave a 
space for these beliefs and practices, it 
legitimizes them, and they’re going to 
grow and undermine the liberal order 
of society.

BW: Would you say these policies were 
too lenient, taking so much of a lais-
sez-faire approach that the result was 
a loss of a coherent national identity, 
leading to parallel structures in society 
which now prevent a balanced integrative 
approach to immigration? And are the re-
sulting segregated communities observ-
able across a spectrum of ethnicities and 
nationalities, or is this phenomenon par-
ticular to immigration from Muslim - or 
Muslim-majority countries?

GSF: So unfortunately, there’s been a 
mentality that we need to marginalize 
religious and cultural expressions. So, 
over the past 10 years, we had debates 
emerge about the freedom of religious 
expression in the public sphere –about 
the hijab, religious schools, separated 
bath times in bath houses for men and 
women, prayer times at work. This is 
similar to debates occurring in France, for 
example.2 And a dominant discourse, es-
pecially propagated through media, was 

that we cannot allow religious manifesta-
tions - that prayer should not be allowed 
at work, no public celebration of various 
religious holidays etc - because to make 
provision for them, allow them to be part 
of Swedish society would be “backtrack-
ing on our liberal successes”. 

It creates friction, especially within the 
young generation. Often, for immigrant 
groups that are especially marginal-
ized, the media might be their only link 
to mainstream society:  what they see 
on TV, social media or the radio is what 
they take for the attitude of all of society 
- when it might not be representative. 
Yet when they hear even just certain pol-
iticians continuously saying “we’ll ban 
your religious practices”, they think it’s 
all of society against them. This creates a 
siege mentality. 

KT: I can imagine that after 9/11, it was 
mostly Islam that was seen as a ‘back-
wards other’. But what you describe 
- an almost fundamentalist secular-
ism- was also directed against other 
faiths, such as very traditional, pious 
Christian movements? 

GSF: Yes, there are some very promi-
nent, conservative Pentecostal churches 
in Nordic countries. But the difference is 
that they’re firmly rooted in the country. 
They can deal with push-back [such as 
proposed bans of certain practices as 
part of public life] because they know 
how to navigate the system.  

Whereas Muslim communities often 
didn’t have the same resources: they 
don’t know society well enough to be 
able to navigate, or they don’t know the 
country well enough. So when they expe-
rience similar opposition, it causes more 
shock and distress about exactly why this 
is happening: “why are they doing this 
to us?” 

And especially when you come from cul-
tures where Islam is the dominant reli-
gion, you don’t have experience in facing 
the challenges that come from being 
a minority. 

KT: You identify a “feeling of societal root-
lessness and lack of belonging” as a recur-
ring theme in radicalization journeys in 
the Swedish context. This void was then 
being filled by what purported to be a 
new, a different version of Islam than pre-
viously known. Could you elaborate on 
this, please? 

GSF: Many Muslim communities suffer 
from a type of societal identity confu-
sion - regarding themselves, their faith 
and their place in society: how do you 
live as a devout minority and articu-
late your faith in a sometimes deeply 
secular post-Christian Europe that often 
views your faith with scepticism and as a 
mere superstition?

One manifestation of this lived reality 
of tensions and dilemmas is the en-
meshment of religious and cultural 
practices, where some groups or com-
munities may zealously defend purely 
cultural habits (from their land of origin) 
as if they were fundamental religious 
tenets. This is especially problematic 
when it comes to practices such as ar-
ranged or forced (sometimes underage) 
marriages, FGM etc. 

And this [is] especially problematic for 
some Muslim groups who have theo-
logical limits to full secular assimilation 
and hence grapple with profound dilem-
mas: should you conform, find a middle 
ground or act as opposition to the status 
quo? What is your proper place in society, 
an assimilated, but still only tolerated 
minority or segregated withdrawal to 
preserve your faith and cultural heri-
tage? How do you deal with the tension 

http://eeradicalization.com
http://ohchr.org
http://sagepub.com
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between liberal ideals and sometimes il-
liberal policies in regard to your group? 

Even when they are willing to assimilate, 
there is a prevalent belief amongst es-
pecially the youth that Swedish society 
is ‘closed’, where chances of success 
are limited - even if you got a university 
degree, you would still face discrimina-
tion, simply by virtue of being a Muslim or 
immigrant, so the attitude can be “don’t 
bother with it”.3 This has led to some 
identifying more strongly with their faith, 
friendship networks, local immigrant 
areas, religious ideologies, or sometimes 
criminal gangs.

