
Nomination for the STK-prize 2019: 
 
The Place of Muslim Warriors, The Place of Muslim Men: The Foreign Fighter Phenomenon as 
a Masculinity Performance 
 
Sadik Qaka 
Master degree in Human Geography, University of Oslo 
 
 
We hereby nominate Sadik Qaka’s masters’ thesis in Human Geography for the STK-prize for 
2019. The thesis was submitted in November 2019 and a final exam was conducted on 12 
December 2019. The thesis was awarded the grade A. The undersigned have functioned as 
supervisor (Kristian Stokke) and examiners (Marielle Stigum Gleiss and Elana Wilson Rowe) for 
the thesis. 
 
Sadik Qaka’s thesis examines the connections between masculinity and violent extremism. It 
studies the Muslim foreign fighter phenomenon in Kosovo, where an in-depth analysis of 
masculinity thus far has been lacking. The purpose of the study has been to understand how 
the warfare-masculinity nexus is constructed in the Albanian radical Islamist milieu. 
 
The foreign fighter phenomenon in Kosovo has received much media coverage, but remain 
under-studied. Kosovo is a strongly pro-American society that has also had one of the highest 
per capita rates of Muslim foreign fighters in Syria. The thesis seeks to shed new light on this 
puzzling paradox, beyond popular but poorly substantiated explanations that appear in media 
and political debates. The thesis rejects the common conception that radicalization is the 
mere result of brainwashing, or that foreign fighters can simply be explained as “vulnerable 
groups” or “social outcasts”. Instead it examines how becoming a foreign fighter is 
experienced as meaningful. Based on his thorough familiarity with Kosovo, Sadik Qaka argues 
that there is a need for analyses of the construction of masculinity in the Kosovar Islamist 
milieu. Hence, the core argument of the thesis is that becoming a foreign fighter in the armed 
conflict in Syria is a gendered act: It is an act that conforms to specific gender expectations 
and many masculine ideals and values. This connection, which is intended and explicit, is 
analysed through a discourse analysis of texts produced within and about the Kosovar Islamist 
milieu. 
 
The analytical framework of the thesis is largely based on social constructionist thought, 
particularly Judith Butler’s theory of gender as performance: gender is the stylised repletion 
of acts, rather than a biological fact. Qaka conducts in-depth analyses of texts collected during 
fieldworks in Kosovo with the help of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory. The core texts are 
mostly sermons, speeches and religious acapella songs (anasheed), which Qaka has analysed 



in the original Albanian language. He finds that the texts directly address masculine ideals and 
link these closely and explicitly to Islam and the foreign fighter phenomenon. 
 
Sadik Qaka’s thesis documents that the Albanian Islamist milieu constructs the masculinity-
warfare nexus in three key ways: 1) by redefining the Kosovo war as a religious rather than 
ethnic war, 2) by constructing Syria as Ash-Sham, the sacred homeland of Muslims in need of 
the aid and protection of Muslim men, and 3) through constructing emotional and even 
spiritual bonds to warfare for the sake of God.  
 
Firstly, Islamist masculinity discourse in Kosovo redefines Kosovar history, thereby redefining 
the terms and conditions of masculinity. Most importantly, the war of independence in 
Kosovo is constructed as a religious war rather than an ethnic war – it was not a Serbian war 
against Albanians, but Christian aggression against Islam. In redefining history, masculinity is 
also redefined. As a man, as a Muslim man, you are expected to protect and uphold Muslim 
sisters, mothers and Muslim honour, and you are expected to protect a Muslim homeland. 
This redefines hegemonic masculinity in Kosovo, which have been based on ethno-nationalist 
rather than religious ideas. 
 
Secondly, Syria is constructed as a sacred homeland of Muslims, but more importantly as a 
place of Muslim warriors and a place of Muslim men. It is thus constructed as a place of divine 
warfare – of fighting in the path of God. As such it is a place which requires men to perform 
their masculinity – a place to protect, to free, and to establish the rightful rule of God alone, 
and to do all of this as a man.  
 
Thirdly, the act of fighting for God in the sacred Muslim homeland is not just a means for an 
end, but constructs emotional bonds to the masculinity-warfare nexus. Fighting and dying for 
God is a goal in and of itself, as it provides proof of the willingness for the cause. The ultimate 
reward for masculinity well performed is not just Paradise, it is immortality and endless glory. 
Sadik Qaka thus argues that not only is masculinity and extremism connected, but that the 
foreign fighter phenomenon should be seen as an Islamist performance of masculinity. 
Previous analyses of the Kosovar foreign fighter phenomenon have not considered this key 
aspect, he argues. 
 
Based on these three key findings, Qaka concludes that understanding masculinity is central 
in understanding the recruiting of Kosovar foreign fighters. He argues that if Kosovar men 
have been “lured” by anything, it is not money, but the possibility to perform a particular 
form of masculinity, and the societal rewards for doing so. By highlighting the linkage 
between masculinity and radicalisation, he also argues that gender must play a central role in 
the rehabilitation of returned foreign fighters.  
 



Having supervised and examined Sadik Qaka’s thesis we conclude that this is a very strong 
candidate for the STK-prize for 2019. The thesis is innovative in its examination of the foreign 
fighter phenomenon through the lens of masculinity and gender theory. The candidate uses 
concepts and theories from gender studies as tools to shed new light on a current topic 
where gender is clearly present, but at the same time little discussed. This theoretical 
framework is used actively throughout the thesis, producing an advanced and theory-
informed analysis. The thesis as a whole demonstrates that the candidate has a very good 
analytical ability to integrate theory and empirical analysis and develop new arguments. 
 
The thesis is also well researched based on an in-depth understanding of Islam, Kosovo 
society and Albanian language. In addition to collecting qualitative data that is difficult to 
access for researchers without the necessary language skills, the candidate has also done 
thorough field work in Kosovo to better contextualize the analysis and findings. The method 
chapter is thorough and the candidate reflects very well on positionality and ethics. The thesis 
is well written and well-structured and has a clear and coherent argument.  
 
Finally, the thesis is brave in addressing a highly contentious contemporary issue where the 
scholars own gendered and religious positionality is also at stake. Sadik Qaka’s thesis 
demonstrates an impressive ability to handle these challenges with a high degree of academic 
and personal integrity. Throughout the text, the candidate's independent voice emerges in a 
very convincing way. This is an impressive piece of committed scholarship, in the sense that it 
is both scholarship with commitment to addressing pressing contemporary issues and a thesis 
that shows a strong commitment to scholarship. For all these reasons, we strongly 
recommend Sadik Qaka’s thesis for the STK-prize 2019. 
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