KT: The French scholar Olivier Roy objects 
to seeing ISIS violence as a result of rad-
icalized Islam; he instead called the phe-
nomenon “the Islamisation of radicalism”, 
explaining how “rebellious youths have 
found in Islam the paradigm of their total 
revolt”. To Roy, a nihilist dimension is 
central: “what seduces and fascinates is 
the idea of pure revolt. Violence is not a 
means. It is an end in itself.”  To ISIS youth 
from Europe, Islam is just an empty sig-
nifier, a symbolic vehicle for their revolt; 
the actual theological content does not 
matter. From your experience, do you 
agree with Roy’s take, or elements of it? 

GSF: Jihadism in Sweden, and more 
widely in Europe, draws much of its 
strength from its ability to appear to 
provide a tangible alternative lifestyle - 
much like other subcultures. In particular, 
it seems to offer refuge from the chal-
lenging socioeconomic or sociocultural 
realities faced by significant parts of the 
Muslim communities. But unlike criminal 
gangs or secular political activism, jihad-
ism presents itself as a pure and celestial 

3 Interview with social worker in Rinkeby, Stockholm, September 2021; Phone interview with social worker II, 
Stockholm, September 2021

path to God and salvation in the next life 
- which a Muslim, devout or lapsed, may 
adopt with a good conscience. It provides 
a transcendental purpose in life, identity, 
a mission, redemption, adventure, and a 
belief in a moral paradigm beyond that of 
temporal societies.

KT: What I found particularly fascinating 
in your research was your mention of a 
certain community of charismatic leaders 
whose appeal wasn’t so much at the doc-
trinal level but came through their pas-
sionate calls for righteous action, what 
you call religious activism “with a focus 
on contemporary political issues, such as 
the war in Syria/Iraq, other global or do-
mestic injustices, the suffering of Muslims 
or the perceived ungodliness of contempo-
rary societies.” Also considering the role 
of the media, would you say the way the 
Syrian conflict and ISIS were reported on 
may have had an effect too? I am think-
ing of how the rise of citizen journalism 
changed our mediated reality –it used to 
be hierarchical where only certain news 
organizations or state media had the 
means to document events. But now, the 
proliferation of smart phone means the 
official narrative can be contested much 
more easily.

GSF: The visibility of the Syrian conflict 
played a very large role in this activism. 
Because you could see videos and images 
on Facebook, on Twitter, on TikTok, you 
could see war scenes, families being 
bombed and people getting tortured. You 
could just pick up your phone and see. 
One of my interview subjects who has 
been an imam for a long time noted that 
there was much more engagement for 
the Syrian conflict than for the Tigrinya 

conflict in Ethiopia for example. And that 
it was because in Ethiopia, they couldn’t 
film what was going on because they 
didn’t have smartphones.

So when all of these scenes of horror and 
war and torture became accessible, when 
war became mainstream so to speak, 
Jihadi groups were able to capitalize on 
this. Muslims being killed by the secular 
Baathist regime in Syria raised questions 
and anxiety in especially the Muslim 
youth here. Many young people started to 
ask themselves and others, “ What’s going 
on? What should our attitudes to this be? 
What should we do?” And as the conflict 
and the horror wore on, it became an ev-
eryday subject of conversation among 
people basically, “ What can we do about 
this? How can we try to stop this, how can 
peace come?”

Militant Islamist and Jihadi groups saw 
this as a sort of divine gift, where ‘finally 
all Muslims have become awakened to the 
injustices; whereas before, many maybe 
sympathized but only very few talked 
about it; now everyone is talking about 
it. So jihadi groups activated themselves 
on a grassroot level and they would par-
ticipate in these debates, whether they 
happened online or in real life. And they 
would inject the latest video that came 
out of Syria and Iraq, of for example 
someone being tortured. And they would 
say, “Oh, you want to do something about 
these atrocities? We have the solution; 
we know what you can do about this.” 
So they entered those spaces to delib-
erately shape and steer the social and 
political narratives that were develop-
ing within in the Muslim community, to 
offer their “solutions”. To this end, they 
initiated social activities, like football or 
barbecues, where they hire a room in a 

4 Interview with socially active imam, Stockholm September 2021; Interview with community informant, 
September 2021

local community centre, invite the local 
youth, get takeaway food and socialize. 
They’d eat and as everyone is having a 
good time, they would start talking about 
Syria: “What’s going on down there? What 
should we do about it?” They would show 
films or footage from down there, with 
all the violence, and play the lectures 
of Anwar al-Awlaki, followed by a call to 
action. “You know, you want to do some-
thing about this.” 

KT: Can you share more details on how 
these developments have affected 
Muslim communities in Sweden? 

GSF: Most communities would try to 
address the issue in some way or another 
from within their own theological inter-
pretations. The communities where I con-
ducted fieldwork realized the urgency 
of the situation and quickly responded 
with their own counter-campaigns, both 
in real life and online, publicly as well as 
privately: preaching and lecturing against 
the new jihadi ideology, trying to expose 
it as deviant, theologically unsound 
and in direct opposition to classical 
Islamic scholarship. 

The communities’ ability to engage 
IS-propagandists, claiming to be ‘true be-
lievers’, from their own theological canon 
served as an important barrier to their in-
fluence. Here, the fact that many commu-
nity leaders themselves had grown up in 
these environments was key - having built 
up trust and credibility for years was a de-
termining factor in their success (unlike 
outsiders coming in).4

Unfortunately, in some communities, 
especially in vulnerable areas, despite 
awareness of the way IS ideology was 
making inroads, choices were made not 
to confront it. 
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This is because existential struggles were 
not only occurring against the threat 
from IS and in relation to wider society 
but also within communities, about the 
very nature of their faith itself. An intense 
rivalry between Islamists, Jihadis, Salafis, 
traditionalists, modernists and ordinary 
Muslim believers is playing out where dif-
ferent groups clash over how to reinter-
pret their faith in the face of a reality that 
their historical experiences did not really 
prepare them for.

Some were afraid that emboldened 
IS-supporters would try to attack imams 
or community figures that openly voiced 
opposition to IS, while others felt they 
needed to give IS the ”benefit of the 
doubt” for a while, for ideological reasons. 
Some communities also felt distrust 
towards authorities who were not prop-
erly equipped to deal with the situation.5  

IS-inspired terror attacks across Europe 
seem to have brought long-standing 

5 Sjöblom-Fodor, Gabriel & Speckhard, Anne. “Exceptionalism at the Extremes – a brief historical overview of 
Sweden’s ISIS foreign terrorist fighter problem.” ICSVE report, 2021

concerns and anxieties about Muslims 
to the surface in many Western Euro-
pean countries. This includes views that 
Muslims are an entitled minority, with an 
opposing value system that takes from 
society far more than it contributes (stick-
ing points and prejudices revolve around 
cultural practices seen as problematic, 
such as requesting religious exemptions, 
an alleged rhetoric of ’demand’ from 
certain Islamist and community repre-
sentative, the rate of crime committed 
by Muslims). 

Many devout Muslims who perceive their 
faith to be under attack are prone to 
react by clinging harder to those beliefs 
or values, thereby segregating further. 
Some Muslim parents are afraid of the 
social services and avoid disciplining their 
children or trying to confer their beliefs 
on them; in some cases, this comes 
after having been threatened by school 
staff and others to be reported to the 

The influence of amateur videos of Assad’s atrocities, is also documented in interviews with 
ISIS defectors, returnees, and detainees as part of an empirical study by Anne Speckhard and 
Molly Ellenberg1. Some note a shift in levels of religious observance as a push and pull factor 
influencing decisions to travel to Syria; it also found far more interviewees reported being 
motivated by sadness and an urge to provide humanitarian aid to the Syrian than by anger. For 
example, the study recorded 30-year-old German Abu Munir’s personal experience: 

“In the Syrian war, we see it on television and in videos on YouTube. I am Kurdish; we are whole 
family against crime and injustices. I see the crimes and the women crying, you know these 
videos; I wanted to help people.” At the same time, he says, “I changed my life in Germany. I have 
a beard and I go to masjid, people in Germany, they don’t like me before because I have black 
hair and brown eyes. Now it’s more…Two reasons, German people don’t want me, and Syrian 
people want help.”

1 https://www.icsve.org/the-effects-of-assads-atrocities-and-the-call-to-foreign-fighters-to-come-
to-syria-on-the-rise-and-fall-of-the-isis-caliphate/

social services when doing so. It is also 
cited as one of the reasons why some 
try to send children back to their home 
countries for these purposes, so called 
“fostering trips”, where the children (or 
adolescents) live with extended family or 
at local institutions.

Moreover, the Muslim community 
appears to be affected by higher levels 
of mental health issues, such as PTSD 
and traumatization from abroad, with 
depression and anxiety disorders that 
go untreated to a much greater extent 
than what is common in the general pop-
ulation. This can manifest in religious ob-
sessive-compulsive behaviors - typically 
regarding acts of worship – an area where 
many feel they cannot be understood 
and correctly treated by secular psy-
chologists; yet many imams are also not 
equipped to treat it and as such, these 
risk factors go untreated. 

This opens the door to political Islamists 
and jihadis to capitalise on these sen-
timents. Since the rise of political Isla-
mism - as a reaction to colonialism- the 
West has been conceptualized in the Isla-
mist imagination as a hostile, subversive 
force out to disgrace Muslims and harm 
the Muslim faith.6 Western governments 
have - often unbeknownst to themselves 
- acted according to the Jihadi playbook 
by inadvertently confirming their nar-
ratives: a current example is insensitive 
rhetoric or blunt measures as a response 
to public and political frustration with 
those religious or cultural conduct per-
ceived as ‘too different’ from Swedish 
values. Jihadis use this as ’proof’ to rally 
for action against the perceived aggres-
sor: messages like ’the West is evil, hates 
you and wants to destroy your faith’ 

6 Roel Meijer (ed.), Global Salafism. Islam’s New Religious Movement, Hust & Company, London, 2009

7 Atran, Scott. Talking to the Enemy: Faith, Brotherhood, and the (Un)Making of Terrorists. New York: Ecco 
Press, 2010

resonate when they seem backed by tan-
gible manifestations. Especially when 
these lead to Islamophobia or even hate 
crimes, it starts a vicious cycle. A further 
risk is then posed by those individuals 
with PTSD or other mental health chal-
lenges ‘snapping’ and deciding to act out 
on their anger in the face of perceived or 
real discrimination. 

KT: Was there much support from the 
authorities to deal with the problem? 
And what types of interventions - was it 
treated as more of a security and law en-
forcement issue, or was it equally looked 
at in terms of social cohesion? 

GSF: It is well-known that responding only 
with stricter laws, surveillance, and secu-
ritization of Muslim communities is coun-
terproductive. Outside actors cannot 
really go in and meddle in the communi-
ties. So, it is important to acknowledge 
this is no easy challenge for Western poli-
ticians and policy makers. 

Sadly, actions taken sometimes take the 
shape of an elephant in a porcelain shop 
when they are not cognisant of the sen-
sitivities and complexities on the ground.

Solutions that predominantly focus on 
providing material incentives, as sug-
gested by some politicians and policy 
makers, are not sufficient. Research 
shows that faith is often a key factor – one 
that creates meaning and helps in coping 
with problematic circumstances.7 Believ-
ing Muslims, who are the prime target 
audience of both Jihadis and secular stat-
utory policies, have a deeply theocentric 
worldview- and it would be ill-advised to 
create a rift from this. Jihadism is a po-
litical as well as religious ideology that 
attaches the vision of a perfect order to 

https://www.icsve.org/the-effects-of-assads-atrocities-and-the-call-to-foreign-fighters-to-come-to-s
https://www.icsve.org/the-effects-of-assads-atrocities-and-the-call-to-foreign-fighters-to-come-to-s
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divine and eternal perceptions, heaven or 
hell. So when your alternative narrative 
negates this, or the policy solution merely 
offers the prospect of material well-be-
ing, but no room for spiritual or emo-
tional debates, it’s highly problematic. It 
won’t reach those who may have grown 
up in a religious household or have an at-
tachment to their faith. These strategies 
are likely to enforce what is intended to 
be counteracted, namely alienation from 
mainstream society. 

But the promotion of more value-based 
policies also resulted in only limited suc-
cesses. This goes back to expectations of 
conformity inherent in Swedish policy; 
you could say the promotion of Swedish 
values is enshrined in policies. But the 
idea to recreate Muslim communities in 
‘our own image’ doesn’t work. Not all are 
prepared to conform to dominant socio-
cultural norms and may instead withdraw 
further into alternative social orders, 
such as creating their own ‘parallel societ-
ies’. This can manifest in Muslim parents 
withdrawing their children from commu-
nal schools to home school or send their 
children abroad, or the kids themselves 
dropping out. 

BW: What would a preventative strategy 
look like, to allow us to influence these 
young people at an early stage, so they 
do not fall victim to the false prophets 
of this world to a point where they close 
off and we have no way of reaching these 
young people?

GSF: During my six years of fieldwork, so 
many members of the Muslim commu-
nity have told me that they want to be a 
part of society, but society is not allowing 
them as such. When they attempt to inte-
grate, they are confronted with questions 
such as “what’s your belief on gender 
equality? What’s your belief on religious 

8 Interview with socially active imam, Stockholm September 2021

9 “Sweden is being shot up”, The Economist: https://www.economist.com/europe/2021/07/24/
sweden-is-being-shot-up

freedom? What’s your belief on this and 
that?” And if you don’t answer accord-
ing to mainstream ideas, you don’t get 
the job, you don’t get the house. You’re 
not allowed to partake when you don’t 
conform. So, what society here has done 
is that it has basically put up a barrier that 
says “if you don’t have the correct values, 
the Swedish values, you’re not allowed 
to participate.” Consequently, certain 
types of measures typically simply force 
the targeted phenomena underground, 
rather than solving them. The city of 
Stockholm in particular is perceived as 
unfriendly and unwelcoming, which has 
an effect on segregation/isolationist pat-
terns.8 And this creates marginalization, it 
creates alienation. Ultimately, it can lead 
to enclaves.

KT: I’d argue what IS has done is to 
rebrand Islam, as a mobilizing, deviant 
identity on steroids, the rambo version 
of classic jihad. Do you see much evi-
dence of what has been described as the 
crime-terror nexus, are criminal back-
grounds notably present, or even preva-
lent amongst Swedish jihadists? 

GSF: In the last couple of years, Sweden 
stands out as one of the countries with 
the highest rate of gang-related violence 
and shootings in the world. The reason is 
found in a series of disparate gang con-
flicts between rival gangs mostly made 
up of young people of Muslim immigrant 
backgrounds that emerged from 2010 
onward in the same marginalized areas 
previously mentioned. One of the con-
sequences was an arms race of sorts, 
between gangs.9 As a result, there is a sig-
nificant pool of illegal weapons now in cir-
culation in these areas, easily accessible 
for those who know how to obtain them. 
One interviewee told me about how guns 
and other weaponry are stashed in cars 

which are re-parked every other day to 
avoid detection. 

An individual coming from such circum-
stances and who may have acquired 
violent ‘street capital’, who knows how 
to obtain illegal arms is an even greater 
danger when radicalized. This is almost 
impossible to predict unless those sur-
rounding him or her have recognized the 
signs. As such, the gang culture in Sweden 
represents one of the most serious chal-
lenges for the coming decade, both 
in fighting crime and as a potentially 
fertile soil for jihadi radicalisation. Jihad-
ism and crime also overlap where jihadi 
ideologues find Western adherents who 
condone and even encouraged crime as a 
part of “jihad” resistance to society. Gang 
environments also provide fertile soil for 
jihadis to hide in; moreover, the increas-
ingly sophisticated extrajudicial struc-
tures of gangs could also be copied by 
jihadis with ties to those gangs and repli-
cated in their own environments.10 

Clandestine networks are very danger-
ous in that they are notoriously hard to 
detect and monitor. To use European ex-
amples, it is easy for an individual with 
harmful intent, or already wanted by 
authorities to hide in areas like Molen-
beek in Belgium, the banlieues of Paris or 
southern Järva in Sweden. Their tactics 
include moving from address to address 
(sometimes taking advantage of tradi-
tional hospitality), gathering in private 
homes or renting facilities through an of-
ficially unconnected third party – these 
are nearly impossible to monitor. Ac-
cording to two sources interviewed for 
my analysis, in some clandestine net-
works members typically do not display 

10 For further info, see for example “Crime as Jihad: Developments in the Crime-Terror 
Nexus in Europe”, Combating Terrorism Center at West Point: https://ctc.usma.edu/
crime-as-jihad-developments-in-the-crime-terror-nexus-in-europe/

11 Interview with socially active imam in Järva September 2021; Interview with community informant, 
Stockholm September 2021. 

any outward Islamic manifestations (no 
beards or niqabs, praying or fasting etc), 
they do not attend any known mosques 
but rather gather for their activities in 
private homes, and do not welcome out-
siders (they typically renounce main-
stream imams and congregations, also to 
avoid being spotted).11 If traditional com-
munities can no longer fulfil a gatekeeper 
role, this could become a substantive 
threat in the coming years. 

KT: Your fieldwork specifically highlights 
concerns from Imams that they are losing 
influence, for various reasons. There 
have for example been reports that tradi-
tional religious leaders are often seen as 
out of touch by youth who prefer to get 
their advice and answers from “Sheikh 
Google” instead. Could you please elab-
orate on this, also the impacts on being 
able to deal with future challenges? 

GSF: Religious authorities have an im-
portant role as community shepherds, 
and are very often turned to for guidance, 
advice or as negotiators in social, per-
sonal, family and community affairs and 
many turn to them before, or instead of 
the authorities. This typically leads them 
to detect indications of (or being asked to 
resolve) problematic trends and potential 
threats. Their longstanding experiences 
and work serving their communities have 
awarded them with unique trust. They 
also play another equally important role, 
as a bridge to wider society. They are able 
to provide civic orientation assistance 
and engage with groups that otherwise 
would have very little contact with wider 
society and help in introducing them 
to society. This places them in a unique 
position that should not be neglected. 

https://www.economist.com/europe/2021/07/24/sweden-is-being-shot-up
https://www.economist.com/europe/2021/07/24/sweden-is-being-shot-up
https://ctc.usma.edu/crime-as-jihad-developments-in-the-crime-terror-nexus-in-europe/
https://ctc.usma.edu/crime-as-jihad-developments-in-the-crime-terror-nexus-in-europe/
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Outside actors should offer not only eco-
nomic, but also moral support to them. 

The problem is that in reality, the entire 
burden of prevention falls on the com-
munities themselves. This is a result of 
communal services being neglected or 
withdrawn from certain areas. 

To many politicians or policymakers, the 
work of such communities represents a 
serious conundrum. While holding beliefs 
that are regarded as controversial and 
undesirable in many liberal democra-
cies (such as a theocentric worldview, 
traditional gender norms, conservative 
faith practices, belief in validity of reli-
gious-based laws etc), these communi-
ties work on the frontlines with tangible 
results in the struggle against violent 
extremism and have the trust of many 
vulnerable Muslims that the authorities 
don’t have. It appears the dilemma for 
politicians and policymakers is the fear 
that state-sanctioned interactions and 
support of such communities would legit-
imize and normalize their beliefs. Some 
authorities have tried to keep very con-
servative groups at bay in the struggle 
against violent extremism, instead picking 
communities as partners that are seen as 
more ‘acceptable’ in the eyes of society. 
But communities chosen out of political 
considerations lack credibility and initia-
tives end up producing very little results, 
in spite of considerable sums of funding 
allocated to them.12

Additionally, community leaders inter-
viewed during my fieldwork have raised 
concerns regarding ongoing trends of a 
decentralization in Muslim communities. 
This includes the decline of the traditional 
influence of imams and religious commu-
nity leaders (who are often seen as out 

12 https://www.svt.se/nyheter/lokalt/skane/fiasko-for-malmos-arbete-mot-valdsbejakande-extremism; 
Projektet med nationell samordnare mot våldsbejakande extremism slutade i fiasko - DN.SE

13 Sjöblom-Fodor, Gabriel & Speckhard, Anne. “Exceptionalism at the Extremes – a brief historical overview of 
Sweden’s ISIS foreign terrorist fighter problem.” ICSVE report, 2021

of touch) which leads to people drifting 
away from such traditional community 
structures and increasingly turning to 
external influences like online preach-
ers and other local obscure self-styled 
imams. This conflict then plays out pri-
marily in the shadows, in which they 
debate, argue and contest over often pre-
modern and medieval theological inter-
pretations that form the core of doctrinal 
disputes between violent and non-violent 
interpretations.

It could lead to secretive splinter com-
munities - a very concerning trend, as 
they tend to build their own networks 
rather than rely on society or established 
Muslim communities for work opportuni-
ties, funding, housing and other forms of 
support. As such, you could live a day-to- 
day life without any connection to major-
ity society or the Muslim community. This 
may create a sense of ‘semi-autonomy’ 
and result in clandestine networks with 
extremist behaviour as overzealous ad-
herents feel they are not accountable to 
statutory actors. 

There needs to be a deeper understand-
ing of these processes on the side of stat-
utory bodies, as a foundation for more 
tactical responses.

KT: Lastly, I want to highlight a point from 
a research paper you wrote earlier in 2021 
with Dr Anne Speckhard13 where you note 
that “suspicion towards and discomfort 
with conservative norms and values, and 
those who adhere to such, denying followers 
of such values equal opportunity in society 
has real consequences”. Is there a danger 
that the label “extremism” becomes an 
easy catch-all for religious beliefs or 
practices that a deeply secular, individu-
alistic, and rationally oriented society is 

uncomfortable and at odds with? 

GSF: The concept of “extremism” and 
what it constitutes must be more closely 
defined, it risks being applied bluntly or 
without reserve. At the same time, try to 
empower the moderate groups by chang-
ing the perception of what is extremism. 
We have seen this in some instances where 
even mainstream Sunni Islamic religious 
stances have been labelled as extrem-
ist, thus stigmatizing [a] large number of 
otherwise law-abiding Muslim citizens.14 
Right now in Sweden, if you want to pray 
at work, it’s considered extremist. Declar-
ing certain cultural practices of a main-
stream religion as extremism is unhelpful. 
Even if it seems backwards and medie-
val to the majority, branding so much of 
what mainstream Muslims believe as ex-
tremism marginalizes large parts of the 
Muslim communities. Instead, empower 
moderate communities who actually 
teach inculturation. 

KT: You mean, cultural dialogue or inter-
cultural understanding? 

GSF: Inculturation, it’s a theological term 
that borrows insights from anthropol-
ogy. The meaning of moderate here 
entails religious interpretations that ad-
vocate living in harmony with surround-
ing society, rather than at odds with it 
- striving to be an integrated, partner who 
can contribute to the common good even 
based on conservative beliefs.

BW: Are you in favour of raising up more 
(Swedish) state-educated Muslim reli-
gious leaders, to not only prevent rad-
icalization through overseas leaders/
influences but also to help build a bridge 
between Muslim communities and 
wider society? 

14 Sjöblom-Fodor, Gabriel & Speckhard, Anne. “Exceptionalism at the Extremes – a brief historical overview of 
Sweden’s ISIS foreign terrorist fighter problem.” ICSVE report, 2021

KT: Or should the State even have a role 
in determining which interpretations of 
Islam are ‘valid’ and in line with those 
constitutionally enshrined principles and 
rights? 

GSF: Moderate imams and other reli-
gious authorities need to be free to do 
their work and constructively engage 
their communities without overt interfer-
ence from statutory bodies. Due to the 
nature of Jihadism as a religious-based 
ideology, it is primarily the responsibil-
ity of religious communities to tackle it, 
and authorities may have to let contesta-
tions over religious interpretations ‘play 
out’. One important thing to keep in mind 
is: you cannot illegalise or marginalise 
away phenomena that society does not 
approve of. The ‘maximum social pres-
sure’ or ‘muscular liberalism’ strategies 
favoured by some in the Nordic countries 
create more problems than they solve, by 
forcing the issues into the shadows. 

What should not be tolerated however 
are hate-speech, incitement, or sub-
versive behaviours. This is also why it 
is important to support those forces 
within the community who have the 
credibility and ability to teach proper 
modes of engagement (how to be polite 
about disagreements with surrounding 
society), rather than giving in to Islamist/
jihadist agitation.

It is not the job of the authorities to de-
termine which religious interpretations 
are valid or not, or go after eradicating 
pietistic practices, as long as adherents 
fulfil their civic responsibilities and are 
law-abiding citizens. Society should be 
able to accommodate respectful differ-
ences in the name of democracy and 
freedom of expression. I would say the 

https://www.svt.se/nyheter/lokalt/skane/fiasko-for-malmos-arbete-mot-valdsbejakande-extremism; Proje
https://www.svt.se/nyheter/lokalt/skane/fiasko-for-malmos-arbete-mot-valdsbejakande-extremism; Proje
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Inculturation

The concept of inculturation is employed across various contexts and respectively takes on dif-
ferent meanings. Traditionally considered a purely Christian project or doctrine1, in its contem-
porary meaning it is invariably connected to global mobility and migration in interaction with 
dynamics of colonial domination, Western-secular hegemony and the resulting asymmetrical 
relationship between global North and South. 2  Here, historic relations between  Christian  and  
Muslim  communities -   their coexistence as well as longstanding intercultural and interreligious 
friction - have become a focal point. 

As part of wide-ranging social-political, religious academic dialogue efforts towards enhancing 
multicultural integration and societal cohesion across Europe, inculturation has for instance 
been declared as a visionary goal by the Catholic Church under Vatican II and is also discussed 
more widely as a strategic tool to integrate Muslims as a ‘settled minority’ in the secular West.3 
For some, this includes actively questioning how Islam can contribute to ethical progress and 
societal well-being amidst fears of compromising or destroying cultural and religious identity 
on both sides. 4

Specifically, from within Islamic communities it is suggested this tension must be addressed 
by drawing clear demarcation lines between what constitute binding scriptural principles 
(maqasid)/ laws as recorded in Islamic jurisprudence and norms developed from particular 
cultural traditions and specific local contexts. This requires a process of internal and exter-
nal negotiation that can be indirectly supported by supra-European organizations, institutions 
and governments. 

In the interpretation of one London-born Muslim scholar for example, such an approach to keep 
Islam relevant to its current context and benefit wider society requires flexibility by offering 

…that Ishmaelite principle of inculturation that does not expect Muslims to take on anything 
other than the cultural norms of their respected landscapes (as filtered through revealed counsel), 
is currently honoured more in the breach than the observance by too many of Ishmael’s spiritual 
descendants living here in the West. Inculturation is undeniably one of the great lessons of the 
sacred Ishmaelite story. A British Muslim who insists on wearing Arab or Asian dress, or clings to 
foreign ‘urf embellishments uncalled for by the shari‘ah, is unlikely to endear monotheism to the 
wider public who will just see them as alien and unrelatable; and will be unable to envisage how 
Islam might be for British and Western people. Such a failure of the religious imagination must 
be swiftly, yet wisely, remedied….5

1 See for example G. Arbuckle, ‘Inculturation and Evangelization: Realism or Romanticism,’ in 
Missionaries, Anthropologists, and Cultural Change (Williamsburg, VA: College of William and 
Mary, 1984), pp. 171-214; or Ballano V. Inculturation, Anthropology, and the Empirical Dimension of 
Evangelization. Religions. 2020; 11(2):101. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel11020101

2 Jeffers Engelhardt “Inculturation: Genealogies, Meanings, and Musical Dynamics”, Colloquium 
(2006 edition), Yale Institute of Sacred Music (ISM): https://ism.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/
Inculturation.pdf

3 https://www.oasiscenter.eu/en/towards-an-inculturation-of-
islam;. https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/publications/
catholicism-opening-to-the-world-and-other-confessions-vatican-ii-and-its-impact

4 https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/publications/
contested-coexistence-insights-on-arabic-christianity-from-theology-to-migration; 

5  https://thehumblei.com/tag/muslim-inculturation/

main thing is to stop trying to shape com-
munity affairs, enforce values on commu-
nities or to try to prescribe what imams 
should preach in an attempt to recreate 
communities according to some idealized 
vision of a secular, culturally homoge-
nous society.  

KT: What can be done to equip and 
support communities to address the 
problem more sustainably? 

BW: Is there a way to foster cooperation, 
with moderate Muslim movements and 
moderate Muslim political parties in the 
Muslim world, in order to start a united 
momentum, as a signal that joint and 
peaceful cooperation of the world reli-
gions is not only in all our common inter-
est, but in fact the only way forward?

GSF: Identity problems along with root-
lessness and a sense of disorientation 
will continue to haunt immigrant genera-
tions born in Sweden. The other ongoing 
issue is that of urban environments 
themselves, and that especially the city 
of Stockholm is perceived as unwelcom-
ing, which has an effect on segregation/
isolationist patterns.

There is a need to reassess how these 
issues are handled by the bodies tasked 
with them. This is going to take strong po-
litical and social will, that will need to be 
both informed and inclusive. Otherwise, 
the burden to produce functional ‘mi-
cro-solutions’ will continue to be placed 
almost entirely on local actors such as the 
religious communities described above, 
alongside the individual initiative of those 
social workers, teachers, parents, police 
and trusted individuals with intimate 
knowledge of the particular area or issue. 
It is crucial that social services interven-
tions and other government support 
measures are applied early, before the 

radicalization process gets out of hand, 
and that this closely involves the affected 
families in an inclusive manner.

The urgent need to develop holistic and 
realistic approaches to the challenges of 
evolving Jihadism dynamics is one of the 
top policy concerns as we move forward 
in the new decade. The rise of the far-
right, alongside ambivalent, insensitive 
rhetoric from the center-right and -left in 
some European countries is a source of 
great concern for the coming years. It is 
very important to understand that polit-
ical measures targeting specific minori-
ties or communities risk further social 
stigma and antipathy. It may be tempting 
for politicians and policy makers to over-
look complex concerns for the sake of 
universal top-down solutions that on the 
surface seem to provide security and sta-
bility, in addition to letting the minority 
’know its place’; however, this is very 
problematic, in the light of concrete rad-
icalization issues, as well democratically. 
The struggle against Islamist extremism 
has in some cases become indistinguish-
able from a wider ideological activism 
against conservative Islam itself, rooted 
in specific Nordic liberal and secular hu-
manist thought. This is an alienating strat-
egy which decreases credibility and the 
ability to reach out to target audiences. 
Counter-extremism work should be con-
cerned only with trends that, at their core 
present a challenge to pluralism. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel11020101
https://ism.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/Inculturation.pdf
https://ism.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/Inculturation.pdf
https://www.oasiscenter.eu/en/towards-an-inculturation-of-islam;. https://berkleycenter.georgetown.e
https://www.oasiscenter.eu/en/towards-an-inculturation-of-islam;. https://berkleycenter.georgetown.e
https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/publications/contested-coexistence-insights-on-arabic-christian
https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/publications/contested-coexistence-insights-on-arabic-christian
https://thehumblei.com/tag/muslim-inculturation/
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